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many, 1851–1955 (New York: Berghahn Books, 2013), vi + 188 pp.
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The German term in the title of this book opens up a wide field.
While an English translation exists, it is not a direct equivalent.
‘Völkerpsychologie’ is a hybrid in German, both a technical term and
a part of everyday language. Neither variant corresponds exactly to
‘folk psychology’ or ‘psychology of the people’, which come across in
English as distorted neologisms. Nor do paraphrases such as ‘folk-
lore’ or ‘ethnic anthropology’ convey the meaning of the German
term. The author’s decision, therefore, to leave the German term in
the title (although not consistently throughout the text) is a good one.
It seems that both the term and what it refers to are specific to the
German-language discourse of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, and this in itself is an important statement about the sub-
ject. But what does the term mean in German? Is the difficulty in
translating it merely a matter of terminology, or does it also point to
substantive peculiarities? Does it refer to a scientific method or to an
academic subject? Or perhaps to a specific style of thinking?

As Egbert Klautke’s concise book makes clear, all of this applies at
the same time to Völkerpsychologie. His decision not to present his
subject as a defined field, but as a contradictory and mutable concept
that served different purposes at different times, is illuminating. The
reader is thus confronted with a conglomerate of ideas, drawn from
intellectual history and the history of ideology, of very different
provenances: a bundle of themes from Wesensschau and Seelenschau,
ethics and morality, and elements of social and cultural history. This
mixture aspired to become a theory of civilization and a philosophy
of history. At the same time, however, the changing Zeitgeist meant
that the term was used to refer to quite different things. This is what
makes up the peculiarity of the subject, and it would have been a
pity if the author had limited his account to one aspect of the con-
fusingly varied writings. Nonetheless, Klautke had to make a selec-
tion, and here a third decision on his part is to be praised. It reveals
the common sense of an experienced historian. Almost typological-
ly, Klautke describes how the concept was invented and consolidat-
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ed by Moritz Lazarus and Heymann Steinthal from the middle of the
nineteenth century (ch. 1); how Wilhelm Wundt, a medical doctor
and philosopher from Leizpig, made the approach academically re -
spect able and worthy of inclusion in encyclopaedias (ch. 2); and then
how it was popularized in the journalism of the 1930s and 1940s, cit-
ing the psychologist Willy Hellpach from Karlsruhe (later Heidel -
berg), a student of Wundt, as a representative figure (ch. 3).

In the first chapter, Klautke introduces Moritz Lazarus (1824–
1903) and Heymann Steinthal (1823–99), and presents an intellectual
history of the liberal science of early Völkerpsychologie. This mental
construct was liberal because it resulted from reflection on the rela-
tionship between religion and modernity, and defined emancipation,
equality (of chances and before the law), and freedom (of the indi-
vidual) as the central problem nexus of the time. Early Völker -
psychologiewas connected with the journal Zeitschrift für Völker psy cho -
logie und Sprachwissenschaft which the two founded in 1860, and thus
itself generated publicity; it was liberal because it put up its terms for
discussion, above all, ‘Verdichtung’ (condensation or thickening), the
title of an essay by Lazarus, but also the interpretative figure of ‘Zir -
kulation’ (circulation), as well as ‘Mannigfaltigkeit’ (multiplicity) and
‘Verflechtung’ (entanglement). In this journal, the term ‘Völker -
psychologie’, which had been in use since 1851, became the key con-
cept for a universal meta-science of modernity, which today we
would probably call social psychology or sociology. What was spe-
cial about this project, however, was that it chose language as the
material and method for its own interpretative attempts. By 1890,
twenty volumes of this journal, which also printed work by
Windelband, Dilthey, Goldziher, Bastian, and Simmel, had been pub-
lished. The main authors, however, were the editors, both of whom
had been shaped by the experience of Jewish emancipation in nine-
teenth-century Germany. They came from a traditional religious
milieu, left the provinces behind, and headed for the metropolis,
Berlin. Once there, both gave up their original intention of studying
theology and becoming rabbis, and turned instead to philosophy
and linguistics. Both were more impressed by Johann Friedrich
Herbart, the founder of an empirical cultural psychology, than by
Herder’s theory of the Volksgeist. They were students of Friedrich
Eduard Beneke, and enthused about the writings of Wilhelm von
Humboldt.
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Drawing on the work of Ivan Kalmar and Gerhard von Grae ve -
nitz,1 Klautke gives a precise account of the eminently modern con-
cept of culture developed by the Jewish founders of this journal.
Despite elements of romanticism in their language and thinking,
their concept did not, as a whole, aim to define states or nations in
terms of collective ontologies and set them off against each other.
Rather, the journal presented a comprehensive sociology of the rela-
tionship between individual and society. The editors understood the
nation as a community of consent (Zustimmungsgemeinschaft), as a
collective to which one belonged not on the basis of birth and prop-
erty alone, but also through communication and a ‘daily plebiscite’ in
Ernest Renan’s sense. Their most famous student was Georg Simmel,
who took Steinthal’s and Lazarus’s terms, ap proaches, and argu-
ments and developed them further. Unlike Wundt, however, Simmel
did not use the key concept itself. Wundt, who did, and considered
the coinage ‘Völkerpsychologie’ a ‘masterpiece of the art of language’,
spelled out one of the aspects of its early history in his own work. In
some ways logically, however, he referred to his two predecessors
much less frequently than Simmel did.

The second chapter consists of the best scholarly introduction we
have so far to the voluminous work of the doctor, psychologist, and
polymath Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920). To the present day, his name,
rather than those of Lazarus and Steinthal, is associated with Völker -
psychologie. From the 1890s, Wundt, an established university profes-
sor, gave lectures that were well received not only in Germany
(Martin Buber and the doctor and psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin, for
instance, could be named) but also in the USA (for example, by
George Herbert Mead and Franz Boas). Between 1900 and 1920, he
published ten volumes on the subject, in which he presented his
approach, preserving the liberal approaches of the nineteenth centu-
ry in the subtitle, Entwicklungsgesetze von Sprache, Mythus und Sitte.
Wundt wanted to put psychological methods onto an academic basis,
and pursued experimental, almost scientific methods. His best-known
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work was Die Grundzüge der physiologischen Psychologie (1837). As in
the case of Lazarus and Steinthal, a number of attempts have been
made to make Wundt relevant and see him as a ‘misunderstood
scholar of the humanities’.2 But much of what he simply assumed in
his writings has become completely foreign to us today. Even con-
temporaries of his, such as the historian Gerhard Masur, noted about
the theory of stages in world history presented in Wundt’s Elemente
der Völkerpsychologie that it conveyed the impression of ‘free histori-
cal life being violated by a regular course of development imposed
on it and declared as the norm’.3 The hypostatization of the notions
of ‘Volk’, ‘Volkstum’, and ‘Volksgeschichte’, which increased shortly
thereafter, in the 1930s and 1940s, made this unease even greater, not
least because Völkerpsychologiewas now associated with the racism of
the period. Even if this did not connect directly with Wundt, let alone
his Jewish predecessors, but merely drew on them and borrowed
their concepts, the tradition of Völkerpsychologie, which had still been
rich and diverse in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was
overlaid and finally destroyed by völkisch essentialism (for example,
in Werner Sombart) and the racism of the Nazi years.

While the third chapter does not give an account of Nazi Völker -
psychologie, it provides the portrait of a scholar working on the intel-
lectual and political margins of the age. Although he engaged with a
number of Nazi ideological beliefs, he did this in a different spirit
from most Nazi supporters. Willy Hellpach was a student of Wundt,
and his Einführung in die Völkerpsychologie (1938) was the first attempt
since Wundt’s death to popularize his ideas. In his writings, Hellpach
did not subscribe to the racism of someone like Hans F. K. Günther
(whom he criticized for his materialism), but he supported the ideo-
logical values of landscape psychology and ethnic physiognomy in
the tradition of Friedrich Ratzel. Hellpach, therefore, did not simply
assume the legacy of his academic supervisor. Rather, his works rep-
resented a synthesis of the ‘synergetic dynamic’ of the scientific milieu
of Leipzig,4 which was home not only to Wundt but also to Karl
Lamprecht and Hans Freyer.
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In this chapter, Klautke demonstrates the range of topics covered
by Hellpach, and makes it clear that his writings were always ad -
dressed to two audiences. Hellpach wrote about the social question,
human emotions, colour perception, environmental psychology, big
city nervousness, hysteria, group behaviour, and education for a
broad public, continuing the journalism he wrote as a student under
a pseudonym. Nonetheless, he was also proud of his research
achievements; in his memoirs, he later pointed out that he was the
first to introduce the psychology of business and work to the univer-
sity. He described his world view as a ‘socialism of reason’, which
allowed him to switch between left-wing and right-wing political
positions. For a time he was close to the Pan-German League, but
admired Britain for its international standing. For him, the war was
an opportunity to balance out the distorted mutual perceptions of the
opponents by means of a ‘living Volk psychology’. During the
Weimar Republic Hellpach represented Liberal ideas and and was
politically active for the German Democratic Party, among other
things serving as Baden’s minister of education. In 1933 he remained
in office, and his work could be published. His Völkerpsychologie
enjoyed great success as essential reading for anything to do with the
topics of Volk and Volkstum. In Klautke’s account, Hellpach appears
less as the representative of an academic discipline than as the bene-
ficiary of a particular style of thinking that he used—half oppor-
tunistically, half pragmatically—for his own purposes. In this way,
he created a characteristic mixture of support for and opposition to
National Socialism: on the one hand he criticized the Nazi Party’s
anti-Semitism; on the other, he agreed with the Nazis’ social policies
of exclusion based on völkisch criteria, which he still saw through the
eyes of Friedrich Naumann and the early twentieth century.

On the whole, Klautke’s study benefits from the fact that instead
of attempting to recapitulate all attempts to play fast and loose with
Völkerpsychologie, he concentrates on the origins of the concept, which
are underestimated or even forgotten today. Yet in the conclusion he
explains why, although Völkerpsychologie from time to time achieved
a high intellectual level, it had no future. The differences, some sub-
tle and some more fundamental, between Völkerpsychologie and the
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many variants of past and present collective characterology can hard-
ly be intellectually or terminologically maintained. Even supporters
always felt that they had to start from the beginning and clear up
misunderstandings. Hellpach, who had not only worked in the field
himself for decades but, as Wundt’s student, knew his writings well,
attempted to make a comeback by publishing a book entitled Der
deutsche Charakter in 1954. The reason he gave was that the topic was
‘a branch of research that had not got beyond its early stages’. He was
wrong; this thinking had been discredited and was therefore fin-
ished.

Although the representatives of Völkerpsychologie selected by
Klautke fit into a series, his book makes it clear that their writings
were not connected. On the contrary, they fell apart into entirely dif-
ferent islands of knowledge, each of which was wholly committed to
the logic of its time and the hopes of its representatives. In doing so,
Klautke charts the historical and systematic differences between the
concepts of Völkerpsychologie over a century in a book of fewer than
200 pages. Readers will consult with profit this short, but important
history of ideas, science, and culture, which deals with the arguments
and topics relating to Völkerpsychologie.
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