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Materialism is the philosophy of the subject who forgets to take account of
himself.

WWR (II), Chapter I, “On the Fundamental View of Idealism,” 
P 13, HK 176, ZA 21

All thought is a physiological function of the brain, just as digestion is a
function of the stomach.

PP (I), “Fragments for a History of Philosophy,” §4, P 46, ZA 59
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preface

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) has endured a long reputation as a
dyed-in-the-wool pessimist, combative curmudgeon, misanthrope, and
vitriolic critic of German Idealist philosophers such as his University of
Berlin teacher J. G. Fichte (1762–1814), his near-contemporary, F. W. J.
Schelling (1775–1854), and his rival associate on the philosophy faculty
at Berlin G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831). Schopenhauer is also known for his
sexism and, in anecdotes, for having been involved in a lawsuit that
issued from a brief shoving-match with a seamstress who was living in
his Berlin apartment house. Scholars of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)
will also recall Nietzsche’s teasing query in Beyond Good and Evil that
asked how Schopenhauer could be a genuine pessimist if he enjoyably
played the flute almost every day!1 Those aware of Schopenhauer’s 
fashionable upbringing might also puzzle about how someone who 
was raised in such outstandingly privileged and socially comfortable
surroundings could conclude that the world is fundamentally a frus-
trating and miserable penitentiary, the only rational reaction towards
which should be a quest for detachment and inner peace.

The present philosophical portrait of Schopenhauer tempers the above
characterization by acknowledging Schopenhauer’s asceticism, while
positively highlighting the tranquil virtues of Buddhist detachment as
they stand opposed to a dim estimate of human potentialities. Anyone
who is knowledgeable of the details of Buddha’s life will not be alarmed
at how an aristocrat, as was Buddha himself, could prescribe a supremely
detached attitude in view of the futility involved in clutching constantly
for material satisfactions. Nor will there be any surprise at how
Schopenhauer’s thought focuses so centrally on aesthetic experience
and values, given how Buddha so sublimely and silently held up a flower
to illustrate the enlightened mentality.

In reference to Schopenhauer’s aesthetics and his philosophical 
outlook as a whole, we will see how his leading aesthetic concept is sub-
limity, rather than beauty. Schopenhauer devotes much of his thought
to artistic matters, but this is informed by a culminating interest in 
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religious asceticism – one characterized by states of enlightened aware-
ness that involve a distinctively sublime mixture of pain and tranquil-
ity. This ascetic quality of Schopenhauer’s outlook will be presented in
mainly Buddhistic terms, giving a subordinate role to his philosophy’s
affinities to Christian quietism, mysticism, pantheism, and the yogic
style of consciousness encountered in classical Indian thought.
Schopenhauer read the Upanishads during the evenings in the way 
many read the Bible, and this invites confident, useful, and coincid-
ent reflections about the affinities between The World as Will and
Representation (WWR) and the pre-Buddhistic, Vedic tradition. From
the standpoint of philosophical consistency, however, the Buddhist 
outlook, rather than the Hindu, will provide us with a more coherent
interpretation of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics.2

We will acknowledge Schopenhauer’s well-known view that the
world is the manifestation of a blind, driving, and senseless force that
can be characterized as “Will” and that our direct awareness of this Will
closely reflects how reality is in itself. Schopenhauer admits that our
contact with the world in itself is not absolute, but he typically assumes
that it is close to being absolute, notwithstanding our human finitude.

From this philosophical angle, his pessimistic account of the daily
world as a world of frustration and suffering emerges in connection with
his account of human nature and its pursuit of scientific knowledge.
Schopenhauer maintains that we can apprehend the nature of things
only through our finite human situation, but it remains an open ques-
tion whether our human finitude enables, impedes, or precludes our
awareness of how things absolutely are. The most consistent way to
answer this question in Schopenhauerian terms, it will be argued, is to
presume that we apprehend the ultimate nature of things as if we were
looking through a mildly translucent glass or through a sheet of colored
cellophane. At one extreme, this differs from saying that we are facing an
opaque wall, where the absolute truth remains inaccessibly on the other
side. At the other, neither is it to say we can apprehend the absolute
truth without any distortion, as if our own presence and activity of per-
ceiving were like a perfectly polished mirror that makes no difference to
the presentation of what we apprehend.

Schopenhauer agrees that the human factor always affects our appre-
hension of anything whatsoever, so whether we are perceiving an ord-
inary object, or whether we are trying to grasp the subtle underlying 
reality of that object, this factor must be taken into account in any accu-
rate presentation of his outlook. The theory of sublimity will clarify this
human factor’s role and it will be at the forefront of the exposition. A
consequence will be that Schopenhauer’s ideal types of awareness – the
aesthetic, the moral, and the religious – will emerge as sublime, rather
than beautiful, modes of consciousness. This will imply that the highest
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levels of salvation and inner peace are not painless. Neither will they be
detached absolutely and unrealistically from the human perspective.

Two further reflections underlie our emphasis upon sublimity and the
idea that it is possible only to approach the knowledge of how things
absolutely are, even if this approach is very close. The first focuses upon
the theory of perception expressed by Immanuel Kant (1724–1804),
whose influence on Schopenhauer cannot be underestimated. Kant’s
account of our perception of ordinary objects will stand for us as a model
for understanding Schopenhauer’s characterization of our apprehension
of the absolute truth, of our own inner timeless nature, and of the time-
less essences of other things. Schopenhauer highlights the importance of
perception as opposed to pure conception, and he virtually invites us to
explore how Kant’s own theory of perception sheds light on his own
philosophic perspective.

Secondly, at the foundation of Schopenhauer’s outlook, we will iden-
tify a prevailing logical relationship that yields a more consistent expres-
sion of his various metaphysical claims, all of which aim to reveal the
fundamental unity of the world. This contrasts with the more divisive
logic of “cause and effect” where “cause” and “effect” remain differenti-
ated from each other, just as one billiard ball moves another other upon
contact. Schopenhauer’s logic – a logic, as we shall see, is based on an
alternative relationship of “manifestation” or “objectification” – is 
eminently suitable for expressing matters of degree, continuity, and
identity between the elements in relation.

As a preview, we can succinctly appreciate this suitability by reflect-
ing upon the relationship between ice cubes and water. Water does not
“cause” ice cubes. Rather, ice cubes are a manifestation or objecti-
fication of water. Ice cubes “are” water. Terms such as “manifestation”
and “objectification” render it possible to say that the ice cubes and the
water are identical in substance, but non-identical in form, since water
can assume the form of liquid or steam as well. We will use this logic 
of manifestation as a key to understanding the main principles of
Schopenhauer’s philosophy, for he believes that “Will” is like the water
described here.

This study divides into three parts: (1) Schopenhauer’s theoretical 
philosophy, (2) Schopenhauer’s practical philosophy, and (3) Schopen-
hauer in perspective. The first part articulates the foundations of
Schopenhauer’s thought in issues concerning perception, explanation,
and metaphysical speculation. The second sets forth the more familiar,
wisdom-related aspects of his thought, such as his account of the world
as involving endless frustration, and his prescriptions for salvation in
aesthetic, moral, and ascetic experience.

The third part attends to some structural relationships and influ-
ences between Schopenhauer’s philosophy and three world-historical
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philosophers, namely, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), G. W. F. Hegel
(1770–1831), and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951). Nietzsche, espe-
cially in his early years, was an enthusiastic advocate of Schopenhauer’s
philosophy. Hegel, in Schopenhauer’s eyes, was an arch-enemy.
Wittgenstein, who was highly influential in the twentieth century, was
impressed by Schopenhauer’s ascetic mysticism. The chapters on
Nietzsche and Hegel present Schopenhauer’s vision of the world
through alternative Nietzschean and Hegelian lenses. The chapter on
Wittgenstein reveals some of the debt that twentieth-century Anglo-
American philosophy has to Schopenhauer. This chapter also shows the
later Wittgenstein’s positive relationship to Schopenhauer, advancing
beyond the common opinion that Schopenhauer’s influence on
Wittgenstein’s philosophical writings began and ended when the latter
was still a young man.

Schopenhauer sympathized with the peaceful attitude of Christianity,
Hinduism, and Buddhism, and the concluding proposal will be that cul-
tivating a higher level of Schopenhauerian personal detachment and
inner peace coheres with the moral aims of three of the world’s major
religions. This locates Schopenhauer’s philosophy among those out-
looks that carry a great reserve of untapped spiritual potential. The pre-
sent adherents of Christianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism presently
constitute over 50 percent of the present human population, and it
stands to reason that a person’s cultivated inner peace – however it is
achieved – inevitably becomes redirected into the worldly social sphere
within which that person is a living part. If this is so, then a
Schopenhauerian attitude of detachment can lead to a more peaceful
social end without the divisive burden of religious doctrinal details.

This, however, is not all. The great attractiveness of Schopenhauer’s
philosophy resides in its appeal to those who have strong moral sympa-
thies, but who harbor doubts about God’s existence, often as a result of
perceiving painfully the world’s violence and irrationality. Although it
advocates universal compassion, his philosophy is decidedly atheistic.
Such a mixture of propositions is itself sufficient to stimulate one’s
intellectual curiosity, since it is commonly believed that moral values
cannot be reasonably defended or advanced unless one postulates for
them an eternal, intelligent, good-natured, and realistic ground. If we
add the large segment of the world’s unaffiliated atheistic and agnostic
population to the theistic population described above, then the potential
benefit that Schopenhauer’s philosophy can produce is immense, since
he prescribes a moral attitude that coheres with the sentiments of any-
one, atheist or not, who acknowledges the value of traditional morality.

Schopenhauer nonetheless believes that the core of the universe is
meaningless and that bodily death annihilates our individual conscious-
nesses. The following pages articulate why he believes this. Part of the
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paradoxical and macabre attractiveness of Schopenhauer’s outlook is his
sympathy with the ethical, compassionate, core of the world’s main reli-
gions, while admitting that from a metaphysical standpoint, individual
personalities are insubstantial in a world that simply drives on meaning-
lessly. Among the world’s main religions, the closest to this view is
Buddhism, and we will emphasize this spiritual association in what now
follows.

notes

1 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil (1886), §186.
2 In the Schopenhauer-Archiv in Berlin (c. 2006), it is revealing that the room

containing the library of the Schopenhauer scholar, Arthur Hübscher
(1897–1985) is arranged dramatically with Hübscher’s large, museum-quality
Buddha at the center of the wall of books. Schopenhauer’s own study in
Frankfurt also contained a 100-year-old statue of Buddha, either of iron or
brass, originally painted black. Schopenhauer had ordered it from Paris and
believed that it was probably from Tibet. He had it gilded in 1857, three years
before his death.
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the philosophy of a
nonconformist

(1788–1860)

ch
ap

ter 1

i the unsettled years: 1788–1831

A
s one of the most erudite and cosmopolitan thinkers in the history
of western philosophy, Arthur Schopenhauer offers us an image 
of the world that is both astounding and sobering. He never left

Europe in his 72-year lifetime, but he traveled extensively and obser-
vantly throughout the continent during his early years, with fluent 
linguistic abilities in German, French, English, Greek, Latin, and, in
later years, Spanish. He had the good fortune to live when traditional
religious texts from India were first reaching Europe in accessible trans-
lation, and he became notable as being among the first western philoso-
phers to incorporate Vedic and Buddhistic themes into his philosophical
outlook. His philosophical approach also displayed a distinctively uni-
versalist character in its effort to establish conclusions that apply to 
all times and places. Known popularly as one of philosophy’s great 
pessimists, Schopenhauer – as the chapters ahead will reveal – can also
be appreciated as representing a combination of hard-headed realism,
artistic appreciation, and religious mysticism.

Schopenhauer entered the world surrounded by social prestige and
privilege, having been born into a successful mercantile trading family
in the free city of Danzig (now Gdansk, Poland) whose roots traced back
to the Netherlands. His Anglophile father, Heinrich Floris Schopen-
hauer (1747–1805), planned that Arthur would follow in his footsteps to
manage the family business and establish himself as the head of a patri-
cian, ship-owning family. Young Arthur was educated accordingly with
a strong dose of European travel at an early age, which combined later
with an enrolment at an exclusive school in Hamburg whose curriculum
helped train young teenagers for success in international business.
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Danzig was a free trading city when Schopenhauer was born, but it was
in Prussia’s hands by the time Arthur had reached the age of 5. This
forced the family to move to Hamburg – another free trading port where
his anti-Prussian father could conduct business more comfortably.

Arthur’s mother, Johanna Henriette Trosiener Schopenhauer (1766–
1838), was nineteen years younger than her husband, and her relation-
ship with Heinrich Floris expressed this distance in age. Immediately
after Arthur was born, the 22-year-old Johanna lived on the family’s sub-
urban estate outside of Danzig while Heinrich Floris spent most of the
weekdays in the city on business, returning on the weekends to visit his
young wife and son. Johanna’s own family, although it was less affluent
than her husband’s, was also well-placed in Danzig society. Her father
was one of the city’s senators, and the marriage to Heinrich Floris
solidified upper-class social relationships. Johanna herself loved to
entertain people in the high society of her time, abhorred boredom and
being alone, and later displayed an impressive talent for writing fiction
and travelogues. Her collected works were published in 24 volumes in
1831. Arthur would later use the same Leipzig publisher, Friedrich
August Brockhaus, for his own writings.

Schopenhauer appears to have had a relatively lonely childhood,
sometimes distraught by fears of abandonment. According to his own
reports, the occasion upon which he felt consistently the happiest and
most at home was neither in the company of his parents nor in
Germany, but in France, from the ages of 9 to 11, when he stayed at the
house of one of his father’s business associates whose surname was
Grégoires de Blésimaire. In Le Havre, he developed a friendship with the
family’s young son, Anthime Grégoires, and learned to speak French so
fluently and naturally, that upon his return to Hamburg, he could hardly
remember how to communicate in German.

Arthur witnessed for the next few years the large parties thrown by his
parents for the Hamburg elite. He does not appear to have been inspired
by these get-togethers and he showed increasingly less interest in
becoming a member of this prestigious social group as time went on.
This was unlike some of his schoolmates who grew up to assume
respectable and powerful places in the Hamburg mercantile community.
Arthur was more reflective and academically-inclined, much to his
father’s disappointment.

As Schopenhauer matured into his teenage years and the decision for
embarking on a specific course in life became more pressing, his father
agreed that Arthur could develop his interest in academics only if he
would agree to miss out on yet another, more grand opportunity to travel
extensively throughout Europe. The price of travel, however, was to
include not only the abandonment of his academic pursuits but also 
the commitment to commencing an apprenticeship in the mercantile
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trading business immediately upon return. Setting his academic disposi-
tions aside, Arthur chose the attractive European travel and in 1803 at
age 15, he journeyed with his parents through the Netherlands, Belgium,
England, France, Switzerland, and Austria, returning for a brief time 
to Le Havre, of which he had fond memories. While in England, he 
was briefly enrolled in a boarding school in Wimbledon (June 30 to
September 20, 1803) while his parents traveled in Great Britain. Some of
Johanna Schopenhauer’s published travelogues vividly describe the
cities and towns she and her husband visited in England and Scotland
during this trip.

These European adventures conveyed a more mature meaning for
Schopenhauer, for he became impressed painfully with the wretched 
circumstances in which he saw many people living. The memories
never left him and he later wrote about how, at age 17, he had gravitated
into perceiving human life, as had Buddha, with its unceasing suffering
and pain. The belief in God became impossible for him, as he found it
inconceivable that this physical world could be the product of an all-
good, all-powerful, and all-knowing deity. Despite this, and although his
cosmopolitan experiences helped transform him into an atheist, it did
not undermine his sense of duty and respect, for Schopenhauer kept 
his promise to his father upon returning from his travels and began his
business apprenticeship in earnest.

From his father, Schopenhauer believed, he had inherited a tendency
towards anxiety, and he probably had sufficient reason to interpret his
own personality in this way. Whether his father suffered from anxiety is
uncertain, but Schopenhauer’s duty to his father was put to the test by
Heinrich Floris’s death on April 20, 1805 at age 58; Arthur himself had
turned 17 two months before, almost to the day.

Heinrich Floris’s body was discovered in a canal behind the Schopen-
hauer’s house in Hamburg, whose rear constituted the warehouse for the
family business. He had apparently fallen from one of the upper floors.
The situation was ambiguous; the death was considered officially to
have been an accident, although it could well have been a suicide.
Heinrich Floris had been ill in the months preceding, he had displayed
memory losses, and his business had not been faring well. Arthur later
blamed his mother for his father’s suicide, believing that she had seri-
ously neglected her husband when he was ill and depressed. In light 
of this tragic event, Arthur’s negative view of the world only deepened,
and although he and his father did not seem to be close, Arthur suffered
emotionally from his father’s absence.

Johanna sold the family business within a few months and moved to
Weimar with Adele, Arthur’s younger sister (Luise Adelaide Lavinia
Schopenhauer, 1797–1849), a year later. In the meantime, Arthur con-
tinued in his business apprenticeship for two further years, then, with
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