
PHILOSOPHY TECHNICAL HISTORY

A Technical Deep Dive into Copleston’s History of 
Philosophy Vol. 7: From Post-Kantian Idealism to Marx and 
Nietzsche
Published: May 12, 2025  |  Index ID: #732

Frederick Copleston’s A History of Philosophy stands as the definitive English-language account of Western 

thought. Volume 7, specifically focused on the trajectory from the Post-Kantian Idealists to the seminal works of 

Marx, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche, captures perhaps the most volatile and influential period in the evolution of

modern thought. This era, spanning the late 18th to the late 19th century, represents a systematic attempt to bridge

the gap between subjective experience and objective reality, ultimately leading to the radical deconstruction of

metaphysics in the late 19th century.

The Theoretical Foundation: Post-Kantian Landscapes

To understand the technical evolution documented in Volume 7, one must first recognize the philosophical vacuum 

left by Immanuel Kant. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason established a dualism between the phenomenal (the world 

as it appears) and the noumenal (the thing-in-itself, or Ding an sich). Copleston’s analysis begins with the

immediate successors who found this dualism intolerable.

The Radicalization of the Subject: J.G. Fichte

Johann Gottlieb Fichte sought to eliminate the noumenal entirely. In his Wissenschaftslehre (Foundations of the 

Science of Knowledge), Fichte posited the Absolute Egoas the fundamental ground of reality. His technical

methodology involves a three-stage movement:

•  The Thesis: The Ego posits itself as an absolute identity (I = I).

•  The Antithesis: The Ego posits a Non-Ego (the external world) as a limitation to its own activity.

•  The Synthesis: The Ego recognizes the Non-Ego as a product of its own activity, thereby achieving self-

consciousness through the tension between subject and object.

Fichte’s contribution is technical in its shift of philosophy from ontology (the study of being) to praxis(the study of

activity and will). This laid the groundwork for the later ethical frameworks explored by Copleston in subsequent

chapters.

The Pinnacle of German Idealism: Hegelian Dialectics

Copleston devotes significant space to G.W.F. Hegel, whose system represents the height of 19th-century 

systematic thought. Hegel’s project was to demonstrate that Reality is Rational and that history is the process of 

Geist (Spirit or Mind) coming to self-awareness.

The Mechanism of the Dialectic

Contrary to the simplified "Thesis-Antithesis-Synthesis" model often attributed to him, Hegel’s technical approach is 

a Phenomenology—a descriptive account of the evolution of consciousness. The logic is speculative rather than 

formal. In formal logic, (A) cannot be (not-A). In Hegelian logic, every concept is inherently limited and contains its 

own contradiction. The resolution of this contradiction leads to a higher, more comprehensive concept (Aufhebung—

sublation).



The Structure of the Hegelian System

Copleston categorizes the Hegelian system into three primary movements, which can be visualized as an

architectural framework for all of reality:



Phase Domain Technical Definition

Logic Being-in-itself The study of the categories of thought 
before their manifestation in space 
and time.

Nature Being-outside-itself The externalization of Geist into the 
physical, material world (mechanics, 
physics, organics).

Spirit Being-in-and-for-itself The return of Geist to itself through 
human history, society, law, and 
eventually Absolute Spirit (Art, 
Religion, Philosophy).

The Materialist Inversion: Karl Marx

A pivotal moment in Copleston’s Volume 7 is the transition from Hegelian Idealism to Dialectical Materialism. Karl

Marx accepted the Hegelian dialectical method but rejected the idealist premise. As Marx famously stated, he

found Hegel standing on his head and turned him right side up.

The Technical Components of Historical Materialism

Marxism operates on a structural-functionalist model of society. The technical breakdown of this model is essential

for understanding the 19th-century shift toward sociology and economics:

1.  The Productive Forces: The tools, technology, and human labor power available to a society.

2.  The Relations of Production: The social structures (classes) that govern the ownership and distribution of 

productive forces.

3.  The Economic Base: The combination of forces and relations of production.

4.  The Superstructure: The legal, political, religious, and philosophical systems that arise from and serve to 

justify the economic base.

Copleston highlights that for Marx, the movement of history is not driven by ideas (as in Hegel) but by class 

struggle resulting from contradictions between the productive forces and the relations of production.

The Irrationalist Turn: Schopenhauer and the Primacy of Will

Concurrent with the rise of the Hegelian system, Arthur Schopenhauer presented a radical alternative. In The 

World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer returned to Kant’s noumenal/phenomenal distinction but 

identified the "thing-in-itself" as Will—a blind, striving, irrational force.

The Technical Distinction between Will and Representation

Schopenhauer’s framework provides a pessimistic counterpoint to the optimism of the Idealists:

•  Representation (Vorstellung): The world as perceived through the categories of space, time, and causality 

(the Principle of Sufficient Reason).

•  Will (Wille): The underlying, unified reality that drives all organic and inorganic processes. It is purposeless 

and eternal.

Copleston notes that Schopenhauer’s technical contribution lies in his Aesthetic Theory  and Ethics of 

Compassion. By contemplating art (especially music), the individual can temporarily escape the tyranny of the



Will. This technical bridge leads directly to the psychological depth later explored by Nietzsche.

The Existential Break: Kierkegaard and Nietzsche

The latter half of Volume 7 focuses on the dissolution of systematic philosophy into Existentialism and 

Perspectivism. Søren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche, though vastly different in their conclusions, shared a

common enemy: the abstract, universalizing system of Hegel.

Kierkegaard’s Stages on Life's Way

Kierkegaard focuses on the Individual (Den Enkelte). He outlines three technical stages or spheres of existence

through which a human being may pass:



Stage Core Driver Technical Limitation

Aesthetic Sensory pleasure / Immediacy Leads to boredom and eventual 
despair (Sickness unto Death).

Ethical Duty / Universal Moral Law The individual realizes they cannot 
fulfill the law perfectly, leading to guilt.

Religious Faith / Paradox The "Leap of Faith" where the 
individual enters into a private 
relationship with the Absolute (the 
Teleological Suspension of the 
Ethical).

Nietzsche and the Transvaluation of Values

Friedrich Nietzsche represents the terminal point of the 19th-century philosophical arc. His technical critique of 

Western metaphysics centers on two primary concepts: The Will to Power and The Eternal Recurrence.

•  The Will to Power: Not merely a desire for political dominance, but a biological and psychological drive toward 

self-overcoming and the imposition of form upon chaos.

•  Perspectivism: The technical rejection of objective truth. Knowledge is always situated within a specific 

perspective serving a specific life-interest.

•  The Overman (Übermensch): The hypothetical figure who creates their own values after the "Death of 

God" (the collapse of the Judeo-Christian metaphysical foundation).

Technical Comparison: Evolution of the Absolute

To synthesize the vast data within Copleston’s Volume 7, we can compare how these major thinkers handled the

concept of the "Absolute" or the "Ultimate Reality."



Philosopher Nature of the Absolute Primary Methodology Key Work Analyzed

Hegel Rational Spirit (Geist) Dialectical Logic Phenomenology of Spirit

Marx Material Production Historical Materialism Das Kapital

Schopenhauer Irrational Will Intuitive Metaphysics The World as Will and 
Representation

Kierkegaard The Transcendent God Subjective Inwardness Fear and Trembling

Nietzsche Will to Power / Life Genealogy / Aphorisim Thus Spoke Zarathustra

Practical Implementation: Applying 19th-Century Thought to Modern 
Systems

While often viewed as abstract, the philosophies detailed in Copleston’s Volume 7 have direct technical applications

in modern disciplines. Understanding these connections is vital for technical writers and strategists in social

sciences and humanities.

1. Strategic Conflict Analysis (The Hegelian/Marxian Model)

In modern corporate and political strategy, the dialectical model is used to map Competitive Dynamics. By

identifying a "Thesis" (Market Leader) and an "Antithesis" (Disruptor), strategists can predict a "Synthesis" (Market

Equilibrium). This is a direct application of the logic detailed in Copleston’s analysis of the Post-Kantians.

2. Psychological Archetyping (The Schopenhauerian/Nietzschean Model)

User Experience (UX) design and consumer psychology often rely on the sub-rational driversidentified by

Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. The realization that human behavior is driven by "Will" (instinct/desire) rather than

purely rational "Representation" (logical choice) informs modern algorithmic behavioral modeling.

3. Ethical Framework Development (The Kierkegaardian Approach)

In the field of AI Ethics and Bioethics, Kierkegaard’s focus on Individual Responsibilityover universal systems

provides a technical framework for handling "Edge Cases" where standard moral algorithms (the universal) fail to

account for unique existential crises (the individual).

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting in Philosophical Analysis

Analyzing Volume 7 presents several cognitive and technical challenges for the student or researcher. Copleston

himself notes these common pitfalls:

•  Equivocation of Terms: The term "Idealism" changes meaning from Fichte (Subjective) to Hegel (Absolute). 

Technical precision requires defining the specific thinker's use of the term.

•  Historical Contextualization: Failure to recognize the Napoleonic Wars' impact on German Idealism can lead 

to a misunderstanding of Hegel’s theory of the State.

•  The Translation Gap: German technical terms like Aufhebung, Dasein, and Geist often lack direct English 

equivalents. Copleston manages this by providing multi-layered definitions, a technique essential for any technical 

writer.

Common Interpretative Errors



1.  The "Fascist" Nietzsche Fallacy: Misinterpreting the "Will to Power" as a call for political tyranny rather than 

psychological self-mastery.

2.  The "Deterministic" Marx Fallacy: Ignoring the role of human agency (praxis) in Marx’s historical transitions.

3.  The "Solipsistic" Fichte Fallacy: Assuming Fichte’s "Ego" refers to the individual human mind rather than a 

transcendental principle.

The Synthesis of 19th-Century Thought

Copleston’s History of Philosophy, Volume 7, serves as a map of a massive intellectual shift. It begins with the 

attempt to build a totalizing system of reason (Hegel) and ends with the assertion that life is fundamentally 

irrational, material, or subjective (Nietzsche, Marx, Kierkegaard). The technical progression moves from the 

Universe to the Class, and finally to the Individual.

This volume is not merely a history; it is a technical manual for the modern mind. By documenting the failure of the

Great Systems of the 19th century, Copleston explains why 20th and 21st-century thought is characterized by

fragmentation, skepticism, and a focus on linguistic and scientific precision. The concepts explored here—

alienation, the death of God, dialectical change, and the leap of faith—remain the foundational software upon which

our current cultural and intellectual hardware runs. Understanding the technical specifications of these ideas allows

for a more profound engagement with the contemporary world, whether in the realms of political science,

psychology, or digital sociology.
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