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4 � Philosophy of Culture: Naturalistic or 
Transcendental? A Dialogue between Edgar Wind 
and Ernst Cassirer

Introduction: A Hamburg debate on the nature of symbols

This essay seeks to reconstruct an indirect dialogue that occurred in the 
early 1930s between Edgar Wind and his former mentor, Ernst Cassirer. 
At the centre of this dialogue is the Fourth Congress of Aesthetics and 
Kunstwissenschaft, held in Hamburg in October 1930.1 Cassirer served as 
the chair of the organizing committee, and the members of the Warburg 
Library played a significant role in planning the event. Wind and Cassirer 
each delivered a lecture, yet they expressed contrasting views on the scope 
and purport of a philosophical investigation of culture. The full sig-
nificance of their differing views becomes clear once we consider their 

	1	 For information on the conference’s program, as well as a short account of 
its history, see the original proceedings (where Wind’s and Cassirer’s lectures 
were first printed): Hermann Noack, ed., Vierter Kongress für Ästhetik und 
allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft. Hamburg, 7.–​9. Oktober 1930, supplement to the 
Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft 25 (Stuttgart: Ferdinand 
Enke, 1931). See also Elizabeth Sears, ‘Walter Riezler on the Unity of the 
Arts: Unsiloing Art and Music in the Weimar Era’, in Bryan Parkhurst and Jeffrey 
Swinkin, eds, Perspectives on Contemporary Music Theory: Essays in Honor of Kevin 
Korsyn (London: Routledge, 2023).

  

 

  

 

 



102	 tullio viola

lectures in relation to other texts written in the years just before and after 
the event.2

We may take as the focal point of the dialogue between Wind and 
Cassirer a relatively circumscribed problem, namely the link between 
memory and symbols, a link that both authors considered crucial in under-
standing the dynamics of cultural phenomena. On what basis should we 
account for the human faculty of representing the past as past in the pre-
sent? And what is the relationship between this basic human faculty and the 
ability to use symbols to refer to objects that are not immediately available 
in our environment? As I will explain in greater detail below, Wind leaned 
towards a naturalistic answer to these questions. That is, he stressed how 
both the mnemonic and the symbolic faculties of human beings emerge 
out of basic physiological processes. This was consistent with his attempt 
to elaborate a philosophical conception of culture strongly influenced by 
a variety of pragmatist experimentalism. In contrast, Cassirer adhered to 
a transcendental perspective rooted in his neo-​Kantian background. In 
his view, a philosophical account of memory and symbols should be con-
cerned less with human physiology than with an inquiry into the a priori 
conditions of our representation of time.

Towards the end of the present chapter, however, I will show that the 
naturalist and the transcendental approaches to memory, symbols and cul-
ture need not be viewed as entirely opposed to one another.3 This is all the 

	2	 On the philosophical relation between Wind and Cassirer, see Franz Engel, 
‘ “In einem sehr geläuterten Sinne sind Sie doch eigentlich ein Empirist!”: Ernst 
Cassirer und Edgar Wind im Streit um die Verkörperung von Symbolen’, in 
Markus Rath and Ulrike Feist, eds, Et in imagine ego: Facetten von Bildakt und 
Verkörperung (Berlin: Akademie, 2012), 369–​92; Bernhard Buschendorf, ‘ “War 
ein sehr tüchtiges gegenseitiges Fördern”: Edgar Wind und Aby Warburg’, Idea 4 
(1985), 165–​209; John Michael Krois, ‘Kunst und Wissenschaft in Edgar Winds 
Philosophie der Verkörperung’, in Horst Bredekamp, Bernhard Buschendorf, Freia 
Hartung and John Michael Krois, eds, Edgar Wind: Kunsthistoriker und Philosoph 
(Berlin: Akademie, 1998), 181–​205.

	3	 A good entry point to the vast literature on naturalism and transcendental phil
osophy is Joel Smith and Peter Sullivan, eds, Transcendental Philosophy and 
Naturalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). For more specific references, 
see below.
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more evident as both Wind and Cassirer show a shared concern in revising 
some of the assumptions traditionally associated with these philosophical 
outlooks. Still, it remains essential to acknowledge the distinctions between 
their views. As we shall see, these differences encompass not only questions 
about time, memory and symbols, but also ethical considerations about 
freedom and autonomy, as well as methodological issues pertaining to the 
study of the cultural sciences.

Wind’s lecture on Warburg: Time, memory and symbols

Let me start with Edgar Wind’s lecture ‘Warburg’s Concept of 
Kulturwissenschaft and its Meaning for Aesthetics’,4 delivered at the end 
of the second day of the Hamburg congress. The lecture took place after 
a guided tour of the Warburg Library led by the library’s director, Fritz 
Saxl. It had at least three related objectives. First, Wind sought to intro-
duce his audience to the research methodology of the Warburg Library. 
Second, he wished to pay homage to the library’s founder, who was ini-
tially supposed to give a lecture himself, had he not died the year before. 
Third, he aimed to advance an interpretation of Warburg’s work through 
filters that would bring out its full philosophical purport.5

	4	 Edgar Wind, ‘Warburgs Begriff der Kulturwissenschaft und seine Bedeutung für 
die Ästhetik’ (1931), in John Michael Krois and Roberto Ohrt, eds, Heilige Furcht 
und andere Schriften zum Verhältnis von Kunst und Philosophie (Hamburg: Philo 
Fine Arts, 2009), 83–​111. Engl. trans: ‘Warburg’s Concept of Kulturwissenschaft and 
its Meaning for Aesthetics’, in Edgar Wind, The Eloquence of Symbols: Studies in 
Humanist Art, ed. Jaynie Anderson, with a biographical memoir by Hugh Lloyd-​
Jones (rev. edn, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 21–​36.

	5	 On Wind’s relation to Warburg, see for example Andrea Pinotti, ‘Wind, Warburg 
et la “Kunstwissenschaft” comme “Kulturwissenschaft” ’, Zeitschrift für Ästhetik 
und allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft 61/​2 (2016), 267–​79. I have analysed the role of 
pragmatism in Wind’s interpretation of Warburg in Tullio Viola, ‘Edgar Wind on 
Symbols and Memory: Pragmatist Traces on a Warburgian Path’, Visual History 6 
(2020), 99–​118.
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One of the problems that Wind discussed in his lecture is Warburg’s 
understanding of artistic expression and its relation to other, non-​artistic, 
forms of symbolization, such as ordinary language, bodily gestures, and the 
expressive use of artefacts. He approached this problem by asking a ques-
tion of genealogy: how does art arise from simpler forms of expression? 
We can best understand Warburg’s answer to this question, Wind went 
on to explain, if we contrast it with a conventional notion in post-​Kantian 
philosophy, exemplified, for instance, by Friedrich Schleiermacher: the 
idea that art arises through the creation of a distance, a gap of reflection 
[Besinnung], between sensory stimuli and our reactions to those stimuli. 
While Warburg would have accepted this basic assumption, he would have 
distanced himself from another aspect of Schleiermacher’s theory, namely 
his dualism. Schleiermacher saw the ‘artless’ and the ‘artistic’ phenomena 
as separated by a cleavage. Artless phenomena are the realm of immediacy 
and are marked by an absence of reflection; artistic phenomena, on the 
contrary, are the realm of Besinnung, a ‘higher faculty’ that remains, how-
ever, unexplained.6

Warburg, by contrast, postulated no break, but rather a robust con-
tinuity, between the artless and the artistic. The key to making this con-
tinuity plausible, according to Wind, is to claim that the emergence of 
Besinnung is gradual. This idea is supported by physiological observations, 
which show that ‘even in its most elementary form the phenomenon of ex-
pression is associated with a minimum of reflection’. Which is why Wind 
concluded that in order to reject Schleiermacher’s dualism it is sufficient 
to look at ‘the way the human body functions’. Far from being a separate 
and purely intellectual faculty, Besinnung is an ever-​present element, even 
in minimal measure, in every act of expression.7

	6	 Wind, ‘Warburg’s Concept of Kulturwissenschaft’, 29–​30. See Friedrich 
Schleiermacher, ‘Über den Umfang des Begriffs der Kunst in Bezug auf die Theorie 
derselben’ (1831), in Martin Rössler and Lars Emersleben, eds, Akademievorträge 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2002), 727–​42. On Wind’s reference to Schleiermacher, see 
Gregorio Tenti, ‘Estetica del Bilderatlas: Schleiermacher con Warburg’, La rivista di 
engramma 184 (September 2021), 15–​30.

	7	 Wind, ‘Warburg’s Concept of Kulturwissenschaft’, 30–​1.
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To explain further in what sense this is true, Wind focused on the 
physiological role of memory, drawing upon the work of German physiolo-
gist Ewald Hering, one of Aby Warburg’s key sources.8 According to Hering, 
memory is not a purely mental faculty, but rather a ‘function’ of organic 
matter. It is, in other words, the ability to retain traces of past experiences 
and develop mental and bodily habits based on the accumulation of those 
traces. These mental and bodily habits, in turn, play a pivotal role in the 
genesis of higher cognitive faculties. According to this view, the concept 
of memory serves as a bridge between matter and spirit, elucidating the 
gradual emergence of mental capacities, or Besinnung. Moreover, Hering’s 
theory of memory promised to offer an explanation of how culture is trans-
mitted across generations, since Hering thought that the habits acquired 
by an individual could be inherited by their offspring. Wind did not en-
dorse this latter assumption (which relies on the no longer accepted idea 
of the biological transmission of acquired cultural traits), but the relevance 
of Hering’s study to debates on cultural or social memory is nonetheless 
crucial to understanding its continued influence on the Warburg circle.9

Equipped with Hering’s physiological account of memory, Wind could 
go on to suggest that the act of expression is made possible by the presence 
of mnemic traces. More specifically, it is made possible by the ability to 
react to stimuli that are no longer present but have nonetheless left a trace 
on the body. Repetition and habit make some of these traces particularly 
salient, and this explains how some movements acquire a mimetic function 
over and above their immediate physical function. Instead of reacting to 
a stimulus that is immediately present, muscles may react mimetically to 

	8	 Ewald Hering, ‘Über das Gedächtnis als eine allgemeine Funktion der organisierten 
Materie’ (1870), in Ewald Hering, Fünf Reden (Leipzig: Engelmann, 1921), 5–​31.

	9	 See Andrea Pinotti, ‘Materia è memoria: Aby Warburg e le teorie della Mneme’, 
in Benedetta Cestelli Guidi, Micol Forti and Manuela Pallotto, eds, Lo sguardo 
di Giano: Aby Warburg tra tempo e memoria (Turin: Nino Aragno, 2004), 53–​78; 
Claudia Wedepohl, ‘Mnemonics, Mneme and Mnemosyne: Aby Warburg’s Theory 
of Memory’, Bruniana & Campanelliana 20/​2 (2014), 385–​402; Giovanna Targia, 
‘Modelli biologici per la trasmissione culturale: Tracce del dialogo con Jolles nei 
Frammenti sull’espressione di Aby Warburg’, Cahiers d’études italiennes 23 (2016), 
61–​71. I return to this point in the conclusion.
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stimuli that have presented themselves in the past but have since subsided, 
and of which only a trace is left. For instance, when we express disgust we 
use the same muscles that are activated when we are actually sick. That is, 
we use those muscles mimetically, by reacting to stimuli that are not pre-
sent at that moment (the stimuli of physical malaise) but which have left 
a mark on our body and have therefore contributed to the development 
of a habit of action.10

This mimetic (or expressive) function of muscles is in turn the first 
step on a scale of increasing complexity that culminates in artistic expres-
sion. Going one step beyond the boundaries of our body, we find the same 
dynamic at play in the expressive use of practical implements: in the sym-
bolic meaning we associate with clothes, for example. This entails a greater 
distance between stimulus and response (as well as a greater role for re-
flection) than the simple movement of our body. Increasing that distance 
even further, we reach the domain of art. Artistic expression is therefore 
not –​ as Schleiermacher had suggested –​ the product of a spiritual force 
that enters the scene more or less abruptly. Rather, it lies on the upper end 
of a continuous spectrum of expressive acts that starts with the simplest 
movements of the body.

Cassirer’s objections to naturalism

We don’t know whether Cassirer –​ the leading figure of the congress –​ 
attended Wind’s lecture. (The lecture was not part of a plenary session 
but required extra registration.) However, the third volume of Cassirer’s 
epoch-​making Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, which had come out just the 
year before, contained some explicit objections to the philosophical pre-
suppositions of the physiological literature on memory on which Wind’s 
argument was based. These objections are located in the second and 

	10	 Wind, ‘Warburg’s Concept of Kulturwissenschaft’, 31.
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central part of the volume titled ‘The Problem of Representation and the 
Building of the Intuitive World’.11

Cassirer’s project in this part of the book was to account for the way 
in which we articulate the manifold of perception and let stable objects 
emerge out of that manifold, thus contributing to the construction of an 
intersubjectively shared world. He divided the main bulk of this study into 
three closely connected chapters: one on the relationship between objects 
and their attributes (chapter II), one on the intuition of space (chapter III), 
and one on the intuition of time (chapter IV). These three chapters are 
tightly bound up to one another. In the latter two, in particular, the Kantian 
motive is quite explicit: the intuition of space and time are the two main 
avenues to an objective experience of the world.

The chapter on the intuition of time is particularly relevant for us, 
as it contains an explicit critical discussion of ‘naturalistic’ and empiri-
cist philosophies. The overall problem here is figuring out how a subject 
acquires the ability to articulate the flow of experience along a temporal 
axis by distinguishing what comes before and what comes after. Or to put 
it in a slightly different way, Cassirer sought to understand how a subject 
differentiates between past, present and future in order to construct a 
representation of a temporal succession. The main problem with empiri-
cism, in his opinion, is that it seeks to derive the representation of time 
from the mere sequence of impressions. Hume, for instance, argued that 
‘five notes played on a flute give us the impression and idea of time’. Thus 
the representation of time would arise ‘from a certain form of noticing 
and considering sensuous impressions and objects’. But Cassirer objected 
that the ‘succession of representations’ [Nacheinander der Vorstellungen] 
is not enough to explain the ‘representation of succession’ [Vorstellung des 
Nacheinander], as there is a substantial qualitative difference between the 

	11	 Ernst Cassirer, Philosophie der symbolischen Formen. Dritter Teil. Phänomenologie der 
Erkenntnis (1929), ed. Julia Clemens and Birgit Recki, Ernst Cassirer, Gesammelte 
Werke, vol. 13 (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 2002), 119–​322; Engl. trans.: Ernst Cassirer, 
The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3: The Phenomenology of Knowledge, 
trans. Ralph Manheim (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), 105–​278.
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two phenomena. You cannot derive a consciousness of a temporal succes-
sion from the mere succession of impressions.12

Cassirer levelled a very similar objection against more recent ‘nat-
uralistic psychology’, which sought to explain memory on the basis of 
the ‘retention’ of traces. His most direct target here was a German biolo-
gist closely associated with Ewald Hering, namely Richard Semon.13 Like 
Hering, Semon had been a crucial influence for Warburg. In a book entitled 
Die Mneme als erhaltendes Prinzip im Wechsel des organischen Geschehens 
(1904), he had coined concepts that the Hamburg art historian would sub-
sequently adopt, such as mneme and engram. (‘Mneme’, in Semon’s idiom, 
means the faculty of memory in the broadest sense of the word; ‘engram’ 
refers to the material trace that stimuli leave on organic matter.) Semon also 
explicitly acknowledged Hering’s influence: both authors had in common 
the project of turning the concept of memory into the paramount and uni-
fying principle of organic life, as well as into the most conspicuous link 
between matter and mind.14

Against Semon’s attempt to turn the concept of ‘engram’ into the key 
to the analysis of mind, Cassirer observed that the ‘retention’ of the past is 
something very different from the ‘representation’ of it. It is impossible to 
acquire an intellectual awareness that the object of my representation lies 

	12	 Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, 173 (translation slightly modi
fied). David Hume’s quote is in David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature: A Critical 
Edition, ed. David Fate Norton and Mary J. Norton (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
2007), 29. On Cassirer’s argument, see Oswald Schwemmer, Ernst Cassirer: Ein 
Philosoph der europäischen Moderne (Berlin: Akademie, 1997), 99.

	13	 Cassirer would mention Hering and Semon together in a later reprise of the same 
criticism of naturalistic account of memory. See Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man: An 
Introduction to a Philosophy of Human Culture (1944), ed. Maureen Lukay and 
Birgit Recki, Ernst Cassirer, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 23 (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 
2006), 56–​7.

	14	 Richard Semon, Die Mneme als erhaltendes Prinzip im Wechsel des organischen 
Geschehens (Leipzig: Wilhelm Engelmann, 1904), iii–​v. Cf. Pinotti, ‘Materia è me-
moria’, 68–​76. Cassirer did not mention Semon’s influenced on Warburg. He was 
more explicit about his adoption in the work of Bertrand Russell. See Cassirer, The 
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, 174.
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in the past only because I have retained a trace of past events in my body. 
The two phenomena –​ retention and representation –​ are different in kind.

Only a consciousness that knows how to distinguish between present, past, and 
future and to recognize the past in the present can link the present with the past, 
can see in the present a continuance of the past. This differentiation remains in every 
instance the radical act, the primordial phenomenon that cannot be explained by 
any causal derivation because it must be presupposed in every causal explanation 
[das Urphänomen, das durch keine kausale Ableitung erklärt werden kann, weil es 
bei jeglicher kausalen Erklarung vorausgesetzt werden muss]. […] Even though en-
grams and traces of the ‘earlier’ may be left behind, these factual vestiges [sachliche 
Rückstände] do not in themselves explain the characteristic form of relation to the 
past [Rückbeziehung].15

Cassirer’s reference to time as a ‘primordial phenomenon’ is particu-
larly significant, and betrays the overall Kantian slant of his argument: it 
does not stand to reason, he argued, to try and reduce our representation 
of a temporal order to other causes, because that representation is itself a 
necessary condition of our perception of causes.

Cassirer’s argument against Semon in the chapter on time parallels a 
similar argument against Hering in the chapter on objects and attributes. 
This argument concerns a problem wholly analogous to the one I just dis-
cussed: namely, the subject’s ability to construct stable representations of 
objects out of the manifold of perception. According to Hering, memory 
plays a crucial role in integrating the immediate sensory impression in 
constructing a stable perception of objects. For example, we see an object 
as having a colour that remains relatively stable at all atmospheric condi-
tions, because we combine the sensory impressions that hit our nerves at 
a given time with the colour of that object as it has been sedimented in 
our memory. This explanation, commented Cassirer, allowed Hering to 
interpret perception as a ‘mnemic’ phenomenon. So he made essentially 
the same objection that he had levelled against Semon: the integration of 
sensory data with past experiences is not sufficient to explain our ability to 
articulate their perceptual world. Rather, we have to postulate a primordial 

	15	 Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, 176.
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formative faculty that makes perception possible in the first place. This 
faculty is, for Cassirer, the faculty of productive imagination.16

In the opening lecture to the Hamburg congress, titled ‘Mythical, 
Aesthetic and Theoretical space’, Cassirer resumed his objections to nat-
uralistic psychology, and further elaborated on their implications for 
the philosophical study of culture.17 The lecture is mostly devoted to re
jecting ‘substantialistic’ conceptions of space (and, more cursorily, of time). 
Substantialism is, in Cassirer’s opinion, a view tightly related to natur-
alism. (Or to be more precise perhaps, naturalism is a kind of substan-
tialism.)18 It holds that space and time are ‘things’: concrete entities that 
subsist independently of our knowledge of them. According to Cassirer, 
this doctrine is flawed. It misleads us into assuming that we should look for 
a concrete starting point –​ a substantial basis, or a temporal beginning –​ 
out of which our ability to apprehend the manifold can be derived. (This 
was, in Cassirer’s opinion, precisely the intention of the empiricist philo-
sophers we have been discussing.)

Abandoning substantialism means adopting a conception of space 
and time as the form or condition of the possibility of experience. This will 
in turn allow us to go down the path of a genuine philosophical analysis 
of culture. For culture is definable as the irreducible plurality of different 
modes of experience and symbolization (such as the artistic, the mythical, 
the religious, or the scientific mode), and only by looking at space and time 
as the form, rather than as the substratum, of knowledge will we be able 
to reach such a pluralistic conception of experience.19 In other words, on 

	16	 Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, 132–​4.
	17	 Ernst Cassirer, ‘Mythischer, ästhetischer und theoretischer Raum’, in Ernst Cassirer, 

Aufsätze und kleine Schriften (1927–​1931), ed. Tobias Berben and Birgit Recki, Ernst 
Cassirer, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 17 (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 2004), 411–​32. Engl. 
trans.: ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’, trans. Donald Phillip Verene and 
Lerke Holzwarth Foster, Man and World 2/​1 (1969), 3–​17.

	18	 See for example Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, 172, where 
Hume’s empiricism is taken to be a form of substantialism in which time is not so 
much a metaphysical entity as it is objectified in the form of sensation.

	19	 Cassirer, ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’, 8: ‘The concept of order, in con
trast to the unity and rigidity of the concept of being, is from the beginning distin-
guished by the moment of differentiation and inner multiplicity.’
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the functionalist view there is not just one way of articulating the flow of 
experience alongside the spatial and temporal axes, but many. Space is not 
an object but a possible order of relations that can be realized in different 
ways. And the same holds for time.

In his Hamburg lecture, Cassirer looked in particular at how we can dif-
ferentiate the symbolic forms of art, myth and science on the basis of their 
reliance on different spatial and temporal articulations of the world. The space 
of myth, for instance, is organized in a very different way from the space of 
science. In myth, spatial distinctions are not neutral coordinates, but are im-
mediately laden with symbolic meanings that refer to supernatural forces. 
To give an example: in many cultures the basic spatial orientation along the 
east–​west axis takes on a specific meaning, linking the east to life, the west 
to death and decay.20

The artistic conception of space is in a sense intermediate between the 
mythical and the scientific conceptions. Although art shares with myth a 
strong dependence on creative imagination, it introduces a greater distance 
between subject and object than mythical space does, thereby facilitating 
the emergence of a stable perceptual world independent from the subject.21

This argument bears some analogies to Wind’s aforementioned theory 
of the genesis of artistic expression. Both authors argued that different cul-
tural formations (or symbolic forms) can be ordered on a scale that runs 
from a maximum bonding between subject and object to a maximum dis-
tance. Both, moreover, shared an interest in investigating the roots of art in 
less elaborate forms of expression. Cassirer, however, was decidedly more 
inclined than Wind to see art as a self-​contained cultural formation, and 
he entrusted it with the role of initiating the process of critical detachment 
from the object. In this sense, his position is closer to the view expressed by 
Schleiermacher in the passage considered in the previous section.22 Wind, 

	20	 Cassirer, ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’, 12.
	21	 Cassirer, ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’, 9–​13.
	22	 A textual coincidence can help us appreciate to what extent these ideas are indebted 

to German post-​Kantian philosophy: whereas Wind had cited Schleiermacher, 
Cassirer referred to Friedrich Schiller: ‘Schiller says in his letters on aesthetic edu-
cation that contemplation, the “reflection” which he sees as the basic prerequisite 
and as the basic fact of artistic perception, is the first “liberal” relationship of man 
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on the other hand, sought to describe the gradual steps that make it pos-
sible for art to emerge out of more fundamental physiological processes.

We can conceptualize this difference in Cassirer’s own terms by looking 
at another of his essays, the 1939 paper ‘Naturalistic and Humanistic 
Foundation of the Philosophy of Culture’. There Cassirer reproaches nat-
uralism first and foremost for being overly preoccupied with the historical 
beginnings of culture rather than describing the plurality of forms that 
make culture possible in the first place. If we follow this cue, we might 
say that Wind’s theory, qua naturalistic, is interested in the beginnings of 
art, while Cassirer’s transcendentally oriented perspective aims to grasp 
each cultural formation as the expression of an independent way of appre
hending the world.23

Despite his criticism of the naturalist search for the beginnings of 
culture, however, it must be noted that Cassirer was far from rejecting dia
chrony or historicity as such. In fact, the philosophy of symbolic forms has 
an explicitly Hegelian component. On the assumption of a coincidence 
between historical and systematic investigation, it shows the different 
ways in which symbolic forms have manifested themselves over time fol-
lowing a logical–​diachronic order.24 This historical dimension of the inquiry 
comes to the fore most evidently in the analysis of mythical thought, which 
Cassirer conceptualized as a sort of bedrock of culture, a primitive layer 
out of which religion, art and science have sprung. We may describe his 

to the universe which surrounds him. “When desire seizes its object, thought puts 
its object at a distance. The necessity of nature which ruled man in his state of mere 
sensation with undivided power, lets go of him when he reflects; his senses are ap-
peased; time itself, the eternally changing, stands still while the dispersed rays of 
consciousness gather, and a copy of the infinite, form itself, makes an imprint on 
the fleeting ground.” ’ Cassirer, ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’, 12.

	23	 Ernst Cassirer, ‘Naturalistische und humanistische Begründung der 
Kulturphilosophie’ (1939), in Ernst Cassirer, Aufsätze und kleine Schriften 1936–​
1940, ed. Claus Rosenkranz and Birgit Recki, Ernst Cassirer, Gesammelte Werke, 
vol. 22 (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 2006), 140–​66. Engl. trans.: Ernst Cassirer, 
‘Naturalistic and Humanistic Philosophies of Culture’, in Ernst Cassirer, The Logic 
of the Humanities, trans. Clarence Smith Howe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1961), 3–​38.

	24	 Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, xiv–​xvi.

 

 

 

 

 



Philosophy of Culture: Naturalistic or Transcendental?	 113

approach as a form of rational reconstruction of the past. From the natur-
alistic philosopher’s viewpoint, however, this approach may turn out to be 
insufficiently justified, because it tends to assume a priori the equivalence 
between two orders of explanation –​ the logical order and the historical 
order –​ which may instead come into tension with each other.25

Wind’s anti-​Kantianism

To better understand the degree to which Cassirer’s objections to a nat-
uralistic philosophy of culture affect Wind’s project, and how the latter 
could have replied to them, we need to take into consideration Wind’s 
philosophical book Das Experiment und die Metaphysik (1934).26 Here, 
again, the dialogue with Cassirer is obvious. Wind submitted this book 
as his habilitation thesis to the University of Hamburg in 1930 (the same 
year as the congress of Aesthetics and Kunstwissenschaft), with Cassirer as 
a member of the jury. The book was an explicit attack on Kant’s transcend
ental philosophy. For this reason, it met with considerable resistance 
among the members of the jury. It allegedly made Cassirer ‘angry’27 and 
convinced him that Wind’s philosophy was, ‘in a very refined [or purified] 
sense’ [in einem sehr geläuterten Sinne], a kind of empiricism.28 As scholars 

	25	 This is precisely the critique that Wind formulated in ‘Contemporary German 
Philosophy. I.’, The Journal of Philosophy 22/​18 (1925), 477–​93 (485).

	26	 Edgar Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik: Zur Auflösung der 
kosmologischen Antinomien (Tübingen: Mohr, 1934); new edition by Bernhard 
Buschendorf, with a foreword by Brigitte Falkenburg and an afterword by 
Bernhard Buschendorf (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2001). Engl. trans.: Edgar 
Wind, Experiment and Metaphysics: Towards a Resolution of the Cosmological 
Antinomies, trans. Cyril W. Edwards, with an introduction by Matthew Rampley 
(London: Routledge, 2001).

	27	 Edgar Wind, ‘On “Microcosm & Memory” ’, letter to the editor, Times Literary 
Supplement (30 May 1958).

	28	 Engel, ‘ “In Einem sehr geläuterten Sinne” ’. See also Oliver O’Donnell’s contribu
tion to the present volume (chapter 8).
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have already noted, this judgement is not wrong, provided we take ‘re-
fined empiricism’ to stand for a variety of pragmatist experimentalism.29 
Here I would like to take a closer look at the implications of Wind’s ‘re-
fined empiricism’ for the problem we have been discussing, namely the 
opposition between naturalistic and transcendental methodologies.

My natural point of departure will be Wind’s explicit criticism of tran-
scendental philosophy in the central paragraphs of his book.30 Kant conceived 
of philosophy, qua investigation of the a priori conditions of experience, as 
neatly distinguished from empirical inquiry. Wind, by contrast, considered 
this conception to be inconsistent with the dynamic of scientific discovery. 
According to him, we should substitute the Kantian view with the image of a 
continuum between metaphysics and empirical observation, which pivots on 
the way in which metaphysical assumptions are always necessarily embedded 
in the functioning of an experimental setting.

Any observation or measurement of the world, Wind remarked, is 
made possible by the use of instruments. These instruments, however, are 
themselves parts of the world they are meant to observe or measure. This 
suggests that we should adopt a holistic view of how instruments work. 
On the one hand, their suitability for conducting a certain observation is 
predicated on the truth of certain fundamental principles that we must 
necessarily assume in order to operate those instruments. (For example, 
if we use a clock to measure a duration of time, we are assuming that time 
is a linear and constant quantity.) On the other hand, those fundamental 
principles, although metaphysical in nature, are testable by experience: they 
can be corrected or revised if the experiment fails or the instrument of 
observation proves inadequate. Thus the clear-​cut Kantian distinction 
between empirical observation and metaphysical principles falls short.31

	29	 See, for instance, Buschendorf, ‘ “War ein sehr tüchtiges gegenseitiges 
Fördern” ’; Krois, ‘Kunst und Wissenschaft in Edgar Winds Philosophie der 
Verkörperung’.

	30	 Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 105–​21.
	31	 Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 115. Engel, ‘ “In Einem sehr geläuterten 

Sinne” ’, 15–​17, compares Wind’s instrumentalist conception with Cassirer’s more 
idealistically oriented understanding of the relation between instrument and scien-
tific truths.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Philosophy of Culture: Naturalistic or Transcendental?	 115

Crucially, an instrument of observation does not need to be a so-
phisticated experimental apparatus. It can be whatever allows us to have 
an ordinary experience of our surrounding environment. Or, to put it in 
different terms, there is a continuity between ordinary experience and sci-
entific experiment. Taking this idea to its ultimate consequences, we reach 
an insight that is quite compatible with Wind’s Hamburg lecture: the 
first and most fundamental instrument that is available to us is our body. 
Ultimately, therefore, Wind’s concept of instrument is linked to his con-
cept of symbol through the fact that both observation and symbolic ex-
pression have their roots in the functioning of the body. Indeed, we could 
say that Wind’s concept of instrument is a pragmatist or experimentalist 
transformation of the very concept of the symbol. It is what enables us to 
have an experience by virtue of its establishing a relationship between a 
sensible and an ideal element –​ that is, by virtue of its embodying the ideal 
element into the sensible element.

This brings us to a second point of Wind’s book that is relevant to our 
problem. Not only is Kant’s conception of the transcendental method, in 
Wind’s opinion, untenable. Similarly untenable is Kant’s specific conception 
of a linear order of time as an a priori form of intuition. Wind indeed went 
as far as to question the very idea of a linear conception of time, which he 
substituted with a ‘configural’ conception, inspired by modern physics as 
well as by the philosophy of A. N. Whitehead. According to this concep-
tion, the present is not a point in a perfectly determined series of moments, 
but the ‘zone’ of events that can neither influence nor be influenced by the 
event we hold as a reference point.32

It is crucial to bear in mind, here, that the choice between linear and 
configural conceptions of time cannot be settled a priori but is always 
liable to be tested empirically. It is intimately bound up with the choice of 
competing scientific theories and with the design of different experimental 
settings.33 This helps us understand to what extent Wind was able to defend 

	32	 Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 171–​83. Cf. Edgar Wind, 
‘Mathematik und Sinnesempfindung: Materialien zu einer Whitehead-​Kritik’, 
Logos: Internationale Zeitschrift für die Philosophie der Kultur 21 (1932), 239–​80.

	33	 Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 176–​7.
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himself against Cassirer’s critique of empiricism. Unlike Semon and Hering, 
Wind did not merely suggest that memory (that is, the representation of 
the past) arises from a linear succession of impressions [Nacheinander der 
Vorstellungen] and from the consequent accumulation of traces. Nor did 
he think, like Kant, that our ability to represent time as a linear order is 
an a priori condition of experience. Rather, he argued that our represent
ation of time –​ and, derivatively, our ability to represent something to 
ourselves as past –​ derives from our choice of a system of measurement, 
or a medium of observation. His empiricism is, in other words, a kind of 
experimentalism. As I already noted, moreover, the instrument or medium 
of observation need not be a sophisticated experimental setting. As the 
word Verkörperung suggests, the body is itself a kind of measuring instru-
ment, and through it we form the first representation of the relationship 
between past, present and future. This representation is not a priori and 
absolute but stems from the practical encounter between the individual 
and the environment.

A final point about Wind’s book should not be left unmentioned. 
This concerns the implications of his argument in the ethical and socio-​
political realm. The break with the linear conception of time allowed Wind 
to reject determinism and thus also to undermine the Kantian problem 
of the relationship between causality and freedom. Wind replaced Kant’s 
idealistic conception of freedom with a naturalistic ethics that focused on 
the realizability of moral precepts rather than on the unconditionality of 
principles.34 Here again, we can note a disagreement with Cassirer, who 
stuck to a Kantian understanding of freedom as autonomy, and hailed cul-
ture as the main vehicle through which that freedom is put to the service 
of human self-​realization.

It has already been noted that in the preface to Das Experiment und 
die Metaphysik Wind embarked on a bitter polemic against German idealist 
philosophers, whom he charged with failing to take a stand against the in-
tellectual obscurantism that accompanied Hitler’s seizure of power. Wind 
may have also indirectly referred to Cassirer. In 1929, Cassirer had conducted 

	34	 Brigitte Falkenburg, ‘Einleitung: Die Maßetzung im Endlichen’, in Edgar Wind, 
Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 11–​59 (57–​9).

 

 

 



Philosophy of Culture: Naturalistic or Transcendental?	 117

a dispute with Heidegger revolving on the concepts of freedom and auto
nomy –​ a dispute in which the more aggressive Heidegger seemed to many 
contemporaries to have unambiguously prevailed.35

An irreconcilable alternative?

It is nevertheless worth noting that the fierce and polemical tone with 
which Wind conducted his critique of neo-​Kantian philosophy conceals 
some deeper affinities between his position and the one he sought to criti-
cize. Or, to put it differently, the disagreement between the two authors 
here considered –​ Wind and Cassirer –​ should not blind us to the fact that 
the philosophical perspectives they articulate retain considerable points 
of contact. On closer inspection, we may note that Wind preserved some 
crucial elements of neo-​Kantian philosophy, while Cassirer brought the 
transcendental perspective a step closer to the pragmatist-​empiricist one.

With regard to Wind, his outspoken opposition to Kantian philosophy 
and the transcendental method does not necessarily imply an outright re-
jection of certain argumentative schemes typical of that tradition. Indeed, 
Wind too, like Cassirer and the neo-​Kantians, asked what conditions make 
cultural facts possible, although he rejected the idea that these conditions 

	35	 Engel, ‘ “In Einem sehr geläuterten Sinne” ’, 9, convincingly reaches this conclusion. 
See Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 63–​9. On the Cassirer–​Heidegger 
debate, see Peter E. Gordon, Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010); Simon Truwant, Cassirer 
and Heidegger in Davos: The Philosophical Arguments (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2022). On Wind’s criticism of Heidegger, see Horst Bredekamp, 
‘False Ski-​Turns: Edgar Wind’s Critique of Heidegger and Sartre’ (1998), trans. 
Johanna Wild and Iain Boyd Whyte, Art in Translation 6/​2 (2014), 215–​36. A pro-
visional program for the 1931 Hamburg congress conserved in the Warburg Institute 
Archive (IV.6.4.4) mentions the name of Heidegger among the invited speakers. It 
would be worthwhile to investigate whether the fact that Heidegger did not appear 
on the final conference program is in any way connected to the disagreement with 
Cassirer.
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are a priori and that their investigation is entirely separate from empirical 
inquiry. Rather than merely repeating the empiricist idea that the succession 
of representations yields a representation of time, Wind identified certain 
fundamental features of the relationship between the individual and the 
environment that are presupposed [vorausgesetzt] by our ability to pro-
duce a representation of a temporal order. These features are the creation 
of a distance between stimulus and response,36 the act of measurement,37 
and the phenomenon of Verkörperung at large. If it is true that pragma-
tist philosophy, rather than breaking completely with the transcendental, 
sought to naturalize it,38 Wind again proves to be in line with the spirit 
of pragmatism. In his case, the naturalization of the transcendental took 
place through an empirically informed reflection on corporeality and on 
the interaction between the body and the environment (an interaction 
mediated by tools and symbols) as a condition of human experience.

In a parallel manner, Cassirer’s neo-​Kantianism made transcendental 
philosophy more dynamic and more in dialogue with the empirical sciences 
than it was in Kant’s original doctrine.39 In this case, too, it is useful to look 
at Cassirer’s relation with pragmatism,40 and in particular with the phil
osopher William James. Cassirer drew on James’s thought precisely in the 

	36	 Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 111: ‘Der Akt der Verkörperung [setzt] 
ein endliches Wesen [voraus], bei dem die reflektierende Besinnung eingesetzt hat.’

	37	 Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 175–​6.
	38	 See for example Sami Pihlström, Naturalizing the Transcendental: A Pragmatic  

View (Amherst: Humanity Books, 2003); Gabriele Gava and Robert Stern, eds,  
Pragmatism, Kant, and Transcendental Philosophy (New York: Routledge,  
2016); Phillip Honenberger, ed., Naturalism and Philosophical Anthropology:  
Nature, Life, and the Human between Transcendental and Empirical Perspectives 
(London: Palgrave, 2015).

	39	 Sebastian Luft has claimed that a dynamic conception of the a priori is a dis
tinctive hallmark of Marburg philosophy of culture. See Sebastian Luft, The Space 
of Culture: Towards a Neo-​Kantian Philosophy of Culture (Cohen, Natorp, and 
Cassirer) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 58–​70.

	40	 On Cassirer and pragmatism, see Stefan Niklas and Sascha Freyberg, ‘Rekonstruktive 
Synthesis: Zur Methodik der Kulturphilosophie bei Ernst Cassirer und John 
Dewey’, in Stefan Niklas and Thiemo Breyer, eds, Ernst Cassirer in systematischen 
Beziehungen: Zur Kritisch-​Kommunikativen Bedeutung seiner Kulturphilosophie 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 47–​68.
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chapters of the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms that I have been considering in 
this essay. He saw in James a resource for reflecting on how we can articulate 
the manifold of perception (or the ‘stream of experience’, to use the Jamesian 
idiom) into cultural constructs. In doing so, he embraced some of James’s 
pragmatist assumptions. Human beings’ capacity to represent time –​ and, 
derivatively, to be conscious of both the past and the future –​ stems from 
their pragmatic involvement with the world. This holds particularly true 
for the capacity to envision the future: this capacity is predicated on the 
fact that the present is never the theatre of mere contemplation but rather 
the theatre of action and choice. But something similar also applies to the 
representation of the past (which is, from the pragmatist viewpoint, never 
completely separable from the expectation of the future). Memory is not 
a purely physiological phenomenon (as in Hering), but it is not a purely 
spiritual affair either (as in Bergson). Rather, it goes hand in hand with 
the pragmatic transactions between individuals and the environment.41

It thus seems that Wind’s naturalism and Cassirer’s transcendental 
perspective can meet when considering the pragmatic interplay between 
the individual and the environment. It is, in both authors, precisely this 
interplay that provides the fundamental condition for the articulation of 
experience and thus for the process of symbolization. However, Cassirer 
understood this process of articulation qua symbolization in essentially 
Kantian terms, that is, as the apprehension of the manifold of experience. 
For him, the main question was the following: how are subjects capable 
of apprehending the world as always already carrying a meaning beyond 
immediate perception? And, on this basis, how are they able to create art, 
myth, science and religion?42 Wind, on the other hand, committed himself 
to a less idealistic approach, thereby accentuating the potential tension be-
tween the sensible and ideal dimensions that converge in the phenomenon 

	41	 See Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, 180–​5. On p. 185 in par
ticular, Bergson’s theory of memory is pitted against Hering’s. I have analysed 
Cassirer’s reading of James in Tullio Viola, ‘Courant de conscience et philosophie de 
la culture: Les Principles of Psychology lus par Ernst Cassirer’, Revue philosophique 
de la France et de l’étranger 147/​4 (2022), 509–​24.

	42	 See in particular the chapter on ‘symbolic pregnance’ in Cassirer, The Philosophy of 
Symbolic Forms. Volume 3, 191–​204.
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of symbolization. In his view, the symbol’s main task is not so much to 
apprehend the manifold of perception by constructing an ideal content, 
but rather to ‘realize’ [verwirklichen] an abstract idea ‘by intruding into a 
world that is heterogeneous to the idea itself ’.43

Conclusion: Memory and the study of culture

It is perhaps appropriate to conclude our comparison of Wind and 
Cassirer by sketching some implications of the philosophical problem we 
have been analysing (the relationship between time, memory and sym-
bols) for the concrete historical study of cultural artefacts. For this was, 
after all, the main intellectual goal that Wind set himself from the mid-​
1930s on; that is, right after the exchange with Cassirer that I have tried to 
reconstruct in this essay.

The first issue that is worth mentioning is the question of cultural 
memory. I have already said that Hering’s and Semon’s theories of memory 
made it possible to think of the transmission of culture across generations 
as, essentially, an extension of the individual ability to remember. The basic 
ingredient in this extension was a broadly Lamarckian assumption, namely 
the idea that a habit, once acquired by an individual, could be passed on 
to the subsequent generation. In the course of the early twentieth century, 
the credibility of this Lamarckian assumption faded, but the concept of 
‘engram’, the cultural trace that is deposited in the collective memory of a 
social group, remained at the centre of the theoretical preoccupations of 
the members of the Warburg Library.44

	43	 Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, 108. See also p. 109, where Wind de
fines the embodiment of the ideal into the sensible as ‘a metabasis eis allos genos’ –​ 
an Aristotelian expression (meaning ‘transformation into a different genus’) that 
Cassirer repeatedly used to describe the transformative power of symbols.

	44	 Members of the Warburg Library were still grappling with the challenge of 
establishing a strong theoretical basis for the concept of social or cultural memory 
many years after the death of Aby Warburg. See for instance a revealing letter sent 
in April 1940 by Gertrud Bing to Edgar Wind. The letter is discussed in Claudia 
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In the writings immediately following the ones I have analysed in this 
essay, Wind developed a series of remarks on cultural memory that focus on 
the active role of the individual both in recreating and re-​interpreting symbols 
and in remembering them.45 Symbols are not simply deposited in a supposed 
collective consciousness in which they continue to live as inert traces. Rather, 
cultural transmission presupposes a recollection and Auseinandersetzung with 
the past. This Auseinandersetzung is an active and creative element, an element 
of disruption and re-​interpretation of culture.46 This is in line with Wind’s 
attempt to take up the empiricist theories of memory but reorient them in a 
more pragmatist and experimentalist direction, thereby avoiding a hasty em-
brace of the idea (so explicitly criticized by Cassirer) that the mere retention 
of the past can create the representation of that past.

There is robust textual evidence that Wind had an even more articu-
lated theory of how the philosophical conceptions of time and memory 
I have reconstructed in this chapter played out at the level of cultural 
memory. In a series of unpublished lectures on the philosophy of culture 
given in Hamburg in 1932–​3, for instance, he suggested that the very ‘fact 
of symbolism’ obliges us to hold a configural conception of time [‘Aus 
dem Faktum der Symbolik ergibt sich, dass die Zeitbegriff konfigural sein 
muss’].47 In other words, the dynamic of symbolic transmission contradicts 

Wedepohl, ‘Critical Detachment: Ernst Gombrich as Interpreter of Aby Warburg’, 
in Uwe Fleckner and Peter Mack, eds, The Afterlife of the Kulturwissenschaftliche 
Bibliothek Warburg: The Emigration and the Early Years of the Warburg Institute in 
London (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2015), 131–​64, n. 236.

	45	 See in particular Edgar Wind, ‘Introduction’, in Warburg Institute, A Bibliography 
on the Survival of the Classics. First Volume: The Publications of 1931, ed. Hans Meier, 
Richard Newald and Edgar Wind (London: Cassell, 1934), v–​xii; as well as Edgar 
Wind, ‘In Defence of Composite Portraits’, Journal of the Warburg Institute 1/​2 
(1937), 138–​42.

	46	 On the disruption and ‘disturbance’ of past historical documents, see Edgar Wind, 
‘Some Points of Contact between History and Natural Science’, in Raymond 
Klibansky and Herbert James Paton, eds, Philosophy and History: Essays Presented 
to Ernst Cassirer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1936), 255–​64.

	47	 Edgar Wind, ‘Grundbegriffe der Geschichte und Kulturphilosophie’, 1932–​3, 
Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, Edgar Wind Papers, MS. Wind 2, 
folder 3, 18. See also p. 9: ‘Linearer Zeitbegriff bedingt […] dass [Vorstellungen] 
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linear conceptions of time. Our relation with the past does not arise from 
a mere accumulation of traces but from an activity of recollection that 
consists in picking up signals from the past and re-​interpreting them.48

The second point I would like to mention is the problem of the differ-
ences between symbolic forms. Here again, the comparison with Cassirer is 
useful. In line with his functionalistic and morphological approach, Cassirer 
deemed it possible and fruitful not only to outline a plurality of forms in 
which subjects may apprehend the manifold of perception –​ that is, a plur-
ality of symbolic forms –​ but also to insist on some essential differences 
between these forms. Art, myth, ‘pure thought’:49 these are all different 
ways of creating culture that have their own relative independence and 
self-​sufficiency –​ although Cassirer, in his Hamburg lecture, pointed out 
that such self-​sufficiency should not be exaggerated and that the differences 
should never become ‘caesuras’.50 Cassirer certainly believed in the exist
ence of a unity of culture over and above the different symbolic forms. This 
is the unity of the whole, the unity of a human process of self-​realization 
of which the individual symbolic forms are but individual aspects.51 But 

immer in der Zeit da sind.’ and p. 14, where Wind explicitly linked Hering and the 
conception of a configural time: ‘Hering (Biologie) “Das Gedächtnis als Funktion 
der organisierten Materie”. Wiederholung des Vorgangs verändert die Objekte, 
mit denen der Vorgang geschieht. Materie bewahrt die Spuren der vergangenen 
Handlung auf. (Beispiel Muskelstärkung Phänomen des Habitus). Problem: wie ist 
Gedächtnisverlauf zeitlich vorzustellen? –​ Auseinandersetzungsprozeß –​ Formen 
(Vorschriften), mit denen das Individuum sich auseinanderzuseten hat. Ähnlich 
wie beim konfiguralen Zeitbegriff: hier Spielraum der Handlungsweise gegeben.’ 
(Spielraum is the concept Wind used to characterize the indeterminacy of the 
present in the configural conception of time. See Wind, Das Experiment und die 
Metaphysik, 178). For a very helpful discussion of these lectures, see Buschendorf, 
‘Das Prinzip der inneren Grenzsetzung’, 295–​6.

	48	 Note also Wind’s use of ‘Faktum’, a neo-​Kantian term related to the Marburg 
school in particular (see Luft, The Space of Culture, 12). This seems to indicate once 
again that his rupture with Marburg neo-​Kantianism was not total.

	49	 Cassirer, ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’, 13.
	50	 Cassirer, ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’, 7.
	51	 Cassirer, ‘Mythic, Aesthetic and Theoretical Space’: ‘each transformation of an in

dividual moment implicitly contains a new form of the whole’.
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within this philosophical and normative unity, each symbolic form can 
be distinguished on the basis of the differences in its generating principle.

Things appear different for Wind. A central tenet of his 
Kulturwissenschaft is precisely the idea that the different cultural forma-
tions –​ science, philosophy, art, technology –​ are inextricably linked with 
one another. In an important sense, the ‘pure thought’ of which Cassirer 
spoke does not exist. Rather, the theoretical use of reason is always imbued 
with myth and images; art is unintelligible without its philosophical-​
scientific background. The historical study of artefacts –​ texts, images, 
implements –​ can unveil their full purport the moment it succeeds in 
bringing to the surface the fullness of these entanglements. This conviction 
provided Wind with one of the crucial rationales for the iconological studies 
to which he would devote himself almost exclusively from the mid-​1930s 
on.52 His first major art-​historical work, Hume and the Heroic Portrait, 
dates from 1932.53 It is, among many other things, a study of empiricism.54

	52	 This is also what motivates Wind’s criticism of formalistic art history. See Giovanna 
Targia’s contribution to the present volume (Chapter 3). For an excellent recon-
struction of the differences between empiricist and neo-​Kantian approaches to the 
art-​historical discipline among the Warburg circle, see Oliver O’Donnell, ‘Two 
Modes of Midcentury Iconology’, History of Humanities 3/​1 (2018), 113–​36.

	53	 Edgar Wind, ‘Humanitätsidee und heroisiertes Porträt in der englischen Kultur 
des 18. Jahrhunderts’, in Edgar Wind, Heilige Furcht und andere Schriften zum 
Verhältnis von Kunst und Philosophie, ed. John Michael Krois and Roberto Ohrt 
(Hamburg: Philo Fine Arts, 2009), 112–​236; Engl. trans.: Edgar Wind, Hume and 
the Heroic Portrait: Studies in Eighteenth-​Century Imagery, ed. Jaynie Anderson 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986). See Oliver O’Donnell’s contribution to the pre-
sent volume (Chapter 8).

	54	 Many thanks to Elio Antonucci, Franz Engel, Gabriele Gava, Stefan Niklas, Oliver 
O’Donnell and Giovanna Targia for their feedback on a previous draft of this 
paper, as well as to Belinda Nemec for her very valuable editing work.
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