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Oswald Spengler and the Decline 
of the West
David Engels

“ I N  T H I S  B O O K  is attempted for the first time the venture of predetermining 
history, of following the still untraveled stages in the destiny of a culture, 
and specifically of the only culture of our time and on our planet which is ac-
tually in the phase of fulfillment—​the West-​European-​American.”1 These 
are the bold first words of Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West (Der 
Untergang des Abendlandes), the aim of which was to sketch the potential 
future of the West on the basis of the method of cultural comparison, and 
to provide the blueprint for each and every human high culture. Spengler 
often considered himself one of the last representatives of the bourgeois 
society of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and felt deeply un-
happy with the twentieth century, an impression of “untimeliness,” which 
also characterized several of his contemporaries, such as Thomas Mann 
and Herrmann Hesse. This explains the nostalgic overtones in Spengler’s 
writings as well as his (unconvincing) attempts at overcoming his mel-
ancholy by posing as a dogged advocate of technology, imperialism, and 
mass civilization.

Oswald Spengler’s fame is based on his The Decline of the West, a 
monumental historical study that endeavored to show that all human 
civilizations live through similar phases of evolution, roughly equivalent 
to the different ages of a biological entity. During the 1920s, Spengler’s 
ideas were much debated not only in Germany but everywhere in Europe 
and America, and though the academic world remained generally skep-
tical, Spengler’s prophecy of the impending decline and ultimate fall of 
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Western civilization influenced many writers and artists, then and now. 
Spengler also dabbled in politics and attempted, in a series of smaller 
essays such as Prussianism and Socialism, Political Duties of German Youth, 
and Building the German Empire Anew, to promote the idea of a conserva-
tive renaissance in Germany.2

The rise of National Socialism gradually put Spengler in a situation 
of ideological opposition, illustrated by his The Hour of Decision, which 
criticized Hitler’s racial theory and made him persona non grata.3 After 
the Second World War, Spengler’s elitism and his expectation of the ad-
vent of a German-​dominated Europe as a modern equivalent of the 
Roman Empire overshadowed the reception of his work until the 1990s. 
This somewhat masked the complexity of his thought, which prefigures 
such modern debates as the criticism of technology, ecological issues, 
interreligious questions, the rise of Asia, and prehistoric human evolu-
tion. However, since the end of the Cold War, Spengler’s work has been 
gradually rediscovered and discussed, and gives an intriguing—​if highly 
controversial—​perspective on the numerous challenges the Western world 
has been confronted with since the beginning of the twenty-​first century.

Life and context

Oswald Arnold Gottfried Spengler was born on May 29, 1880, at 
Blankenburg, Harz, in Germany, the son of Bernhard Spengler, a stern 
and anti-​intellectual official in the post office, and Pauline Grantzow, the 
somewhat depressive descendant of an artistic family.4 Oswald was the 
oldest surviving child of their union, which also brought forth three girls, 
Adele, Gertrud, and Hildegard, the youngest of whom later lived with her 
brother as his housekeeper. In 1891 the family moved to Halle an der Saale, 
where Spengler was educated as a pupil of the Francke Foundations, a reli-
giously motivated educational institution strongly influenced by Protestant 
Pietism. The siblings later on remembered their childhood as difficult and 
sad, and Oswald, also suffering from severe headaches, tried to secure 
some form of inner autonomy by keeping away from his schoolmates, 
indulging in the most diverse autodidactic studies, describing, in great 
detail, imaginary world empires,5 and writing, at seventeen, a drama titled 
Montezuma.6

Exempted from military service because of a severe heart problem, 
Spengler took courses in mathematics, natural sciences, and philosophy 
at the universities of Halle, Munich, and Berlin, and received, in 1904, 

 



Oswald Spengler and the Decline of the West 5

5

his PhD with a thesis on Heraclitus, “The Fundamental Metaphysical 
Thought of the Heraclitean Philosophy.”7 In 1905 he also submitted the 
secondary dissertation (Staatsexamensarbeit) needed to become a high-​
school teacher, this time on the evolution of the eye, “The Development 
of the Organ of Sight in the Higher Realms of the Animal Kingdom.”8 
Despite his loathing for teaching (he reportedly suffered a nervous break-
down merely from looking at his first school), Spengler seems to have 
been appreciated by his pupils, though not by his colleagues, and he suc-
cessively worked as a teacher in Saarbrücken, Düsseldorf, and Hamburg 
until 1911, when the small inheritance he received on the death of his 
mother (his father had died in 1901) enabled him to retire from teaching 
and live as an independent writer.

Spengler moved to Munich and started to write, alongside numerous 
smaller contributions for various journals and several (abortive) novels, 
his major scholarly work, The Decline of the West. The composition of this 
work, taking almost seven years, was particularly difficult, as is shown by 
Spengler’s diaries from this period, Eis heauton (“On himself”), which 
permit valuable insights into his tormented personality and his perma-
nent self-​doubts.9 The first volume of the Decline of the West appeared in 
1918, shortly before the end of the First World War, and instantly made 
him a celebrity. While writing the second volume (published in 1922, 
followed by a revised edition of the first, varying marginally in style 
but not in content), Spengler also began to reflect on the German de-
feat and to actively engage with contemporary political questions. The 
first result was the publication, in 1919, of Prussianism and Socialism, 
followed by numerous shorter texts, which only marginally added to the 
positions developed in The Decline of the West, such as Political Duties of 
German Youth and Building the German Empire Anew. A confirmed bach-
elor and a man permanently riddled with deep psychological issues, 
Spengler never started a family but lived with his sister Hildegard, who 
had moved to Munich after her husband’s death and acted as Spengler’s 
housekeeper.10

After becoming something of a celebrity and, given his growing in-
terest not only in political but also in economic and financial politics,11 
Spengler endeavored to get involved in politics in a decidedly conserv
ative and elitist way.12 His attempts, including his support in 1924 for 
General Hans von Seeckt’s unsuccessful run at power, only demonstrated 
his personal shortcomings when it came to understanding the intrigues 
of everyday politics and to dealing with opponents and rivals. Over the 
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following decade, Spengler slowly dropped his political ambitions and 
concentrated instead on reassessing questions that The Decline of the West 
had left open, though he was severely hampered in his work by health is-
sues, which included a cerebral hemorrhage in 1927. In 1931 he published 
Man and Technics, a visionary reflection on the history and environmental 
shortcomings of technology from earliest times to the predicted end of 
the West.13

Unfortunately, the major monograph Spengler had started to sketch 
after the publication of The Decline of the West never reached comple-
tion and remained a collection of shattered fragments and aphorisms. 
However, the material, edited posthumously,14 is substantial enough to in-
dicate the outlines and general content of the project.15

Spengler’s last years were overshadowed by the rise of Hitler. While 
Spengler, on the basis of his comparative method, had considered 
the transformation of ultracapitalist mass democracies into dicta-
torial regimes as inevitable, and had expressed some sympathy for 
Mussolini’s Fascist movement as a first symptom of this development 
(a sympathy returned by Mussolini, who favored the translation of 
Spengler’s writings into Italian),16 he took a much more critical view of 
National Socialism. As admirer of the spirit of the old Prussian aristoc-
racy, he loathed what he saw as the proletarian and demagogic character 
of Hitler’s party and, given his own assumption of a radical parallelism 
between all past and present civilizations, considered the Aryan racial 
doctrine to be nonsense.17 Despite a personal and deeply unsatisfying 
meeting with Hitler himself and the regime’s initial endeavor to win 
him over in order to benefit from his international standing, Spengler 
gradually expressed his open contempt for the alleged “national up-
rising,” culminating in his publication of The Hour of Decision (Jahre 
der Entscheidung) in 1933, in which he openly criticized the new regime, 
though from the antiliberal perspective resulting from his belief in the 
inevitable trend of history.18 In 1934 Spengler even pronounced the fu-
neral oration for one of the victims of Hitler’s crushing of the (alleged) 
Röhm Putsch and, in 1935, he retired from the board of the highly in-
fluential Nietzsche Archive because of its outspoken support for the 
new regime. After having predicted the end of the Third Reich within 
the next ten years,19 Spengler died of a heart attack on May 8, 1936. 
The Festschrift devoted to him by some of his admirers was published 
quietly;20 a contribution promised by Mussolini was retracted,21 prob-
ably in order to avoid diplomatic frictions.
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Inspirations

In the introduction to The Decline of the West, Spengler felt the urge “to 
name once more those to whom I owe practically everything: Goethe and 
Nietzsche. Goethe gave me method, Nietzsche the questioning faculty.”22 
Although the influence of Goethe’s vitalism—​mostly his interest in bo-
tanic sciences and what he called the “primordial plant” as the blueprint 
for all other living entities—​and of Nietzsche’s cultural criticism can in-
deed be felt everywhere,23 Goethe and Nietzsche (neither of whom was a 
proper historian) were not Spengler’s only sources. Spengler himself, as 
like every self-​declared genius, generally insisted on the absolute “novelty” 
of his theory:

The system that is put forward in this work  .  .  .  I  regard as the 
Copernican discovery in the historical sphere, in that it admits no 
sort of privileged position to the Classical or the Western Culture 
as against the Cultures of India, Babylon, China, Egypt, the Arabs, 
Mexico—​separate worlds of dynamic being which in point of mass 
count for just as much in the general picture of history as the 
Classical, while frequently surpassing it in point of spiritual great-
ness and soaring power.24

This assertion, however, is not unproblematic. The scholarly literature 
cited by Spengler in his footnotes shows the wide array of the works he 
consulted, many of which prefigured some key features of his theory, 
including the universal and cyclical approach of world history, which 
was taken from the distinguished German academic historian Eduard 
Meyer, whom Spengler greatly appreciated. It is also clear that large 
parts of Spengler’s personal worldview were deeply influenced by con-
temporary concepts in the philosophy of vitalism,25 the belief that all 
living organisms as well as their social creations are fundamentally dif-
ferent from inorganic entities and submitted to their own set of laws 
characterized not merely by the mechanics of action and reaction but by 
the fate of birth, blossom, decline, and death. Furthermore, the idea that 
civilizations broadly follow the evolutionary steps of a living being and 
can thus be compared with reference to this common pattern goes back 
to classical antiquity and even beyond, although we cannot be sure to 
what extent Spengler himself was aware of this.26 Cato the Elder, Cicero, 
Seneca, Florus, and Ammianus Marcellinus had all compared the rise, 
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maturity, and decline of the Roman state to the different ages of man, an 
approach which exerted a tremendous influence on many later historians 
including even Francis Bacon, who used the biological analogy in order 
to compare different empires with each other. To some extent, this pat-
tern also underlay another, equally influential interpretation of history, 
that of the dialectic approach first formulated in the theologico-​historical 
speculations of Joachim of Fiore, who compared the history of salva-
tion to the three persons of the Holy Trinity, and the philosophy of his-
tory of Hegel, who compared not only the three dialectical phases of 
human evolution to the three ages of man but who also tried, rather like 
Giambattista Vico, to show how the spirit of every people (Volksgeist) in 
itself evolved in a dialectical and biological way.27

Nevertheless, Spengler is right in claiming that nobody in Western 
thought had pushed historical comparatism to such a degree as him-
self. Although he engaged for the most part with the classical, Arab, 
and European civilizations and barely sketched the broad outlines of the 
others, the effort and knowledge poured into The Decline of the West was 
unequaled until Toynbee’s monumental Study of History, and Spengler’s 
book made a thorough impression on his readers, even those who did not 
accept his hypothesis.

Key issues and key ideas

Spengler’s historical philosophy was based on two basic assumptions. 
On the one hand, Spengler assumed the existence of social entities called 
“cultures” (Kulturen) as the largest possible actors in human history which, 
in itself, has no real philosophical aim or metaphysical sense:

“Mankind” . . . has no aim, no idea, no plan, any more than the 
family of butterflies or orchids. “Mankind” is a zoological ex-
pression, or an empty word. . . . I see, in place of that empty fig-
ment of one linear history which can only be kept up by shutting 
one’s eyes to the overwhelming multitude of the facts, the drama 
of a number of mighty Cultures, each springing with primitive 
strength from the soil of a mother region to which it remains 
firmly bound throughout its whole life-​cycle; each stamping its 
material, its mankind, in its own image; each having its own 
idea, its own passions, its own life, will and feeling, its own 
death.28
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These cultures—​according to Spengler, nine (the Egyptian, the Babylonian, 
the Indian, the Chinese, the Greco-​Roman, the “Magic” or “Arabic,” which 
included early and Byzantine Christianity as well as Islam, the Mexican, 
the Western, and, finally, the Russian)—​coexist in time and space and 
thus interact to some degree with each other, but have no real “internal” 
connection with one another. Their evolution thus only follows their 
own inner logic and cannot be influenced by outer factors, except for the 
“Mexican culture,” literally “beheaded” by the conquistadores—​a further 
and sad proof for the absence of any proper “sense” in history, if one is to 
believe Spengler.

Spengler’s second major hypothesis is that the inner evolution of these 
cultures is essentially parallel and corresponds exactly to the evolutionary 
stages of a living being, an idea deeply rooted (as we saw) not only in the 
philosophy of vitalism as it developed during the nineteenth century but 
ultimately going back to antiquity:

Cultures are organisms, and world-​history is their collective biog-
raphy. Morphologically, the immense history of the Chinese or of 
the Classical Culture is the exact equivalent of the petty history of 
the individual man, or of the animal, or the tree, or the flower.29

However, Spengler does not confine his analogies to botanical images. He 
also uses the paradigm of the different ages of man and even the rhythm 
of the four seasons as comparative foil, tying his analysis to a string 
of poignant metaphors all linked to the cycle of life, and differentiated 
enough to permit a subtle and suggestive description of the different evo-
lutionary steps of each culture, as is also demonstrated through his use of 
these topoi in a series of synchronoptic comparative tables. Though some-
what long, the following quotation contains not only the blueprint of the 
evolution of each culture in a nutshell and brilliantly illustrates his play 
with historical references and allusions but also demonstrates the literary, 
nearly poetic quality Spengler tried to achieve:

Every Culture passes through the age-​phases of the individual man. 
Each has its childhood, youth, manhood and old age. It is a young 
and trembling soul, heavy with misgivings, that reveals itself in the 
morning of Romanesque and Gothic. It fills the Faustian landscape 
from the Provence of the troubadours to the Hildesheim cathedral 
of Bishop Bernward. The spring wind blows over it. . . . Childhood 
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speaks to us also—​and in the same tones—​out of early-​Homeric 
Doric, out of early-​Christian (which is really early-​Arabian) art and 
out of the works of the Old Kingdom in Egypt that began with the 
Fourth Dynasty. . . . The more nearly a Culture approaches the noon 
culmination of its being, the more virile, austere, controlled, intense 
the form-​language it has secured for itself, the more assured its 
sense of its own power, the clearer its lineaments. In the spring all 
this had still been dim and confused, tentative, filled with childish 
yearning and fears—​witness the ornament of Romanesque Gothic 
church porches of Saxony and southern France, the early-​Christian 
catacombs, the Dipylon vases. But there is now the full conscious-
ness of ripened creative power that we see in the time of the early 
Middle Kingdom of Egypt, in the Athens of the Pisistratids, in the 
age of Justinian, in that of the Counter-​Reformation, and we find 
every individual trait of expression deliberate, strict, measured, 
marvelous in its ease and self-​confidence. And we find, too, that 
everywhere, at moments, the coming fulfilment suggested itself; 
in such moments were created the head of Amenemhet III (the 
so-​called “Hyksos Sphinx” of Tanis), the domes of Hagia Sophia, 
the paintings of Titian. Still later, tender to the point of fragility, 
fragrant with the sweetness of late October days, come the Cnidian 
Aphrodite and the Hall of the Maidens in the Erechtheum, the 
arabesques on Saracen horseshoe-​arches, the Zwinger of Dresden, 
Watteau, Mozart. At last, in the grey dawn of Civilization, the fire 
in the Soul dies down. The dwindling powers rise to one more, 
half-​successful, effort of creation, and produce the Classicism that 
is common to all dying Cultures. The soul thinks once again, and 
in Romanticism looks back piteously to its childhood; then finally, 
weary, reluctant, cold, it loses its desire to be, and, as in Imperial 
Rome, wishes itself out of the overlong daylight and back in the 
darkness of protomysticism, in the womb of the mother, in the 
grave.30

This description clearly defines the actual situation and imminent fu-
ture of the Western world, which has entered, since Napoleon (the rough 
equivalent of Alexander), the late stage of the petrification of a culture into 
a civilization (Zivilisation), characterized by technology, expansion, impe-
rialism, and mass society, and is expected to fossilize and decline from the 
year 2000 on. This dichotomy between “culture” and “civilization,” central 
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to the understanding of Spengler’s historical philosophy, is another con-
cept deeply anchored in nineteenth-​century German thought, for example 
in Schiller’s 1795 treatise on naïve and sentimental poetry or in Thomas 
Mann’s Reflections of an Unpolitical Man.31 Accordingly, Spengler describes 
the current, “civilized” state of the West as follows:

A century of purely extensive effectiveness, excluding big artistic 
and metaphysical production—​let us say frankly an irreligious time 
which coincides exactly with the idea of the world-​city—​is a time of 
decline. True. But we have not chosen this time. We cannot help it 
if we are born as men of the early winter of full Civilization, instead 
of on the golden summit of a ripe Culture, in a Phidias or a Mozart 
time. Everything depends on our seeing our own position, our des-
tiny, clearly, on our realizing that though we may lie to ourselves 
about it we cannot evade it. He who does not acknowledge this in 
his heart, ceases to be counted among the men of his generation, 
and remains either a simpleton, a charlatan, or a pedant.32

One of the consequence of Spengler’s cultural monism is the debate about 
the extent to which cultures and civilizations are able to influence each 
other or even to merge. According to Spengler, who seems to be using 
the classic German concept of the Volksgeist (national character) first de-
veloped by Herder, each of these nine cultures is characterized by a spe-
cific, inimitable “soul image” (Seelenbild) or worldview, which is largely 
inaccessible to anyone from the outside. This also explains why any real 
intercultural dialog or fusion is considered as thoroughly impossible: the 
takeover of the spiritual or artistic creations of other cultures can be based 
only on their misinterpretation and must remain superficial, comparable 
to the use of architectural remnants of bygone societies through mis-
placed spolia.33

Whereas such a monolithic hypothesis is not difficult to uphold when 
it comes to describing the evolution of spatially rather isolated cultures 
such as the Chinese, Egyptian, or Indian, it becomes very difficult to argue 
the case for full cultural self-​sufficiency for those overlapping each other, 
a fact most notable in Late Antiquity. This problem prompted Spengler to 
surmise that the whole first-​millennium Near East was not, in fact, a mere 
“transition” between Classical Antiquity, Western Christianity, and Islam, 
but rather a wholly new and distinct culture (labeled “Arabian” or “Magic”) 
merely borrowing its formal language partly from its Greco-​Roman, partly 
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from its Babylonian predecessor, but filling it with a totally new content, a 
feature Spengler calls, in analogy to “pseudomorphosis,” a mineralogical 
phenomenon. Unsurprisingly, Spengler’s endeavor to explain Messianic 
Judaism, Zoroastrianism, early Christianity, and Islam as different 
expressions of a unique cultural worldview distinct from that of other 
cultures has provoked many criticisms, even though it prefigured, at the 
same time, the attempts of recent research to focus less on the differences 
than rather on the intense interactions of the first millennium as a “super-
market of religions.”34

Spengler’s determinist view of history has prompted many to label 
him a “pessimist” and to consider his philosophy as ultimately promoting 
fatalism and inaction. Spengler always denied such an attitude and—​
influenced by Nietzsche’s heroic “Amor fati”—​invited his readers to adopt 
a “realistic” approach toward the limited possibilities of the aging Western 
culture, to accept the inevitable outcome of the history of the next gen-
erations, and to do their best within the limits of the possible instead of 
fighting a lost battle for ideals long dead, while fully realizing that “opti-
mism is cowardice.”35 Thus, in the last lines of the Decline of the West, he 
refers the reader to the philosophy of Stoicism when quoting Seneca in 
order to demonstrate his own view of a “heroic” pessimism, based on the 
acceptance of the inevitable:

For us, however, whom a Destiny has placed in this Culture and 
at this moment of its development—​the moment when money 
is celebrating its last victories, and the Caesarism that is to suc-
ceed approaches with quiet, firm step—​our direction, willed and 
obligatory at once, is set for us within narrow limits, and on any 
other terms life is not worth the living. We have not the freedom 
to reach to this or to that, but the freedom to do the necessary or to 
do nothing. And a task that historic necessity has set will be accom-
plished with the individual or against him. Ducunt Fata volentem, 
nolentem trahunt [ fate guides the willing, but drags the unwilling].36

Reception

The reception of Spengler is essentially bipartite. During the 1920s, he was 
one of the most discussed intellectuals of the Western world, his theory 
considered either as a thorough revolutionizing of the writing of history 
or as the fruit of mere dilettantism. Even though the scholarly reception 
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remained rather skeptical, the poetical qualities of Spengler’s work and 
the suggestiveness of his pessimistic and tragic worldview made him very 
popular with many artists, not only in Europe but also in America. The 
Second World War proved an important hiatus: whereas the previous re-
ception had focused on his achievements as a comparatist historian of 
past civilizations, his work was now reduced to its prophecy of the end of 
democracy and the rise of Caesarism, and accordingly considered as illib-
eral. Only since the end of the Cold War has Spengler’s work triggered a 
new interest and led to a reevaluation, which is still in full course.

Prewar reception

The early reception of Spengler’s The Decline of the West was a phenom-
enon of its own: everywhere in Europe, journalists and scholars discussed 
the interest, validity, and shortcomings of Spengler’s “morphology of his-
tory.” It would take us too long to discuss different positions in detail, even 
more so as the early reception has already been presented and analyzed in 
detail by Manfred Schröter in 1922.37 Let us only stress that the discussion 
around Spengler rapidly became not only a German or even a European 
but an international phenomenon,38 given the rapidity with which his work 
was translated into numerous other languages. Academic historians only 
reluctantly participated in this debate and, with a few notable exceptions 
such as Eduard Meyer or Ernst Kornemann, either ignored Spengler’s 
work or drew attention only to selected inaccuracies related to their own 
fields. Very few historians or philosophers tried to discuss the validity of 
Spengler’s theory in its entirety, an endeavor rendered even more com-
plex by the intimate links between Spengler’s analysis of the past and his 
claims concerning the advent of Caesarism and an inevitable impending 
showdown between the German and the Anglo-​Saxon model of politics 
and society. This topic was mainly developed in Prussianism and Socialism, 
where the conflict is seen as a mere modern variation on the wars be-
tween Rome and Carthage, Spengler’s personal sympathies lying, un-
surprisingly, on the German rather than the Anglo-​Saxon side, while he 
considered France as historically “finished.”39

With some notable exceptions such as the Hispanic philosophy of 
history, where José Ortega y Gasset and Ernesto Quesada were deeply 
influenced by Spengler, and the juridical profession, where Spengler’s 
theory on Roman and Germanic law was heavily discussed,40 it was 
mainly in the domain of literature that Spengler’s vision of a “declining” 
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West characterized by a dwindling creative impetus made the strongest 
impression. This is not altogether surprising, given that Spengler fo-
cused in large part on aesthetics41 and tried to confer an inimitable 
literary quality to his own work, once characterized by the German 
novelist Thomas Mann as a “highly entertaining intellectual novel.”42 
Outside Germany, where the book especially interested Thomas Mann 
and Hermann Hesse,43 it seems to have been essentially the English-​
speaking world where Spengler’s thought rapidly entered the literary 
creations of writers as different as Henry Miller, Francis Scott Fitzgerald, 
and H. P. Lovecraft,44 and where even some historians such as Arnold 
Toynbee and Philip Bagby endeavored to develop Spengler’s approaches 
further.

The rise of National Socialism in 1933 represented a hiatus in the re-
ception of Oswald Spengler. While Spengler found himself persona non 
grata in Nazi Germany and was publicly attacked by the proponents of 
the new regime as a “reactionary,”45 his patriotic hope (not uncommon 
at that period) that Germany might constitute the nucleus of a future 
European-​style Roman Empire was erroneously amalgamated, abroad, 
with the reigning National Socialist ideology and seen as its direct fore-
runner.46 This was only very partly justified. Admittedly, Spengler helped 
to discredit the Weimar Republic because of his criticism of contempo-
rary democracy as a mere transition toward Caesarism, and the collapse 
of the Weimar Republic indeed enabled Hitler’s takeover. However, from 
an ideological point of view, National Socialist racial theory and the op-
timistic hope of creating a thousand-​year Reich were fundamentally op-
posed to Spengler’s belief in the irremediable decline of the West, even 
if under German rule, and his conviction that all human cultures were 
radically equal.

Postwar reception

Contrary to the expectation of Spengler’s family and of some close friends 
such as the French scholar André Fauconnet, who hoped that the demise 
of Nazi Germany would finally open up the path to a new, politically more 
unbiased study of Spengler, the year 1945 brought no change to the in-
creasingly hostile attitude toward the “morphology of history.”47 On the 
contrary, the hegemonic optimism of an increasingly American-​styled 
capitalism in the West and of Russian-​dominated socialism in the East 
made Spengler’s prophecy of the decline and end of the West seem overly 
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pessimistic, perhaps even obsolete—​an attitude even more pronounced 
after 1968 and its hostile stance toward bourgeois historiography and elite 
culture.

Despite some notable exceptions, such as Henry Kissinger and leading 
member of the Frankfurt School Theodor Adorno, who once stated that 
“forgotten, Spengler takes his revenge by threatening to be right.  .  .  . 
Spengler found hardly an adversary who was his equal; his oblivion is the 
product of evasion,”48 and the French scholar Gilbert Merlio, who devoted 
his influential PhD dissertation on the study of Spengler and his context,49 
Spengler and his philosophy of history were largely forgotten by academia 
and press alike.50 When not forgotten, they were merely remembered in 
the narrower context of the German “Conservative Revolution,” perhaps 
somewhat too simplistically, as Spengler, unlike many other thinkers of the 
Weimar Republic, had no illusions concerning the ultimate shortcomings 
of traditional conservatism; he was convinced that Western culture was 
doomed to decline and fossilize during coming generations, regardless of 
its political choices.

Only in the late twentieth and early twenty-​first centuries has there 
been something of a renaissance of Spengler, exemplified by an ever-​
growing series of studies and conferences.51 The end of the Cold War, the 
slow decline of Western political domination over the globe, the rise of 
China, the unification of Europe, the return of religious fundamentalism, 
the dominant place of Germany within the European Union and the 
increasing strength of populism have led to a rediscovery of The Decline of 
the West, not only in academia but also in the media. Spengler has again 
become a figure of interest, and there have even been attempts to reapply 
Spengler’s thought to the political realities and historical knowledge of the 
twenty-​first century.52

Conclusion

No consensus has yet been reached on the place Spengler might or should 
occupy in our endeavor to understand history, and although the current 
discussion on the Decline of the West is becoming more and more lively, 
it is also characterized by a series of still somewhat monolithic meth-
odological approaches, unwilling to make contact and to soften their 
positions.53 However, this conflict is surprisingly representative of the dif-
ferent facets of Spengler’s complex thought, situated somewhere in be-
tween historiography, philosophy, politics, and prophecy, and should be 
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quickly summarized in order to provide a conclusion and outlook to the 
present study.

First, there is what might be called an “orthodox” approach, essen-
tially endeavoring to demonstrate the rightness of Spengler’s philosophy 
of history, represented by an admittedly small group often battling with 
tendencies to make much of Spengler’s occasional shortcomings as a his-
torian and to define themselves in relation to Spengler’s obvious elitism, 
a Nietzschean legacy that is unsurprisingly deeply unpopular and dis-
turbing in a period of mass democracy and social inclusiveness.

Then there is what might be called the “moralizing” tendency, char-
acteristic of most discussions of Spengler in the media, and reducing his 
morphology of history to the cliché of “yet another conservative philoso-
pher” or even of a “precursor of National Socialism.” This view exaggerates 
the limited place contemporary German politics played within Spengler’s 
much larger oeuvre, and it is based on an insufficient distinction be-
tween Spengler’s admittedly elitist view of social history, his disappoint-
ment with the Weimar Republic, and his (unenthusiastic) expectancy of 
Caesarism as the inevitable fate of every declining civilization.

Finally, we can refer to what may be called “antiquarian” scholarship, 
to which most of the current literature on Spengler belongs, and which is 
essentially interested in Spengler as a historical phenomenon while omit-
ting any attempt to discuss or even consider the validity of his thought 
in itself. Of course, addressing this question is essential not only for the 
broader study of the intellectual evolution of the 1920s and 1930s but also 
for a deeper understanding of Spengler’s life and work. However, there 
is an increasing tendency in the study of past philosophical and political 
thought to be more interested in form than in content, and in history 
rather than in “truth” (or even probability); most studies belonging to this 
school are able to propose fascinating enquiries into the psychological 
roots, sources, context, and reception of Spengler’s historical analogies 
without even once referring to the question of their factual, logical, or met-
aphysical validity, leaving the general reader somewhat frustrated.

In view of this specific scholarly situation, given that Spengler not only 
described past events but also dared to forecast at length and with many 
details the future course of Western history for the next two hundred years, 
it should be one of the tasks of twenty-​first-​century scholarship to overcome 
and transcend the deficiencies of current research. Thus, one hopes that fu-
ture studies will, on the one hand, finally discuss to what extent the pre-
sent state of historical research factually confirms, alters, or even invalidates 
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Spengler’s intercultural comparison of past events, and, on the other hand, 
objectively confront Spengler’s prophecies to the actual history of the last 
decades in order to discuss to what extent his cultural morphology may be 
considered just another outdated piece of early twentieth-​century scholarship 
or a reliable tool in our endeavor to understand past, present, and future.
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