
Introduction

Völkerpsychologie in Germany

Völkerpsychologie, or folk psychology, reflected some of the main currents 
within German academia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Its 
champions attempted to synthesize the empirical knowledge about the history 
and development of civilization that had been accumulated during the nine-
teenth century, and tried to construct an academic discipline that would 
reflect the rapid political, economic and cultural changes of their contempo-
rary society, and explain these in a comprehensive way. The success of the 
sciences provided an irresistible model for such an enterprise, as did the 
national movement in Prussia and the subsequent founding of a unified 
German nation state under Prussian auspices. The optimism and the belief in 
progress that characterized liberal thinking in the nineteenth century under-
pinned the ‘project’ of folk psychology.

Today the original aims of the ‘founders’ of Völkerpsychologie have been 
thoroughly forgotten. Instead, the term is widely associated with simplistic 
prejudices and stereotypes that might be common amongst journalists and 
political propagandists, but unworthy of serious academic contributions. 
Historians and literary critics easily dismiss folk psychology as a pseudo-sci-
ence that presented speculations about ‘national characters’ as serious scholar-
ship. They see folk psychology as an example of the perversion of science for 
political reasons, and treat it as little more than a chapter of the abuse of 
scholarship for political purposes. Thus, the contribution of folk psychology 
to the history of the social sciences has been regularly underestimated or even 
ignored. Similarly, Völkerpsychologie has not been included in the pedigree of 
the social sciences, and has rarely been studied in detail. The original aims and 
objectives of its proponents have thus been frequently misunderstood.1 Often, 
authors have followed the verdict of the social anthropologist Wilhelm Emil 
Mühlmann (1904–88), who, when writing the history of his own discipline, 
dismissed Wilhelm Wundt’s Völkerpsychologie as an overambitious concept, 



which was conceptually flawed and thus deserved to be forgotten: 
‘Völkerpsychologie did not deal with peoples, and was no psychology either.’2

The following study tries to correct the commonly held view that folk 
psychology was little more than political propaganda dressed up as a social 
science. It will present it as part of the wide-ranging debates that led to the 
formation of the social sciences, and follow the history of Völkerpsychologie in 
Germany from its beginnings in the 1850s to the 1950s. In order to cover 
such an extended period of time in a concise study, the focus will be on the 
main representatives of folk psychology, i.e., those authors who actively pro-
moted and advertised it as a discipline. The first chapter will introduce the 
folk psychology of the philosopher Moritz Lazarus (1824–1903) and the lin-
guist Heymann Steinthal (1823–99), who founded a specialized journal, the 
Zeitschrift für Völkerpsychologie und Sprachwissenschaft (ZfVS), to promote and 
establish their version of folk psychology. Lazarus and Steinthal were suc-
ceeded by the psychologist and philosopher Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920), 
who published a massive ten-volume study on Völkerpsychologie from 1900 to 
1920, the most detailed and comprehensive contribution to the field. As the 
best-known folk psychologist, Wundt will be the focus of the second chapter. 
In the 1930s the psychologist, journalist and politician Willy Hellpach 
(1877–1955), a former student of Wundt, revived the by then ailing approach 
when he published the only textbook on Völkerpsychologie, in an effort to 
accommodate himself within the Third Reich. Hellpach remained a dedicated 
folk psychologist until his death, personifying both the continuity and the 
demise of folk psychology after the Second World War. All three chapters will 
provide the necessary biographical background of the different generations of 
folk psychologists, introduce their approaches to the field, and look at the 
reception and appropriation of their folk psychology.

Such a careful reconstruction and contextualization will show that, even 
though the sometimes grandiose plans and expectations attached to folk psy-
chology attracted severe criticism from the outset, folk psychology left its 
mark on the intellectual landscape of turn-of-the century Germany, as well as 
abroad, particularly in France, the United States, Eastern Europe and Russia. 
Central concepts of Völkerpsychologie were incorporated by sociologists, cul-
tural and social anthropologists, and representatives of Volkskunde – all disci-
plines which, in contrast to folk psychology, became subsequently established 
at university level during the twentieth century. Even though folk psychology 
failed in this respect, questions posed and problems formulated by early folk 
psychologists have thus remained on the agenda of the humanities and the 
social sciences until the present day. Many of the questions and ideas that are 
nowadays associated with disciplines such as sociology, cultural anthropology 
and cultural studies were first raised by the representatives of folk psychology. 
The list of scholars who benefitted from the insights of folk psychology reads 
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like a ‘who’s who’ of the early social sciences: Ernest Renan (1823–92), Emile 
Durkheim (1858–1917), Martin Buber (1878–1965), Franz Boas (1858–
1942) Georg Simmel (1858–1918) and Werner Sombart (1863–1941) were 
among those who were heavily influenced by Lazarus, Steinthal and Wundt, 
although they did not always acknowledge these intellectual debts. Renan’s 
famous ‘voluntaristic’ definition of the nation, for instance, was based on a 
notion that was very similar to Lazarus’s definition of the ‘folk’; Simmel’s 
pioneering works on cultural sociology were based around central concepts of 
the folk psychology of his teachers Lazarus and Steinthal; central pillars of 
Durkheim’s sociology – ‘social facts’ and ‘collective representations’ – owed 
much to his reading of Wundt’s Völkerpsychologie. Moreover, current concepts 
such as ‘national identity’ or ‘national mentality’ can be traced back to the 
debates about folk psychology and are directly related to the central concept 
of folk psychology, the idea of a unique ‘folk spirit’ or ‘folk soul’.

When Moritz Lazarus coined the phrase Völkerpsychologie in 1851, he did 
not do so in an intellectual vacuum. Attempts to characterize other nations or 
peoples were then hardly new; indeed, some authors could easily trace the 
‘othering’ of foreign nations back to the earliest records of history. Herodotus 
and Thucydides have thus been identified as the ‘first folk psychologists’, since 
the thinking of classical Greek philosophy depended on the asymmetrical 
basic concepts of ‘Greeks’ and ‘barbarians’.3 The idea of a ‘national character’, 
closely related to any version of folk psychology, became an integral part of 
Enlightenment philosophy, and was hence as common in Germany as in other 
European countries by the mid nineteenth century. The list of authors who 
wrote on ‘national character’ includes some of the most famous European 
philosophers: Giambattista Vico’s (1668–1744) Scienza Nuova, the first 
attempt to establish a ‘social science’ in modern times, took the ‘common 
nature of peoples’ as its starting point.4 Montesquieu’s (1689–1755) Esprit des 
lois was based around the concept of national character, and Voltaire (1694–
1778) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) followed him in this way.5  

Auguste Comte’s (1798–1857) Sociologie did not differ in this respect.6  David 
Hume (1711–76) wrote a short essay, ‘On National Characteristics’, in which 
he refuted popular anthropological theories of the eighteenth century that 
explained the peculiarities of nations as the result of the climate and natural 
living conditions.7 As part of his System of Logic, John Stuart Mill (1806–73) 
had outlined a ‘political ethology’ or ‘science of national character’ that was to 
form the centre of a future social science. Indeed, Heymann Steinthal consid-
ered this the most accurate English translation of the German term 
Völkerpsychologie.8 In Germany, Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) had 
used the concept of an irreducible ‘folk spirit’ to counter the universal indi-
vidualism of the Enlightenment philosophers. For him, the spirit of a people 
manifested itself in its culture, i.e. its language, customs, and mores; history 
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represented the continuous development of individually different, but struc-
turally similar nations which together formed a harmonic and pluralist uni-
verse.9 Lazarus and Steinthal were well aware of this venerable tradition. In 
particular, they were heavily indebted to Herder and shared his belief in 
national progress as much as the assumption of a harmonic plurality of the 
different nations that constituted mankind. Their Völkerpsychologie can be 
seen as an attempt to continue the Herderian tradition and make it compat-
ible with the modern, ‘scientific’ age.

In contrast to older traditions, then, Lazarus and Steinthal’s aim was to 
build a new discipline that did not only incorporate a notion of ‘national 
characters’, but would be exclusively devoted to the study of the ‘folk spirit’ 
(Volksgeist). To them, the folk spirit was not only an important aspect of 
history, but its driving force. A complete and adequate understanding of the 
folk spirit would explain the historical development of mankind in its entirety. 
With hindsight, Völkerpsychologie as conceived by Lazarus and Steinthal in the 
mid nineteenth century appears as a quintessentially modern discipline, 
despite the archaic terminology they employed.10 The core ideas of liberalism 
were fused in their concept of folk psychology: the belief in the primordial 
importance of the nation was combined with an admiration for the methodo-
logical rigour of the sciences. These notions were merged with the idea of 
universal progress, both material and moral, which was informed not only by 
philosophical study, but by their personal experience of Jewish emancipation, 
which coincided with their identification with Prussian and German culture 
and society.

A comprehensive history of Völkerpsychologie – in particular, a study that 
follows the reception and impact of this concept, and positions it in its his-
torical context – has not been available yet.11 This study will fill this gap, 
drawing on a wide range of original literature and specialized studies, which 
contain the scattered information on the representatives of German folk psy-
chology, their readers, followers and critics. Lazarus and Steinthal have first 
and foremost attracted attention for their role in the Jewish reform movement 
in Germany, and as typical representatives of German-Jewish intellectuals in 
the nineteenth century. Their political-social views and personal experiences 
have thus been more thoroughly studied than their academic work.12 More 
recently, however, their folk psychology has received increased attention. 
Lazarus in particular has been discovered as a forerunner of contemporary 
philosophy of culture, while the importance of Steinthal’s linguistic works has 
been duly acknowledged.13 In fact, their political-social views cannot and 
should not be separated from their academic work: the first chapter of this 
study will show how the idea of ‘folk psychology’ was intricately, and increas-
ingly, related to Lazarus and Steinthal’s Jewish experiences.14
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Despite Wilhelm Wundt’s standing and fame as one of the founders of 
modern psychology, his Völkerpsychologie has only received scant attention.15  
Only a few biographical studies on Wilhelm Wundt exist, none of which pays 
tribute to his role in German academia between the 1870s and 1920.16 A 
full-scale academic biography of Wundt, along the lines of recent studies of 
other outstanding scholars such as Theodor Mommsen (1817–1903), Rudolf 
Virchow (1821–1902), Werner Sombart and Max Weber (1864–1920), 
which would look at this liberal mandarin as a typical personality of Imperial 
Germany, remains a desideratum.17 In general historical literature, Wundt 
rarely makes an appearance, and in the few cases that exist, he is often misrep-
resented.18 Knowledge of Wundt’s personality and of his academic work, and 
in particular his Völkerpsychologie, has largely been restricted to historians of 
psychology, who have studied his contributions to the field from their par-
ticular vantage point i.e., the formation of psychology as an independent 
discipline, with a focus on the ‘emancipation’ of psychology from philosophy 
and its transformation into a scientific, experimental discipline. Wundt’s 
Völkerpsychologie, in which he followed the traditional, hermeneutic methods 
of the humanities, did not fit into this ‘grand narrative’ of the history of 
psychology as a natural science, and has thus received limited attention. While 
there have been attempts to rehabilitate Wundt’s folk psychology as an origi-
nal version of contemporary cultural psychology, its historical context and 
impact have remained underexplored.19

Willy Hellpach’s huge academic œuvre is largely forgotten today. Even 
authors who are more sympathetic towards folk psychology than the majority 
of intellectual historians have overlooked his contributions to the field, 
despite the fact that he was the author of the only textbook on Völkerpsychologie, 
which enjoyed considerable success and was reprinted three times during his 
lifetime, both during and after the Third Reich.20 The only two specialized 
studies that focus on Hellpach’s folk psychology present it as a shrewd attempt 
to criticize National Socialist ideology by using ‘coded language’. A close 
reading and contextualization of Hellpach’s folk psychology, however, reveals 
that such a sympathetic interpretation is not tenable.21 Due to the wide cover-
age of his publications and the range of his interests, Hellpach appears in 
diverse historical contexts in the academic literature. As a popular and popu-
larizing author he was at his best, able to comment on topics as diverse as 
religious reform, prostitution as a social problem, the effects of weather on the 
human psyche, or the pitfalls of parliamentary democracy. For instance, he 
has served Joachim Radkau in his study of the ‘age of nervousness’ as a ‘seis-
mograph’ of the history of Wilhelmine Germany, on account of his contribu-
tions to the debate on ‘neurasthenia’ before the First World War. Accurately, 
Radkau claims that due to his relentless eclecticism Hellpach missed the 
chance to become a great scientist, but was a ‘medium of his time’.22 His main 
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strength was the popularization of scientific research, and his best works were 
syntheses and introductory textbooks for which he made good use of his dual 
qualification as a medical doctor and a psychologist. Best known for his 
political career and as a political commentator and journalist during the 
Weimar Republic, Hellpach’s idiosyncratic political views have been discussed 
controversially. While Christian Jansen sees Hellpach as an ‘anti-liberal demo-
crat’ who came close to the ‘conservative revolution’ and the ‘völkisch move-
ment’ since he defined ‘nations’ (Völker) in an essentialist way as 
supraindividual and suprahistorical entities with their own specific character, 
a recent biographical study has defended Hellpach as a loyal democrat who 
stayed true to the principles of his party, the left-liberal DDP, even during the 
crisis of the Weimar Republic in the early 1930s. In this perspective, Hellpach 
is claimed for the democratic, anti-totalitarian tradition in Germany. While 
both these views have their merits, they remain too limited since they are not 
able to conceive Hellpach as a democratic politician whose views still over-
lapped to a large degree with the radical right in Germany, including Nazi 
ideology.23  The third chapter in this study will show how Hellpach used folk 
psychology to accommodate himself within the Third Reich, and how easy it 
was for him to stick to his academic and political views after 1945.

The following study will follow the history of Völkerpsychologie from its 
‘invention’ by Lazarus and Steinthal in the 1850s through to its ultimate 
demise in the Federal Republic of Germany in the 1950s. It will show that 
folk psychology needs to be taken seriously by intellectual historians because 
of the impact it had on the development of the humanities and the social 
sciences. In order to do so, ample room will be given to the reception of folk 
psychology, both within Germany and abroad. While there were only few 
active champions of folk psychology, it reached and influenced scholars and 
intellectuals that were or became much more famous than Lazarus, Steinthal, 
Wundt and Hellpach. All these champions of folk psychology hoped to find 
a way to study the ‘mind of the nation’ in an objective and academic way, and 
distanced themselves from political ideologies. This proved to be an impossi-
ble task: in each case discussed in the following study, political events inter-
vened and changed folk psychology substantially. In the case of Lazarus and 
Steinthal, the growing anti-Semitism in of the 1870s and 1880s changed the 
meaning and direction of their folk psychology. The legacy of Wilhelm 
Wundt’s folk psychology was determined by the First World War, and his 
contributions to the ‘war of words’ that accompanied it. Hellpach’s folk psy-
chology was his attempt to find an arrangement within the Third Reich; 
without the takeover of power by the Nazis, it would most certainly not have 
been written. Still, I will argue that despite the obvious problems in writing a 
purely academic and theoretical folk psychology that does not get entangled 
in political debates, the easy dismissal of folk psychology as little more than a 
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political ideology is premature. The central problem that folk psychology 
addressed, namely the question of the nature or character of nations, has 
remained on the agenda of the humanities and social sciences, despite the 
apparent ‘failure’ of Völkerpsychologie as a discipline.

Note on Language

Writing on Völkerpsychologie in English poses specific problems of translation. 
It is almost impossible to translate the very term Völkerpsychologie accurately 
into English. The most literal translation, ‘psychology of peoples’, sounds 
particularly awkward and has never been used. Instead, since its introduction 
in the nineteenth century, the term has been rendered variously as ‘folk psy-
chology’, ‘ethnic psychology’, ‘ethnic anthropology’, ‘social psychology’, or 
even ‘race psychology’. All these possible translations – one could add 
‘national psychology’ – do not quite catch the connotations of the German 
original and are thus more interpretations than translations. Importantly, all 
these options ignore the plural of Völker in the German original, which dis-
tinguished Völkerpsychologie from Volkskunde (‘folklore’) and implied the study 
of ‘peoples’ as nations, not the ‘common people’. Historically, ‘folk psychol-
ogy’ was chosen by the translator of Wilhelm Wundt’s study Elemente der 
Völkerpsychologie, which earned him an angry comment from a British 
reviewer for the introduction of such a ghastly neologism. Furthermore, using 
the English term ‘folk psychology’ can lead to further misunderstandings since 
contemporary psychologists employ this term to describe lay-psychological 
reasoning, in contrast to academic psychology. Despite these problems, for 
pragmatic reasons, I will use ‘folk psychology’ in the following study. I do not 
imply that this is the best or most accurate translation, but will use it inter-
changeably with, and as a kind of placeholder for, the German Völkerpsychologie. 
The related terms Volksgeist and Volksseele will accordingly be rendered as ‘folk 
spirit’ and ‘folk soul’. All composites that include the German term Volk or 
the adjective völkisch are potentially misleading in English translation; 
Volkstum creates even bigger problems and will be translated as ‘nationhood’. 
Similarly, völkisch was a far more generic term before it became hijacked by 
the far-right and anti-Semitic völkisch movement. Despite this political use of 
the term, it should not, as has been done in a recent study on the Third Reich, 
be translated as ‘racial’ without any further explanation.24
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