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Introduction to the Paper 

 

          The 1929 philosophical encounter between Ernst Cassirer and Martin 
Heidegger in Davos, Switzerland, remains an important touchstone in 
philosophical memory.  But it is rarely acknowledged that the conversation 
between these two titans of Continental philosophy endured for many years, 
from their initial meeting in 1923 right up until Cassirer’s death in 1945.  The 
political features of this story are so dramatic that historians and philosophers 
have been tempted to fashion it into an allegorical struggle—between liberalism 
and illiberalism, rationalism and irrationalism—terms that distort perhaps more 
than they reveal.   
          Professor Gordon’s paper seeks to deepen our understanding of the many 
complications of this conversation by looking to a much-neglected moment in 
Cassirer’s final work, The Myth of the State (published posthumously in 1946), 
where Cassirer condemns Heidegger’s philosophy for revitalizing political myth 
in modern Germany. This criticism, he suggests, might come into somewhat 
better focus if we recall the rich and manifold debates over political theology and 
secularization that preoccupied many of the most prominent intellectuals in 
Central Europe from the 1920s and forward into the post-war era. The debate 
between Cassirer and Heidegger, Gordon argues, ultimately turns on a contest 
between two, rival, conceptions of what it is to be a human being, and two, 
distinctive, notions of what it means for humanity to have emerged from the 
religious into the post-religious world. 


