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Question 8. “Yesterday I kept thinking about this: How can one cherish joy now when there is 

really nothing that gives joy? And yet the imperative is surely right. For joy is really equivalent 

to strength. It is possible to have joy within oneself and yet shoulder all the suffering. Or is it 

really impossible?” (Kollwitz, FYP Handbook 67). Discuss.   

 In her Diary and Letters, Käthe Kollwitz attempts to discover the meaning of her son 

Peter’s death during the First World War. To this end, she turns to doctrine and art, struggling 

continually to situate Peter’s sacrifice in a durable overarching narrative. The meaning Kollwitz 

is able to obtain from this fervid contextualization acts as a balm to her suffering. Crucially, 

however, her grief yields only to an emotionally resonant appreciation of the events that caused 

it. As such, Kollwitz’s diary entries demonstrate the essentially arational character of her grief.  

 A prominent feature of Kollwitz’s mourning is its ravenous pursuit of justification. 

Having taken to her diary, she tries to psychologically confront the horrifying facts of the war: 

“five million young men are dead, and more than that number again are miserable, their lives 

wrecked. Is there anything at all that can justify that?” (Kollwitz 63). She repeatedly expresses 

exasperation at the unyielding meaninglessness of war and its concomitant calamities. For 

Kollwitz, “it seems so stupid that the boys must go to war. The whole thing is so ghastly and 
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insane” (59). These moments provide a window into the source of her grief: namely, the 

incomprehensibility of the events of the war. To the extent that a justification would provide her 

solace, Kollwitz’s agony is rooted in the apparent meaninglessness of Peter’s death. 

 Notwithstanding her difficulties, Kollwitz cannot bring herself to abandon her quest for 

meaning. In part, this is due to a sense of obligation she feels toward her son: “Is it a breach of 

faith with you, Peter, if I can now see only madness in the war? Peter, you died believing” (64). 

The guilt Kollwitz feels as a result of her inability to embrace Peter’s patriotism gnaws at her 

conscience, compelling her to find reconciliation with his beliefs. Kollwitz is also determined to 

understand the war in order to alleviate her own suffering: “Only one state of mind makes it at all 

bearable: to receive the sacrifice into one’s will. But how can one maintain such a state?” (59). 

Kollwitz feels that forcing herself to affirm Peter’s sacrifice is untenable. Evidently, her 

conscience must first agree with this active willing; only then can she obtain relief from her pain. 

That the agreement of her conscience dictates the acceptance of an idea demonstrates the priority 

Kollwitz implicitly attributes to emotional knowledge. In the case of intellectual theory, it must 

firstly appeal to her on an emotional level. For example, Kollwitz, having deconstructed the 

doctrine of immortality and found it inadequate to her needs, explores the ways in which it fails 

to reassure her wounded heart: 

The idea of eternity and immortality doesn't mean anything to me at present. […] What 

continues is spirit in itself, but yet not Peter’s spirit: Peter’s spirit was inseparable from 

his body. That is why for me there is no consolation at all in the thought of immortality. 

The one consolation would be to believe in a personal continuance of life. (61)  
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To the extent that this metaphysical doctrine cannot afford existence a personal eternity, Kollwitz 

considers it meaningless. What she requires of theory, prior to its comprehensiveness or self-

sufficiency, is emotional reassurance. When this element is missing, Kollwitz’s grief goes 

unabated. This becomes evident when Kollwitz, returning to the concept of immortality after 

some months, reflects that, after death: 

those human beings who have loved one another deeply here can unite in a new form. 

How barren this consolation used to seem to me. The spirit is not the man and he, the 

individual man, never comes back as he has been. But now I like to think that I shall be 

united with the spiritual part. (64) 

The doctrine in question hasn’t changed; Kollwitz has. Now that its basic tenets fulfill her 

emotional needs, this same doctrine which once appeared to her so grossly ineffectual succeeds 

in comforting her. To the extent that an intellectual idea offers her an emotionally viable sense of 

meaning, Kollwitz’s anguish is allayed. 

 The relief that theory can provide Kollwitz is limited, however; she is often forced to 

commit untenable philosophical maneuvers in order to assuage her grief. For instance, she writes 

as though Peter’s distinct identity were preserved in spiritual form, notwithstanding her 

conception of immortality as destructive of personality: “I can often feel Peter’s being. He 

consoles me, he helps me in my work” (64). Of course, this is impossible, considering her earlier 

claim that, upon death, only the impersonal spirit survives while the personality is annihilated. 

The text suggests, however, that these problems are not lost on Kollwitz. In the first place, her 

assertion of Peter’s distinctly active presence in her life carries with it the authority of emotional 

experience, not the insularity of theoretical coherence. Indeed, Kollwitz dismisses the superfluity 
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of doctrinal label, claiming: “I don’t care whether that is called theosophy or spiritism or 

mysticism. No doubt everyone can find out for himself where it is possible” (64). Her concern is 

clearly not with the intellectual machinations that constitute doctrine; instead, she emphasizes the 

experiential verity of an emotional fact over reason alone: “Sometimes I have felt you, my boy—

Oh, many, many times. You sent signs” (65). Evidently, Kollwitz has no qualms embracing even 

an illogical experience, provided it coincides with her emotional needs. Additionally, Kollwitz 

herself acknowledges “all the contradictory elements within myself. My untenably contradictory 

position on the war” (63). In cases where an intellectually conceived remedy appears discordant 

with her spirit, Kollwitz’s priorities are clear: she is unwilling to perform emotional violence to 

herself in order to accept a mere idea.  

 Exceeding logic, art provides Kollwitz with a vehicle for resolving her grief that is 

primarily emotional; crucially, its potency is visceral. As such, Kollwitz reinforces logical 

assurances with the robust intuitiveness of art. Of her experience listening to the Ninth 

Symphony, for instance, she writes: 

I was carried away, swept up out of the partisan dust to the heights of purest joy. […] 

Divine rejoicing in existence. How I was moved when the chorus sang: “Feelest thou 

thy Maker, world!” (69) 

Kollwitz’s linguistic emphasis of feeling attributes her exultation to the emotional richness of the 

music; by so doing, she contrasts its astral quality with the earthen bog of politics, an intellectual 

construction. Kollwitz additionally notes that “in the Ninth there is socialism in its purest 

form” (69). By locating the perfection of a rational product in a suprarational form, she suggests 
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that human reasoning can best be measured, refined and understood according to the touchstone 

of emotion and spirit. 

 Kollwitz also appears supremely content when she is engaged in her own artistic projects. 

With regards to an etching, for instance, she writes: “A happy, happy period of work. The 

Mothers is making progress day by day. How wonderful life is at such times” (73). Preoccupied 

with such meaning-making and encountering facility therein, Kollwitz’s grief is momentarily 

lifted. This dynamic becomes acutely evident when she encounters artistic difficulty: 

My work seems so hopeless […]. My inward feeling is one of emptiness. How shall I 

find joy outside of the work? […] Nothing and no one can help me. I see Peter far, far in 

the distance. (63) 

Importantly, Kollwitz’s happiness and despair are both dictated by artistic failure or success, 

respectively. When she is struggling to communicate her spirit, Kollwitz wallows in the very 

depths of misery; when she has accomplished a befitting artistic rendering, she experiences an 

extraordinary liberation from her grief. Kollwitz also suggests that this is because her artistic 

projects constitute a deliberate attempt to reunite with Peter: “Tranquility and relief have come to 

me only when I was engaged on one thing: the big memorial for Peter. Then I had peace and was 

with him” (72). Thus, when Kollwitz is successful in her art, it is as though she has undone the 

very bereavement that induced her grief. That Kollwitz is capable of effectively resolving her 

agony through not intellectual but artistic—and therefore necessarily emotional—means again 

emphasizes the fundamentally emotional character of her suffering. 

 Early in the war, Kollwitz is violently bereaved of her son. The sheer incomprehensibility 

of this event manifests itself in the insatiability of her philosophical inquiry. She repeatedly 
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endeavours to unravel the mystery of the war and situate Peter’s sacrifice in the context of a 

greater, more meaningful narrative. This activity, however, prioritizes emotional veracity over 

intellectual validity. Kollwitz can only embrace an appeasing idea provided it agrees with her 

conscience. Predominantly, doctrinal reason proves deficient for Kollwitz’s restorative purposes; 

the severity of her grief compels her to seek asylum in more robust systems of healing. To this 

end, Kollwitz’s suffering is alleviated by the profound emotionality of artistic forms, such as 

music and sculpture. Through her work, she is even able to obtain a kind of reunion with Peter. 

That Kollwitz finds her greatest solace in emotional rather than intellectual forms evinces the 

suprarationality of her grief. Logic, it would seem, cannot fully assuage the heart ravaged by 

loss; the roots of mourning dig into deeper ground. Kollwitz’s stirring account suggests that only 

by embracing the suprarational poetry of experience can the bereaved ever truly be healed.  
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