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BETWEEN PAST AND FUTURE

PREFACE:

THE GAP BETWEEN
PAST AND FUTURE

precede d'aucun testament "our inherithis is perhaps the strangest
tance was left to us by no testament"
of the strangely abrupt aphorisms into which Rene Char, French

Notre heritage

n'est

poet and writer, compressed the gist of what four years in the

had come
and men of

mean

whole generation of European
The collapse of France, to them a
letters.
writers
had
event,
emptied, from one day to the next,
totally unexpected,
resistance

to

to a

1

the political scene of their country, leaving it to the puppet-like
antics of knaves or fools, and they who as a matter of course had

never participated in the official business of the Third Republic
were sucked into politics as though with the force of a vacuum.

Thus, without premonition and probably against their conscious
inclinations, they had come to constitute willy-nilly a public realm

where

without the paraphernalia of officialdom and hidden from

all relevant business in the affairs of the
the eyes of friend and foe
country was transacted in deed and word.

3
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did not last long. After a few short years they were liberated
from what they originally had thought to be a "burden" and thrown
back into what they now knew to be the weightless Irrelevance of
It

once more separated from "the world of realof a private life
ity" by an 6paisseur triste, the "sad opaqueness"
centered about nothing but itself. And if they refused "to go back

their personal affairs,

to [their] very beginnings, to [their]

most indigent behavior/' they

could only return to the old empty strife of conflicting ideologies
which after the defeat of the common enemy once more occupied
the political arena to split the former comrades-in-arms into innumerable cliques which were not even factions and to engage
them in the endless polemics and intrigues of a paper war. What
foreseen, clearly anticipated, while the real fight was still
"if i survive, I know that I shall have to break with the aroma

Char had
on

of these essential years, silently reject (not repress)

my

treasure"

had happened. They had lost their treasure.
What was this treasure? As they themselves understood it, it
seems to have consisted, as it were, of two interconnected parts:
the Resistance, found
they had discovered that he who "joined
without masof
"in
be
to
he
ceased
that
[himself]
himself,"
quest
tery, in

naked

unsatisfaction," that he

no longer suspected himself

of "insincerity," of being "a carping, suspicious actor of life," that
naked." In this nakedness, stripped of all
he could afford "to

go

of those which society assigns to its members as well as
those which the individual fabricates for himself in his psychologi-

masks

cal reactions against society

they had been visited for the

first

time in their lives by an apparition of freedom, not, to be sure,
because they acted against tyranny and things worse than tyranny
but because
this was true for every soldier in the Allied armies
they had become "challengers," had taken the initiative upon
themselves and therefore, without knowing or even noticing it,

had begun to create that public space between themselves where
freedom could appear. "At every meal that we eat together, freedom
is

invited to

sit

down. The chair remains vacant, but the place

is

set."

The men

of the

European Resistance were neither the

first

nor

Preface
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The history of revolutions from
of 1776 in Philadelphia and the summer of 1789 in
Paris to the autumn of 1956 in Budapest which politically spells

the last to lose their treasure.
the

summer

out the innermost story of the modern age, could be told in parable

form

an age-old treasure which, under the most
varied circumstances, appears abruptly, unexpectedly, and disapas the tale of

pears again, under different mysterious conditions, as though it
were a fata morgana. There exist, indeed, many good reasons to

was never a reality but a mirage, that we
deal here not with anything substantial but with an apparition, and
the best of these reasons is that the treasure thus far has remained
believe that the treasure

nameless. Does something exist, not in outer space but in the
affairs of men on earth, which has not even a name?

world and the

Unicorns and fairy queens seem to possess more
lost treasure of the revolutions.

And

reality

than the

we

turn our eyes to
yet,
the beginnings of this era, and especially to the decades preceding
it, we may discover to our surprise that the eighteenth century on
if

both sides of the Atlantic possessed a name for this treasure, a
name long since forgotten and lost one is tempted to say even
before the treasure

itself

The name

disappeared.

in

America was

"public happiness," which, with its overtones of "virtue" and
"glory," we understand hardly better than its French counterpart,
"public freedom"; the difficulty for us

is

that in both instances the

emphasis was on "public."

However

that

may

be,

it is

the namelessness of the lost treasure

which the poet alludes when he says that our inheritance was
left us by no testament. The testament, telling the heir what will
to

rightfully

ment

be

his, wills

past possessions for a future. Without testa-

or, to resolve the metaphor, without tradition

which

se-

lects and names, which hands down and preserves, which indicates
where the treasures are and what their worth is there seems to be

no willed continuity in time and hence, humanly speaking, neither
of the world and the
past nor future, only sempiternal change
biological cycle of living creatures in

it.

Thus the treasure was

not because of historical circumstances and the adversity of
no tradition had foreseen its appearance or its;
reality but because
lost
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reality,

because no testament had willed

it

for the future.

The

loss,

any rate, perhaps inevitable in terms of political reality, was
consummated by oblivion, by a failure of memory, which befell
at

not only the heirs but, as it were, the actors, the witnesses, those
who for a fleeting moment had held the treasure in the palms of

For remembrance,
most
the
one
of
important, modes of
only one, though
thought, is helpless outside a pre-established framework of reference, and the human mind is only on the rarest occasions capable

their hands, in short, the living themselves.

which

is

of retaining something which

is

altogether unconnected.

Thus the

who

failed to remember what the treasure was like were prewho had possessed it and found it so strange that they
those
cisely
did not even know how to name it. At the time this did not bother
first

them;
the

if

they did not

meaning

of

know

their treasure, they

what they did and

defeat: "Action that has a

meaning

that

it

knew

was beyond

well enough
victory

and

for the living has value only for

the dead, completion only in the minds that inherit and question
it." The
tragedy began not when the liberation of the country as a

whole ruined, almost automatically, the small hidden islands of
freedom that were doomed anyhow, but when it turned out that
there
to

was no mind to

inherit

and to question, to think about and

remember. The point of the matter

is

that the "completion,"

which indeed every enacted event must have in the minds of those
who then are to tell the story and to convey its meaning, eluded
them; and without this thinking completion after the act, without
the articulation accomplished by remembrance, there
simply was
no story left that could be told.

We

There

is
are
nothing in this situation that is altogether new.
too
familiar
with
the
of
outbursts
exonly
recurring
passionate

asperation with reason, thought, and rational discourse which are
the natural reactions of men who know from their own
experiences
that thought

and

reality

have parted company, that

reality

has

become opaque for the light of thought and that thought, no longer
bound to incident as the circle remains bound to its focus, is liable
either to become altogether
meaningless or to rehash old verities
which have

lost all concrete relevance.

Even

the anticipating rec~

Preface
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ognition of the predicament has by now become familiar. When
Tocqueville returned from the New World, which he so superbly
knew how to describe and to analyze that his work has remained a

and survived more than a century of radical change, he was
well aware of the fact that what Char called the
"completion" of
classic

act

and event had

was

left to

ville's

the

still eluded him; and Char's "Our inheritance
us by no testament" sounds like a variation of Tocque"Since the past has ceased to throw its light upon the future,

mind of man wanders

in obscurity." 2

Yet the only exact de-

scription of this predicament is to be found, as far as I know, in
one of those parables of Franz Kafka which, unique perhaps in

thrown alongside and
which, however, do not il-

this respect in literature, are real Trapa^oAat,

around the incident

like rays of light

X

outward appearance but possess the power of
rays
to lay bare its inner structure that, in our case, consists of the
hidden processes of the mind.
luminate

its

Kafka's parable reads as follows:

3

He

has two antagonists: the first presses him from behind,
from the origin. The second blocks the road ahead. He gives
battle to both. To be sure, the first supports him in his fight
with the second, for he wants to push him forward, and in
the same way the second supports him in his fight with the
first, since he drives him back. But it is only theoretically so.
For it is not only the two antagonists who are there, but he
himself as well, and who really knows his intentions? His
dream, though, is that some time in an unguarded moment
and this would require a night darker than any night has
ever been yet he will jump out of the fighting line and be
promoted, on account of his experience in fighting, to the
position of umpire over his antagonists in their fight with
each other.

The

incident which this parable relates and penetrates follows, in
the inner logic of the matter, upon the events whose gist we found
contained in Rene Char's aphorism. It begins, in fact, at precisely

the point where our opening aphorism left the sequence of events
hanging, as it were, in mid-air. Kafka's fight begins when the
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the story which was
its outcome waits to be
completed "in the minds that inherit and
question it." The task of the mind is to understand what happened,

course of action has run

and

this understanding,

according to Hegel,

ciling himself with reality;

the world.

and

is

actual end

its

that

if

it

the

mind

is
is

is

man's way of reconto be at peace with

unable to bring peace

finds itself immediately

engaged in

kind of warfare.

However,
the

trouble

to induce reconciliation,

own

its

The

when

course and

its

historically speaking,

modern mind was preceded,

this stage in the

development of

at least in the twentieth century,

by two, rather than one, previous

acts.

Rene Char, whom we have chosen here

Before the generation of

as its representative,

found

into the commitments of acitself thrown out of
literary pursuits
tion, another generation, only slightly older, had turned to politics

for the solution of philosophic perplexities and had tried to escape
from thought into action. It was this older generation which then

became the spokesmen and

creators of

what they themselves called
its French version, is

existentialism; for existentialism, at least in

primarily an escape from the perplexities of modern philosophy
into the unquestioning commitment of action. And since, under
the circumstances of the twentieth century, the so-called intelleccould
tuals
writers, thinkers, artists, men of letters, and the like
find access to the public realm only in time of revolution, the revo-

lution

came

to play, as

Malraux once noticed

(in

Man's Fate),

"the role which once was played by eternal life": it "saves those
make it." Existentialism, the rebellion of the philosopher

that

against philosophy, did not arise when philosophy turned out to
be unable to apply its own rules to the realm of political affairs;

philosophy as Plato would have understood
almost as old as the history of Western philosophy and metaphysics; and it did not even arise when it turned out that philosothis failure of
political

it is

phy was equally unable to perform the task assigned to it by
Hegel and the philosophy of history, that is, to understand and
grasp conceptually historical reality and the events that made the
modern world what it is. The situation, however, became desperate

when

the old metaphysical questions were

shown

to

be meaning-

9

Preface
less; that is,

come

when

to live in a

began to dawn upon modern man that he had
world in which his mind and his tradition of

it

thought were not even capable of asking adequate, meaningful
questions, let alone of giving answers to its own perplexities. In

predicament action, with its involvement and commitment, its
being engagee, seemed to hold out the hope, not of solving any
this

problems, but of making it possible to live with them without becoming, as Sartre once put it, a salaud, a hypocrite.

The discovery

that the

human mind had

ceased, for

some mys-

terious reasons, to function properly forms, so to speak, the first act
of the story with which we are concerned here. I mentioned it

here,

was

however

to follow

briefly,

because without

would be

lost

on

us.

it

the peculiar irony of what

Rene Char,

writing during the

months of the Resistance, when liberation which in our conmeant liberation from action loomed large, concluded Ms
reflections with an appeal to thought for the
prospective survivors

last

text

no

less

those

urgent and no less passionate than the appeal to action of
him. If one were to write the intellectual his-

who preceded

tory of our century, not in the form of successive generations,
where the historian must be literally true to the sequence of theories
and attitudes, but in the form of the biography of a single person,

no more than a metaphorical approximation to what
actually happened in the minds of men, this person's mind would
stand revealed as having been forced to turn full circle not once
aiming

at

when he escaped from thought into action, and
when action, or rather having acted, forced him back
into thought. Whereby it would be of some relevance to notice that
the appeal to thought arose in the odd in-between period which
sometimes inserts itself into historical time when not only the later

but twice,

first

then again

and witnesses, the living themselves, become aware of an interval in time which is altogether determined
by things that are no longer and by things that are not yet. In
historians but the actors

history, these intervals

contain the

moment

have shown more than once that they

We now may return to
though not in

may

of truth.

Kafka,

who

in the logic of these matters,

their chronology, occupies the last and, as

it

were,

Between Past and Future
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the most advanced position. (The riddle of Kafka, who in more
than thirty-five years of growing posthumous fame has established

himself as one of the foremost writers' writers,

is still

unsolved;

it

consists primarily in a kind of breath-taking reversal of the es-

tablished relationship between experience and thought. While we
find it a matter of course to associate richness of concrete detail

and dramatic action with the experience of a given

reality

and to

ascribe to mental processes abstract pallor as the price exacted
for their order and precision, Kafka, by sheer force of intelligence
and spiritual imagination, created out of a bare, "abstract" mini-

mum

of experience a kind of thought-landscape which, without
losing in precision, harbors all the riches, varieties, and dramatic

Because thinking to him was
the most vital and the liveliest part of reality, he developed this
uncanny gift of anticipation which even today, after almost forty
elements characteristic of "real"

life.

years full of unprecedented and unforeseeable events, does not
cease to amaze us.) The story in its utter simplicity and brevity

records a mental phenomenon, something which one may call
a thought-event. The scene is a battleground on which the forces
of the past and the future clash with each other; between them

we

find the

man whom Kafka

calls

"he," who,

if

he wants to stand

ground at all, must give battle to both forces. Hence, there
are two or even three fights going on simultaneously: the fight
between "his" antagonists and the fight of the man in between with
his

each of them. However, the fact that there is a fight at all seems
due exclusively to the presence of the man, without whom the
forces of the past and of the future, one suspects,
neutralized or destroyed each other long ago.

The first
wave of the

thing to be noticed

is that not
"the
only the future
but also the past is seen as a force, and not,
our metaphors, as a burden man has to shoulder

future"

as in nearly all

and of whose dead weight the
their

march

never dead,

would have

it is

can or even must get rid in
words of Faulkner, "the past is

living

into the future. In the

not even past." This past, moreover, reaching

all

way back into the origin, does not pull back but presses forward, and it is, contrary to what one would expect, the future
the

Preface

which drives us back into the

man, who
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Seen from the viewpoint of
between past and future,

past.

lives in the interval

always
not a continuum, a flow of uninterrupted succession; it is
broken in the middle, at the point where "he" stands; and "his"
time

is

standpoint is not the present as we usually understand it but
rather a gap in time which "his" constant fighting, "his" making
a stand against past and future, keeps in existence. Only because

man

and only to the extent that he stands his
does
the
flow
of
indifferent time break up into tenses; it
ground
is

is

inserted into time

the beginning of a beginning, to put it into
terms which splits up the time continuum into

this insertion

Augustinian
forces

body

which then, because they are focused on the particle or
them their direction, begin fighting with each

that gives

other and acting

upon man

in the

way Kafka

describes.

Without distorting Kafka's meaning, I think one may go a
step further. Kafka describes how the insertion of man breaks up
the unidirectional flow of time but, strangely enough, he does not
change the traditional image according to which we think of time
as

moving

in a straight line. Since

Kafka

retains the traditional

metaphor of a rectilinear temporal movement, "he" has barely
enough room to stand and whenever "he" thinks of striking out

on "his" own "he"

falls into

the

dream

of a region over

and above

and what else is this dream and this region but
the fighting-line
the old dream which Western metaphysics has dreamed from
Parmenides to Hegel of a timeless, spaceless, suprasensuous realm
as the proper region of thought? Obviously what is missing in
Kafka's description of a thought-event is a spatial dimension
where thinking could exert itself without being forced to jump out

of
its

time altogether. The trouble with Kafka's story in all
magnificence is that it is hardly possible to retain the notion of

human

a rectilinear temporal movement

if its

unidirectional flow

into antagonistic forces being directed toward

up
man. The

is

broken

and acting upon

he breaks up the continuum, cannot but cause the forces to deflect, however lightly, from their
if this were the case, they would no longer
original direction, and
clash head

insertion of

man,

on but meet

at

as

an angle. In other words, the gap where

Between Past and Future
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"he" stands

what the

is,

but resembles

the action of the two forces which form the parallelo-

of forces

gram

call

physicists

Ideally,

at least, no simple interval
a parallelogram of forces.

potentially

where Kafka's "he" has found

result in a third force, the resultant diagonal

his battlefield

whose

origin

should

would

be the point at which the forces clash and upon which they act.
the two
This diagonal force would in one respect differ from
unboth
are
forces
two
forces whose result it is. The
antagonistic
limited as to their origins, the one
the other

from an

infinite future;

coming from an

infinite past

but though they have no

and

known

have a terminal ending, the point at which they
beginning, they
be limited as
clash. The
force, on the contrary, would
diagonal

to

its

origin,

forces, but it

the clash of the antagonistic
starting-point being
to its ending by virtue
would be infinite with

its

respect

of having resulted
origin is infinity.

whose

direction

eventual end

from the concerted action of two forces whose
This diagonal force, whose origin is known,

is

determined by past and future, but whose
the perfect metaphor for the activity
able to exert his forces along
were
he"
from past and future, walk-

lies in infinity, is

of thought. If Kafka's

a

this diagonal, in perfect equidistance

as it were, forward and backward,
ing along this diagonal line,
with the slow, ordered movements which are the proper motion for
trains of thought,

he would not have jumped out of the fighting-

line and be above the melee as the parable demands, for this
toward the infinite, remains bound to
diagonal, though pointing

rooted in the present; but he would have discovered
into the only direction from
pressed as he was by his antagonists

and

is

which he could properly see and survey what was most his own,
into being only with his own, self-inserting apwhich is created
pearance the enormous, ever-changing time-space
and limited by the forces of past and future; he would have found
in time which is sufficiently removed from past and
the

what had come

place
future to offer "the umpire" a position from which to judge the
forces fighting with each other with an impartial eye.
But, one
is

is

much more

tempted to add,
likely to

"only theoretically so/' What
and what Kafka In other stories

this is

happen

Preface
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and parables has often described is that the "he," unable to find
the diagonal which would lead him out of the fighting-line and
into the space ideally constituted
will "die of exhaustion,"

by the parallelogram of

forces,

worn out under

the pressure of constant
oblivious
of
his original intentions, and aware only of the
fighting,
existence of this gap in time which, as long as he lives, is the

ground on which he must stand, though
field and not a home.

To

it

seems to be a battle-

avoid misunderstandings: the imagery I

am

using here to

indicate metaphorically and tentatively the
contemporary conditions of thought can be valid only within the realm of mental

phenomena. Applied to historical or biographical time, none of
these metaphors can possibly make sense because gaps in time
do not occur

there.

Only insofar as he

thinks,

and that

is

insofar

a "he" as Kafka so rightly calls him, and not a
ageless
does
man in the full actuality of his concrete being
"somebody"
live in this
of
time between past and future. The gap, I
gap
as

he

is

suspect,

not a modern phenomenon, it is perhaps not even a
datum but is coeval with the existence of man on earth.

is

historical

well be the region of the spirit or, rather, the path paved by
thinking, this small track of non-time which the activity of thought
It

may

beats within the time-space of mortal

men and into which

the trains

remembrance and

anticipation, save whatever they
touch from the ruin of historical and biographical time. This small

of thought, of

non-time-space in the very heart of time, unlike the world and the
culture into which we are born, can only be indicated, but cannot

be inherited and handed down from the past; each new generation,
indeed every new human being as he inserts himself between an
infinite

pave

it

past and an infinite future, must discover and ploddingly

anew.

is that we seem to be neither equipped
nor prepared for this activity of thinking, of settling down in the
gap between past and future. For very long times in our history,
the
actually throughout the thousands of years that followed upon

The

trouble, however,

foundation of
this

Rome and were

determined by

gap was bridged over by what,

since the

Roman

concepts,

Romans, we have
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called tradition.

That

this tradition

modern age progressed

as the

has worn thinner and thinner

a secret to nobody.

is

When

the

thread of tradition finally broke, the gap between past and future
ceased to be a condition peculiar only to the activity of thought
and restricted as an experience to those few who made thinking
for

It became a tangible reality and perplexity
became a fact of political relevance.

primary business.

their

that

all;

is, it

Kafka mentions the experience, the fighting experience gained
by "him" who stands his ground between the clashing waves of
past and future. This experience is an experience in thinking
since, as we saw, the whole parable concerns a mental phenome-

non

and

it

can be won,

like all experience in

doing something,
only through practice, through exercises. (In this, as in other
is different from such mental
respects, this kind of thinking
and
as
drawing conclusions whose
deducing, inducing,
processes

and inner consistency can be
and then need only to be applied.) The

logical rules of non-contradiction

learned once and for

all

such exercises, and their only aim is to
to think; they do not contain prescriptions

following six essays are

how

gain experience in
on what to think or which truths to hold. Least of

all

do they

intend to retie the broken thread of tradition or to invent

newfangled surrogates with which to

and

future.

Throughout

fill

some

the gap between past
problem of truth is

these exercises the

kept in abeyance; the concern

is

solely with

how

to

move

in this

the only region perhaps where truth eventually will appear.
these are exercises in political thought as it
specifically,

gap

More
arises

out of the actuality of political incidents

incidents are mentioned only occasionally),

and

my

(though such

assumption

is

that thought itself arises out of incidents of living experience and
must remain bound to them as the only guideposts by which to

take

its

bearings. Since these exercises

move between

past and

future, they contain criticism as well as experiment, but the ex-

periments do not attempt to design some sort of Utopian future,
and the critique of the past, of traditional concepts, does not
intend to "debunk." Moreover, the critical and the experimental
parts of the following essays are not sharply divided, although,

Preface

roughly speaking, the
experimental and the

three chapters are
last three
chapters are
first

more

critical

15

than

more experimental
This gradual shift of emphasis is not
bearbitrary,
cause there is an element of experiment in the critical
interpreta-

than

critical.

tion of the past, an interpretation

whose

chief

aim

is

to discover

the real origins of traditional
concepts in order to distill

them anew

from

which has so sadly evaporated
from the very key words of political language such as freedom
and justice, authority and reason, responsibility and virtue, power
their original
spirit

and glory
all

leaving behind empty shells with which to settle almost
accounts, regardless of their underlying phenomenal reality.

It

seems to me, and

as a literary

mind. Like

I
hope the reader will agree, that the essay
form has a natural affinity to the exercises I have in

all

collections of essays, this

book of

exercises ob-

viously could contain more or fewer chapters without for that
reason changing its character. Their unity which to me is the
justification of publishing

them

book form

not the unity of
a whole but of a sequence of movements which, as in a musical
suite, are written in the same or related keys. The sequence itself

is

determined by content. In

in

this respect, the

is

book

is

divided into

two essays each. The first part deals with the modern
tradition and with the concept of history with which the

three parts of

break in

modern age hoped to replace the concepts of traditional metaand interrelated
physics. The second part discusses two central
and freedom;

presupposes the discussion of the first part in the sense that such elementary and
direct questions as What is authority? What is freedom? can

political concepts, authority

arise only

and

valid

it

no answers, handed down by tradition, are available
any longer. The two essays of the last part, finally, are
if

frank attempts at applying the kind of thinking that was tried out
in the first

two

with which

we

parts of the

book

are daily confronted, not, to be sure, in order to

find definite solutions but in the

gaining

to immediate, topical problems

some assurance

hope of

clarifying the issues

in confronting specific questions.

and

TRADITION AND
THE MODERN AGE

tradition of political thought

OURthe teachings of Plato and
no

less definite

end

was made when,

in

its definite

Aristotle. I believe

in the theories of Karl

beginning in
it

came

to a

Marx. The beginning

The Republic's

described the sphere of
living together of

had

men

allegory of the cave, Plato
affairs
all that
belongs to the

human
common world

in a

in terms of darkness,

confusion, and deception which those aspiring to true being must
turn away from and. abandon if they want to discover the clear

sky of eternal ideas. The end came with Marx's declaration that
philosophy and its truth are located not outside the affairs of men

and

their

common

world but precisely in them, and can be "real-

ized" only in the sphere of living together, which he called "society," through the emergence of "socialized men" (yergesellschaftete Menscheri). Political philosophy necessarily implies the
attitude of the philosopher toward politics; its tradition began with

the philosopher's turning

away from

politics

and then returning
17
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in order to impose

Ms

human

standards on

affairs.

The end came

when a philosopher turned away from philosophy so as to "realize"
first in his deit in
politics. This was Marx's attempt, expressed
to abjure philosophy, and second
cision (in itself
philosophical)

Ms

and thereby the philosophizing minds, the "consciousness" of men.
The beginning and the end of the tradition have this in comin

intention to "change the world"

that the elementary problems of politics never come as
and simple urgency as when
clearly to light in their immediate

mon:

formulated and when they receive their final chalis like a
lenge. The beginning, in Jacob Burckhardt's words,
"fundamental chord" which sounds in its endless modulations

they are

first

through the whole history of Western thought. Only beginning
and end are, so to speak, pure or unmodulated; and the funda-

mental chord therefore never

more

strikes its listeners

forcefully

and more beautifully than when it first sends its harmonizing
sound into the world and never more irritatingly and jarringly
than when it still continues to be heard in a world whose sounds
and thought it can no longer bring into harmony. A random
remark which Plato made in Ms last work: "The beginning is like
a god which as long as
yap

it

dwells

0eos Iv dv0/x*wots tSpv/xci^;

/ecu

tion; as

long as

and bring them

among men
oxit>

beginning was

its

into

ct

iravra

*

alive, it

the

saves
*

all

IS

things"

apx^7

true of OUT tradi-

could save

same token,

all

things

became de-

harmony. By
end to say nothing of the aftermath of
confusion and helplessness which came after the tradition ended
structive as

and

in

it

came

which we

it

to its

live today.

In Marx's philosophy, which did not so

much

turn Hegel up-

side down as invert the traditional hierarchy of thought and action,
of contemplation and labor, and of philosophy and politics, the
beginning made by Plato and Aristotle proves its vitality by lead-

Marx

into flagrantly contradictory statements, mostly in that
of
his
teachings usually called Utopian. The most important
part
are his prediction that under conditions of a "socialized humanity"

ing

the "state will wither away," and that the
productivity of labor
*

Numbered

reference notes

may be found

following the text.

Tradition and the
will

become so

great that labor

somehow
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will abolish itself, thus

guaranteeing an almost unlimited amount of leisure time to each
member of the society. These statements, in addition to being
predictions, contain of course Marx's ideal of the best
society.

As such
and

form of

they are not Utopian, but rather reproduce the

same Athenian city-state
political
which was the model of experience for Plato and Aristotle, and
therefore the foundation on which our tradition rests. The
social conditions of the

Athenian polis functioned without a division between rulers and
ruled, and thus was not a state if we use this term, as Marx did,
in accordance with the traditional definitions of forms of government, that

is,

and

one-man

rule or monarchy, rule

by the few or

oligarchy,
by the majority or democracy. Athenian citizens, moreover, were citizens only insofar as they possessed leisure

time,

rule

had that freedom from labor which Marx predicts for the
Not only in Athens but throughout antiquity and up to

future.

modern age, those who labored were not citizens and those
who were citizens were first of all those who did not labor or
who possessed more than their labor power. This similarity becomes even more striking when we look into the actual content
the

of Marx's ideal society. Leisure time is seen to exist under the
condition of statelessness, or under conditions where, in Lenin's

famous phrase which renders Marx's thought very

precisely, the

administration of society has become so simplified that every cook
to take over its machinery. Obviously, under such
is
qualified

circumstances the whole business of

politics, Engels' simplified
"administration of things," could be of interest only to a cook,
or at best to those "mediocre minds" whom Nietzsche thought

best qualified for taking care of public affairs. 2 This, to be sure,
is very different from actual conditions in antiquity, where, on

the contrary, political duties were considered so difficult and timeconsuming that those engaged in them could not be permitted to

undertake any tiring activity. (Thus, for instance, the shepherd
could qualify for citizenship but the peasant could not; the painter,
but not the sculptor, was still recognized as something more than
a /Mvawos, the distinction being drawn in either case simply by
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against the timethe
full-fledged citizen of

applying the criterion of effort and fatigue.)

consuming political life of an average
Greek polis that the philosophers, especially

It is

Aristotle, established

which in antiquity never meant

their ideal of oxoA^, of leisure time,

freedom from ordinary labor, a matter of course anyhow, but time
free from political activity and the business of the state.
In Marx's ideal society these two different concepts are inextricably

combined: the

classless

and

stateless

society

realizes the general ancient conditions of leisure

somehow

from labor and,

supposed to come
about when the "administration of things" has taken the place of
government and political action. This twofold leisure from labor
as well as politics had been for the philosophers the condition of
at the

same

time, leisure

from

politics.

This

is

a /?/os OtvprjTiKos, a life devoted to philosophy and knowledge in the
widest sense of the word. Lenin's cook, in other words, lives in a
labor as the free
society providing her with as much leisure from
ancient citizens enjoyed in order to devote their time to -n-oAirGjeo-tfat,
as well as as

much

had demanded

leisure

from

for the few

politics

who wanted

as the

Greek philosophers

to devote all their time to

philosophizing. The combination of a stateless (apolitical) and
almost laborless society loomed so large in Marx's imagination as

the very expression of an ideal humanity because of the traditional
connotation of leisure as cr^oA?? and otium that is, a life devoted
t

to aims higher than

work or

politics.

Marx
and

it

himself regarded his so-called Utopia as simple prediction,
is true that this
part of his theories corresponds to certain

developments which have come fully to light only in our time.
Government in the old sense has given way in many respects to
administration, and the constant increase in leisure for the masses

Marx

clearly perceived

certain trends inherent in the era ushered in

by the Industrial

is

a fact in

all

industrialized countries.

Revolution, although he was wrong in assuming that these trends
assert themselves only under conditions of socialization of
the means of production. The hold which the tradition had over

would

him

lies

in his viewing this
development in an idealized light, and
it in terms and
concepts having their origin in

in understanding

Tradition and the

Modern Age
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an altogether different historical period. This blinded him to the
authentic and very perplexing problems inherent in the modern
world and gave

his accurate
predictions their Utopian quality. But
the Utopian ideal of a classless, stateless, and laborless society was
born out of the marriage of two altogether non-utopian elements:
the perception of certain trends in the present which could no longer

be understood in the framework of the
tional concepts

and

ideals

tradition,

and the

tradi-

by which Marx himself understood and

integrated them.

Marx's

own

attitude to the tradition of

political

thought was one

of conscious rebellion. In a challenging and paradoxical mood he
therefore framed certain key statements which, containing his political
philosophy, underlie and transcend the strictly scientific part

work (and as such curiously remained the same throughout
his life, from the early writings to the last volume of Das Kapital).
Crucial among them are the following: "Labor created man" (in
of his

a formulation by Engels, who, contrary to an opinion current
among some Marx scholars, usually rendered Marx's thought ade3
"Violence is the midwife of every old soquately and succinctly)
,

a new one," hence: violence is the midwife
ciety pregnant with
occurs
in both the writings of Marx and of
of history (which
4
Engels in many variations) Finally, there is the famous last thesis
on Feuerbach: "The philosophers have only interpreted the world
.

differently; the point

is,

however, to change

it,"

which, in the

could render more adequately as:
light of Marx's thought, one
The philosophers have interpreted the world long enough; the
time has

come

to

change

it.

For

this last statement is in fact only

a variation of another, occurring in an early manuscript:

cannot aufheben

[i.e.,

elevate,

conserve, and abolish

"You

in the Hegel-

ian sense] philosophy without realizing it." In the later work the
same attitude to philosophy appears in the prediction that the

working

None
Each

be the only legitimate heir of classical philosophy.
of these statements can be understood in and by itself.

class will

its meaning by contradicting some traditionally acwhose plausibility up to the beginning of the modern

acquires

cepted truth
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first that
age had been beyond doubt. "Labor created man" means
that
it
means
labor and not God created man; second,
man, insofar

as he
his

is

own

humanity is the result of
what distinguishes man from
not reason, but labor, that he

creates himself, that his

human,
activity;

it

means, third, that

animal, his differentia specified, is
is not an animal rationale, but an animal laborans;

it

means, fourth,

not reason, until then the highest attribute of man, but
labor, the traditionally most despised human activity, which conthat

it is

traditional
humanity of man. Thus Marx challenges the
the traditional estimate of labor, and the traditional glorifica-

tains the

God,

tion of reason.

That violence

is

the midwife of history

means

that the hidden

forces of development of human productivity, insofar as they depend upon free and conscious human action, come to light only
in those violent
through the violence of wars and revolutions. Only
the
and
face
true
fog of mere
dispel
periods does history show its
ideological, hypocritical

talk.

Again the challenge to

tradition

is

ultima ratio in relationships betraditionally the
most
tween nations and the
disgraceful of domestic actions, being
clear.

Violence

is

always considered the outstanding characteristic of tyranny. (The
few attempts to save violence from disgrace, chiefly by Machiavelli
and Hobbes, are of great relevance for the problem of power and
with violence,
quite illuminative of the early confusion of power
little influence on the tradition of

but they exerted remarkably
to our
political thought prior

own

time.)

To Marx, on

the con-

of the means of violence
trary, violence or rather the possession
is the constituent element of all forms of government; the state is

the instrument of the ruling class by means of which it oppresses
and exploits, and the whole sphere of political action is characterized by the use of violence.

The Marxian identification of action with violence implies another fundamental challenge to tradition which may be more difficult to
perceive, but of which Marx, who knew Aristotle very
well,

of

must have been aware. The twofold Aristotelian

man

as a

&ov TroAm/coV and a

<5ov

definition

\6yov Zx ov > a being attaining

his highest
possibility in the faculty of speech

and the

life

in a potts,

Tradition
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was designed to distinguish the Greek from the barbarian and the
free man from the slave. The distinction was that Greeks, living
together in a poiis, conducted their affairs by

means of speech,

through persuasion (7m$etv), and not by means of violence,
through mute coercion. Hence, when free men obeyed their government, or the laws of the polis, their obedience was called
7ra9aPX ia, a

word which

indicates clearly that obedience

was ob-

tained by persuasion and not by force. Barbarians were ruled by
violence and slaves forced to labor, and since violent action and
are alike in that they do not need speech to be effective, barbarians and slaves were avev Ao'yov, that is, they did not live with
toil

each other primarily by means of speech. Labor was to the Greeks
essentially a nonpolitical, private affair, but violence was related
to

and established a

contact,

albeit negative,

with other men.

Marx's glorification of violence therefore contains the more

specific

denial of Ao'yos, of speech, the diametrically opposite and traditionally most human form of intercourse. Marx's theory of ideological superstructures ultimately rests
tility

to speech

For

and the concomitant

traditional philosophy

it

on

this anti-traditional

glorification of violence.

would have been a contradiction

in terms to "realize philosophy" or to change the

cordance with philosophy

hos-

world

in ac-

and Marx's statement implies that

preceded by interpretation, so that the philosophers' interpretation of the world has indicated how it should be changed.

change

is

Philosophy might have prescribed certain rules of action, though no
great philosopher ever took this to be his most important concern.
Essentially, philosophy

from Plato to Hegel was "not of

this

world,"

was Plato describing the philosopher as the man whose
body only inhabits the city of his fellow men, or Hegel admitting
that, from the point of view of common sense, philosophy is a
world stood on its head, a verkehrte Welt. The challenge to tradiwhether

it

time not merely implied but directly expressed in Marx's
statement, lies in the prediction that the world of common human
tion, this

affairs,

where we orient ourselves and think in common-sense

terms, will one day become identical with the realm of ideas where
the philosopher moves, or that philosophy, which has always been
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only "for the few," will one day be the common-sense reality for

everybody.

These three statements are framed in traditional terms which
and
they, however, explode; they are formulated as paradoxes

meant
led

to shock us.

They are

more paradoxical and
than he himself had anticipated.

in fact even

Marx

Each

into greater perplexities
contains one fundamental contradiction which remained in-

own

soluble in his

terms.

If

labor

is

the most

human and most

productive of man's activities, what will happen when, after the
revolution, "labor is abolished" in "the realm of freedom," when

man

has succeeded in emancipating himself from it?
ductive and what essentially human activity will be left?

What
If

proviolence

the midwife of history and violent action therefore the most
dignified of all forms of human action, what will happen when,

is

and the disappearance of
even be possible? How will men be

after the conclusion of class struggle

the state,

no violence

will

way? Finally, when
in the future soabolished
realized
and
philosophy has been both
ciety, what kind of thought will be left?
able to act at

all

in a meaningful, authentic

Marx's inconsistencies are well known and noted by almost

Marx

scholars.

tween the

They

usually are

scientific point of

summarized

all

as discrepancies "be-

view of the historian and the moral

point of view of the prophet" (Edmund Wilson), between the
historian seeing in the accumulation of capital "a material means
for the increase of productive forces" (Marx) and the moralist
who denounced those who performed "the historical task" (Marx)
as exploiters
sistencies are

and dehumanizers of man. This and similar inconminor when compared with the fundamental conand action (as against

tradiction between the glorification of labor

contemplation and thought) and of a stateless, that is, actionless
and (almost) laborless society. For this can be neither blamed on
the natural difference between a revolutionary young Marx and
the

more

scientific insights of the

older historian and economist,

nor resolved through the assumption of a dialectical movement
which needs the negative or evil to produce the positive or the
good.

Tradition
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the
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Such fundamental and flagrant contradictions rarely occur in
whom they can be discounted. In the work

second-rate writers, in

of great authors they lead into the very center of their work and
are the most important clue to a true understanding of their prob-

new insights. In Marx, as in the case of other great
authors of the last century, a seemingly playful, challenging, and
paradoxical mood conceals the perplexity of having to deal with
new phenomena in terms of an old tradition of thought outside of
lems and

whose conceptual framework no thinking seemed possible at all.
It- is as
though Marx, not unlike Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, tried
desperately to think against the tradition while using its own conceptual tools. Our tradition of political thought began when Plato

discovered that

it

is

somehow

inherent in the philosophical ex-

away from the common world of human affairs;
ended when nothing was left of this experience but the opposition

perience to turn
it

of thinking and acting, which, depriving thought of reality and
action of sense, makes both meaningless.

The

strength of this

tradition,

its

hold on Western man's

thought, has never depended on his consciousness of it. Indeed,
only twice in our history do we encounter periods in which men
are conscious and over-conscious of the fact of tradition, identifying age as such with authority. This happened, first, when the

Romans adopted
spiritual

was
tion.

tradition

classical

Greek thought and

and thereby decided

culture as their

own

historically that tradition

have a permanent formative influence on European civilizaBefore the Romans such a thing as tradition was unknown;

to

it became and after them it remained the guiding thread
to which each new generation
the
through
past and the chain
knowingly or unknowingly was bound in its understanding of the

with them

its own experience. Not until the Romantic period do
an exalted consciousness and glorification of
encounter
again
tradition. (The discovery of antiquity in the Renaissance was a

world and

we
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attempt to break the fetters of tradition, and by going to the
sources themselves to establish a
past over which tradition would

first

have no hold.) Today tradition

sometimes considered an

is

es-

sentially romantic concept, but Romanticism did no more than

place the discussion of tradition on the agenda of the nineteenth
century; its glorification of the past only served to mark the moment when the modern age was about to change our world and
general circumstances to such an extent that a matter-of-course

on

reliance

tradition

was no longer

possible.

The end

of a tradition does not necessarily mean that traditional concepts have lost their power over the minds of men. On
the contrary,
tions
loses

it

sometimes seems that

this

power of well-worn no-

and categories becomes more tyrannical as the tradition
living force and as the memory of its beginning recedes;

its

coercive force only after its end has
come and men no longer even rebel against it. This at least seems to
be the lesson of the twentieth-century aftermath of formalistic and
it

may

even reveal

its

full

compulsory thinking, which came

after Kierkegaard,

Marx, and

Nietzsche had challenged the basic assumptions of traditional religion,

traditional political thought,

and traditional metaphysics

by consciously inverting the traditional hierarchy of concepts.
However, neither the twentieth-century aftermath nor the nineteenth-century rebellion against tradition actually caused the break
in our history. This sprang from a chaos of mass-perplexities on
the political scene and of mass-opinions in the spiritual sphere

which the

totalitarian

crystallized into a
talitarian

movements, through terror and ideology,
of government and domination. To-

new form

domination as an established

fact,

which in

its

un~

precedentedness cannot be comprehended through the usual categories of political thought, and whose "crimes" cannot be judged

by traditional moral standards or punished within the legal frameof our civilization, has broken the continuity of Occidental

work
It is

The break

now

an accomplished fact.
neither the result of anyone's deliberate choice nor subject to

history.

in our tradition

is

further decision.

The attempts

of great thinkers after Hegel to break

away from

Tradition

and

Modern Age
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more than two
thousand years may have foreshadowed this event and certainly
can help to illuminate it, but they did not cause it. The event itself
marks the division between the modern age rising with the
patterns of thought which

had ruled the West

for

natural sciences in the seventeenth century, reaching its political
climax in the revolutions of the eighteenth, and unfolding its

general implications after the Industrial Revolution of the nineand the world of the twentieth century, which came into
teenth
existence through the chain of catastrophes touched off by the
First

World War. To hold

the thinkers of the

modern

age, es-

pecially the nineteenth-century rebels against tradition, responsible
for the structure and conditions of the twentieth century is even
unjust. The implications apparent in
the actual event of totalitarian domination go far beyond the most
radical or most adventurous ideas of any of these thinkers. Their

more dangerous than

it

is

greatness lay in the fact that they perceived their world as one
invaded by new problems and perplexities which our tradition of

thought was unable to cope with. In this sense their own departure
from tradition, no matter how emphatically they proclaimed it
(like children whistling louder and louder because they are lost
in the dark),

What

was no

frightened

deliberate act of their

them about the dark was

break in tradition. This break, when
the darkness, so that we can hardly

it

are

we

still

actually occurred, dispelled
any longer to the over-

But the thunder of the
the

preceding ominous
not "What

we dare to ask,
but "What are we fighting for?"

answers us whenever

fighting against"

its

choosing either.
silence, not the

listen

loud, "pathetic" style of their writing.
eventual explosion has also drowned
silence that

own

Neither the silence of the tradition nor the reaction of thinkers

what actually
happened. The non-deliberate character of the break gives it an
can have. The
irrevocability which only events, never thoughts,
against

it

in the nineteenth century can ever explain

nineteenth century remained
and on the level of mere
strictly within a traditional framework;

rebellion

against tradition in the

thought, which could hardly be concerned then with more than
the essentially negative experiences of foreboding, apprehension,
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and ominous

silence, only radicalization,

not a new beginning and

reconsideration of the past, was possible.
Kierkegaard, Marx, and Nietzsche stand at the end of the tradition, just before the

break came. Their immediate predecessor was

Hegel. He it was who for the first time saw the whole of world history
as one continuous development,

and

tems and

beliefs of the past, that

tremendous achievement

this

implied that he himself stood outside

all

authority-claiming sys-

he was held only by the thread

of continuity in history itself. The thread of historical continuity
was the first substitute for tradition; by means of it, the overwhelming mass of the most divergent values, the most contradictory
thoughts and conflicting authorities, all of which had somehow

been able to function together, were reduced to a

unilinear, dia-

to repudiate
lectically consistent development actually designed

not tradition as such, but the authority of all traditions. Kierkegaard, Marx, and Nietzsche remained Hegelians insofar as they
history of past philosophy as one dialecticaUy developed
whole; their great merit was that they radicalized this new approach

saw the

be further developed,
namely, in questioning the conceptual hierarchy which had ruled
Western philosophy since Plato and which Hegel had still taken

toward the past

in the only

way

it

could

still

for granted.

Kierkegaard, Marx, and Nietzsche are for us like guideposts to
a past which has lost its authority. They were the first who dared
to think without the guidance of any authority whatsoever; yet,
for better and worse, they were still held by the categorical frame-

work

of the great tradition. In

some

need no longer be concerned with
philistines,"

up

who

all

respects

we

are better

their scorn for the

off.

We

"educated

through the nineteenth century tried to

make

for the loss of authentic authority with a spurious glorification

To most

people today this culture looks like a field of
ruins which, far from being able to claim any authority, can hardly
of culture.

command
in

it is

their interest. This fact

the great chance to look

may be
upon

deplorable, but implicit
the past with eyes undis-

tracted by any tradition, with a directness which has
disappeared

Tradition

and

the

from Occidental reading and hearing ever since
submitted to the authority of Greek thought.

The

Modern Age
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civilization

caused by

men who had experienced something new which they tried almost instantaneously to overcome and resolve into something old. Kierkegaard's leap from doubt into belief was a reversal and a distortion
of the traditional relationship between reason and faith. It was the
answer to the modern loss of faith, not only in God but in reason
as well,
est,

which was inherent

with

its

appear and

in Descartes' de

omnibus dubitandum

underlying suspicion that things may not be as they
that an evil spirit may willfully and forever hide truth

from the minds of man. Marx's leap from theory into action, and
from contemplation into labor, came after Hegel had transformed
metaphysics into a philosophy of history and changed the philoso-

pher into the historian to whose backward glance eventually, at
the end of time, the meaning of becoming and motion, not of beNietzsche's leap from the nonsensuous transcendent realm of ideas and measurements into the

ing and truth, would reveal

sensuousness of

life,

itself.

his "inverted

Platonism" or "trans-valuation

of values," as he himself would call

turn

away from

the tradition,

and

it

it,

was the

last

attempt to

succeeded only in turning

tradition upside down.

Different as these rebellions against tradition are in content and
intention, their results

have an ominous

similarity:

Kierkegaard,

jumping from doubt into belief, carried doubt into religion, transformed the attack of modern science on religion into an inner
religious struggle, so that since then sincere religious experience

has seemed possible only in the tension between doubt and bewith one's doubts and relaxing from
lief, in torturing one's beliefs

torment in the violent affirmation of the absurdity of both the
human condition and man's belief. No clearer symptom of this
this
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modem

religious situation

can be found than the fact that Dostoev-

perhaps the most experienced psychologist of modern religious

ski,

portrayed pure faith in the character of Myshkin "the
or
of Alyosha Karamazov, who is pure in heart because he
idiot,"

beliefs,

is

simple-minded.

Marx, when he leaped from philosophy

into politics, carried

making political action more
theoretical, more dependent upon what we today would call an
ideology, than it ever had been before. Since, moreover, his springthe theories of dialectics into action,

board was not philosophy in the old metaphysical sense, but as
as Kierkegaard's springspecifically Hegel's philosophy of history

board had been Descartes' philosophy of doubt, he superimposed
the "law of history" upon politics and ended by losing the significance of both, of action no less than of thought, of politics no
less

than of philosophy,

when he

were mere

insisted that both

functions of society and history.
Nietzsche's inverted Platonism, his insistence

on

life

and the

sensuously and materially given as against the suprasensuous and
transcendent ideas which, since Plato, had been supposed to
measure, judge, and give meaning to the given, ended in what is

commonly

called nihilism.

Yet Nietzsche was no

nihilist but,

on

the contrary, was the first to try to overcome the nihilism inherent
not in the notions of the thinkers but in the reality of modern life.

What he

discovered in his attempt at "trans-valuation" was that
within this categorical framework the sensuous loses its very raison
d'etre

when

it is

deprived of its background of the suprasensuous
"We abolished the true world: which world

and transcendent.

has remained? perhaps the world of appearances?
But no!
with
the
true
world
we
the
abolished
world
of
together
appearances." 5 This insight in its elementary simplicity is relevant for
.

all

.

.

the turning-about
operations in which the tradition found

its

end.

What Kierkegaard wanted was to assert the dignity of faith against
modem reason and reasoning, as Marx desired to assert again the
dignity of human action against modern historical contemplation
and

relativization,

and

as Nietzsche

wanted

to assert the
dignity

Tradition

human

and

the

Modern Age
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against the impotence of modern man. The traditional oppositions of fides and intellectus, and of theory and practice, took their respective revenges
Kierkegaard and Marx,

of

life

upon

just as the opposition

given took
tions

still

its

had

between the transcendent and the sensuously

revenge upon Nietzsche, not because these opposiroots in valid human experience, but, on the con-

because they had become mere concepts, outside of which,
however, no comprehensive thought seemed possible at all.
trary,

That these three outstanding and conscious rebellions against a
which had lost its dpx^ its beginning and principle, should

tradition

self-defeat is no reason to question the greatness of
the enterprises nor their relevance to the understanding of the
modern world. Each attempt, in its particular way, took account
of those traits of modernity which were incompatible with our

have ended in

tradition,

and

this

fully revealed itself.

modern

even before modernity in

all its

aspects

had

Kierkegaard knew that the incompatibility of

science with traditional beliefs does not

scientific findings, all of

which can be integrated

lie

in

any

specific

into religious sys-

tems and absorbed by religious beliefs for the reason that they
will never be able to answer the questions which religion raises.

He knew

that this incompatibility lay, rather, in the conflict between a spirit of doubt and distrust which ultimately can trust

only what it has made itself, and the traditional unquestioning
confidence in what has been given and appears in its true being to
man's reason and senses. Modern science, in Marx's words, would

"be superfluous if the appearance and the essence of things coincided." 6 Because our traditional religion is essentially a revealed
religion and holds, in harmony with ancient philosophy, that truth
is

what reveals

itself,

that truth

is

revelation (even though the

meanings of this revelation may be as different as the philosophers'
dA^eta and S^Awcrts are from the early Christians' eschatological exan dwo/caAvi/a? in the Second Coming), 7 modem
pectations for
science has become a much more formidable enemy of religion
than traditional philosophy, even in its most rationalistic versions,
ever could be. Yet Kierkegaard's attempt to save faith from the
onslaught of modernity

made even

religion

modern, that

is,

subject
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to

doubt and

surdity

distrust.

Traditional beliefs disintegrated into abtried to reassert them on the assump-

when Kierkegaard

tion that

man

cannot trust the truth-receiving capacity of his

reason or of his senses.

Marx knew
thought and

that the incompatibility between classical political
modern political conditions lay in the accomplished

French and Industrial Revolutions, which together had
raised labor, traditionally the most despised of all human activities,
fact of the

to the highest rank of productivity and pretended to be able to assert the time-honored ideal of freedom under unheard-of condi-

tions of universal equality.
superficially

posed

man, the inborn
ficially

He knew

that the question

was only

in the idealistic assertions of the equality of

dignity of every

human

and only superto vote. This was

being,

answered by giving laborers the right

not a problem of justice that could be solved by giving the new
class of workers its due, after which the old order of suum cuique

would be restored and function

as in the past.

There

is

the fact

of the basic incompatibility between the traditional concepts making labor itself the very symbol of man's subjection to necessity,

and the modern age which saw labor elevated to express man's
positive freedom, the freedom of productivity. It is from the impact
of labor, that

is

to say, of necessity in the traditional sense, that

Marx endeavored
.tradition to

deemed by the
Yet when he pro-

to save philosophical thought,

be the freest of

all

human

activities.

claimed that "you cannot abolish philosophy without realizing it,"
he began subjecting thought also to the inexorable despotism of
necessity, to the "iron law" of productive forces in society,
Nietzsche's devaluation of values, like Marx's labor theory of
value, arises from the incompatibility between the traditional
"ideas," which, as transcendent units, had been used to recognize
and measure human thoughts and actions, and modern society,
which had dissolved all such standards into relationships between
its

members, establishing them as functional "values." Values are
commodities that have no significance of their own but, like

social

other commodities, exist only in the ever-changing
relativity of
social linkages and commerce.
this
relativization
both the
Through

Tradition

things which

man

and

the

Modern Age
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produces for his use and the standards according

to which he lives undergo a decisive
change: they become entities
of exchange, and the bearer of their "value" is
society and not

man, who produces and uses and judges. The "good" loses its character as an idea, the standard by which the good and the bad can
be measured and recognized; it has become a value which can be
exchanged with other values, such as those of expediency or of
power. The holder of values can refuse this exchange and become

an

"idealist,"

who

prices the value of

of expediency; but this does not

"good" higher than the value

make

the "value" of good any

less relative.

The term "value" owes its origin to the sociological trend which
Marx was quite manifest in the relatively new science
of classical economy. Marx was still aware of the fact, which the
even before

have since forgotten, that nobody "seen in his isolation produces values," but that products "become values only in
8
His distinction between "use value" and
their social relationship."
social sciences

the distinction between things as men
use and produce them and their value in society, and his insistence
on the greater authenticity of use values, his frequent description

"exchange value"

reflects

of the rise of exchange value as a kind of original sin at the beginning of market production reflect his own helpless and, as it

were, blind recognition of the inevitability of an impending "deall values." The birth of the social sciences can be

valuation of

located at the

moment when

all things,

"ideas" as well as material

with values, so that everything derived its
objects, were equated
existence from and was related to society, the bonum and malum no

than tangible objects. In the dispute as to whether capital or
is the source of values, it is generally overlooked that at no
time prior to the incipient Industrial Revolution was it held that
less

labor

and not things, are the result of man's productive capacity,
or was everything that exists related to society and not to man
"seen in his isolation." The notion of "socialized men," whose

values,

emergence Marx projected into the future

classless society, is in

fact the underlying assumption of classical as well as

omy.

Marxian econ-

Between Past and Future

34

which
only natural that the perplexing question
one
find
the
to
where
later

It is therefore

has plagued all
"value-philosophies,"
value
which
to measure all others, should
supreme
by
in the

economic sciences which,

in

Marx's words,

first

appear

try to "square

commodity of unchanging value which would
serve as a constant standard for others." Marx believed he had found
this standard in labor-time, and insisted that use values "which can
to find a

the circle

be acquired without labor have no exchange value" (though they
retain their "natural usefulness"), so that the earth itself

is

of "no

9
With this convalue"; it does not represent "objectified labor."
clusion we come to the threshold of a radical nihilism, to that denial

of everything given of which the nineteenth-century rebellions
in twentiagainst tradition as yet knew little and which arises only
eth-century society.
Nietzsche seems to have been unaware of the origin as well as
of the modernity of the term "value" when he accepted it as a key

notion in his assault on tradition. But

when he began

to devaluate

the current values of society, the implications of the whole enterthe sense of absolute units
prise quickly became manifest Ideas in

had become

identified with social values to

such an extent that they

simply ceased to exist once their value-character, their social status,

was challenged. Nobody knew his way better than Nietzsche through
the meandering paths of the modern spiritual labyrinth, where recand ideas of the past are hoarded up as though they had
been
values which society depreciated whenever it needed
always
better and newer commodities. Also, he was well aware of the
proollections

found nonsense of the new "value-free" science which was soon to
degenerate into scientism and general scientific superstition and

which never, despite

common

with the

For while the

all

protests to the contrary,

Roman

latter

had anything

demanded judgment without scorn and

truth-

finding without zeal, the wertfreie Wissenschaft, which could

longer judge because

no longer

it

had

lost its standards of

find truth because

agined that

it

in

historians' attitude of sine ira et studio.

it

doubted the existence of

could produce meaningful results

the last remnants of those absolute standards.

no

judgment and could
if

only

it

truth,

im-

abandoned

And when

Nietzsche

Tradition

and

the

Modern Age
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proclaimed that he had discovered "new and higher values," he was
the first to fall prey to delusions which he himself had helped to
destroy, accepting the old traditional notion of measuring with transcendent units in its newest and most hideous form,

thereby again
carrying the relativity and exchangeability of values into the very
matters whose absolute dignity he had wanted to assert
and

power

life

and man's love of his earthly

existence.

IV
Self-defeat, the result of all three challenges to tradition in the

only one and perhaps the most superficial
thing Kierkegaard, Marx, and Nietzsche have in common. More
important is the fact that each of their rebellions seems to be connineteenth century,

is

centrated on the same ever-repeated subject: Against the alleged
abstractions of philosophy and its concept of man as an animal ra-

Kierkegaard wants to assert concrete and suffering men;
confirms that man's humanity consists of his productive and

tionale,

Marx

active force,

which in

its

most elementary aspect he

calls labor-

power; and Nietzsche insists on life's productivity, on man's will
and will-to-power. In complete independence of one another none
of them ever knew of the others* existence they arrive at the conclusion that this enterprise in terms of the tradition can be achieved
only through a mental operation best described in the images and

and turning concepts upside down:
of
his
Kierkegaard speaks
leap from doubt into belief; Marx turns
Hegel, or rather "Plato and the whole Platonic tradition" (Sidney
similes of leaps, inversions,

up again," leaping "from the realm of necessity
and Nietzsche understands his philoso"inverted Platonism" and "transformation of all values."

Hook),

"right side

into the realm of freedom";

phy

as

The

turning operations with which the tradition ends bring the
beginning to light in a twofold sense. The very assertion of one side
of the opposites
fides against intellectus, practice against theory,

sensuous, perishable

suous truth

life

against permanent, unchanging, suprasen-

necessarily brings to light the repudiated opposite

and
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shows that both have meaning and significance only in
tion.

this opposi-

Furthermore, to think in terms of such opposites is not a matter
is grounded in a first great turning operation on
others ultimately are based because it established the op-

of course, but

which

all

posites in
is

whose tension the

Plato's TrcptaywyT)

being, which he

rij<s

tells

tradition

moves. This

tuming-about

of the whole human
t^ar^s, the tuming-about
as though it were a story with beginning and

end and not merely a mental operation
in

first

The Republic.
The story of the cave unfolds

in the parable of the cave

in three stages: the first

tumingabout takes place in the cave itself when one of the inhabitants frees
himself from the fetters which chain the cave dwellers' "legs and
necks" so that "they can only see before them," their eyes glued to
the screen on which shadows and images of things appear; he now
turns around to the rear of the cave,

where an

artificial fire illumi-

There

nates the things in the cave
is, second, the
as
turning from the cave to the clear sky, where the ideas appear
the true and eternal essences of the things in the cave, illuminated
as they really are.

by the sun, the idea of

ideas, enabling

man

to see

and the ideas to

shine forth. Finally, there is the necessity of returning to the cave, of
leaving the realm of eternal essences and moving again in the realm
of perishable things and mortal men. Each of these turnings is ac-

complished by a loss of sense and orientation: the eyes accustomed

shadowy appearances on the screen are blinded by the fire
the cave; the eyes then adjusted to the dim light of the artificial

to the

in

fire

are blinded by the light that illuminates the ideas; finally, the

eyes adjusted to the light of the sun must readjust to the dimness of
the cave.

Behind these turnings-about, which Plato demands only of the
philosopher, the lover of truth and light, lies another inversion indicated generally in Plato's violent polemics against Homer and the
religion, and in particular in the construction of Ms story

Homeric

as a kind of reply to and reversal of Homer's
description of Hades
in the eleventh book of the Odyssey. The
parallel between the images
of the cave and Hades (the
unsubstantial, senseless move-

shadowy,
ments of the soul in Homer's Hades correspond to the ignorance and

Tradition

and

senselessness of the bodies in the cave)
is stressed

by

Plato's use of the

words

is

the

Modern Age
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unmistakable because

etSwAov,

image, and

it

a/a'o,

own key words for the description of
underworld. The reversal of the Homeric

shadow, which are Homer's
life

after death in the

"position" is obvious; it is as though Plato were saying to him: Not
the life of bodyless souls, but the life of the bodies takes
place in an

underworld; compared to the sky and the sun, the earth

is like

Hades; images and shadows are the objects of bodily senses, not
the surroundings of bodyless souls; the true and real is not the world
in which

we move and live and which we have to

part

from

in death,

but the ideas seen and grasped by the eyes of the mind. In a sense,
Plato's Treptaycoy?} was a turning-about by which everything that was

commonly believed in Greece in accordance with the Homeric religion came to stand on its head. It is as though the underworld of
Hades had risen to the surface of the earth. 10 But this reversal of
Homer did not actually turn Homer upside down or downside up,
which such an operation alone can take
almost
as
alien
to
Plato's
thought, which did not yet operate
place
with predetermined opposites, as it is alien to the Homeric world.
since the dichotomy within
is

turning about of the tradition can therefore ever land us in the
original Homeric "position," which seems to have been Nietzsche's

(No

error;

Mm

he probably thought that his inverted Platonisni could lead

back into pre-Platonic modes of thought.)

It

was

solely for

Plato set forth his doctrine of ideas in the
political purposes that
form of a reversal of Homer; but thereby he established the frame-

work within which such turning operations are not far-fetched possibilities but predetermined by the conceptual structure itself. The
development of philosophy in late antiquity in the various schools*
which fought one another with a fanaticism unequaled in the preChristian world, consists of turnings-about and shifting emphases
on one of two opposite terms, made possible by Plato's separation

of a world of mere shadowy appearance and the world of eternally
true ideas. He himself had given the first example in the turning

from the cave to the

sky.

When Hegel finally, in a last gigantic effort,

one consistent self-developing whole the
various strands of traditional philosophy as they had developed from

had gathered together

into

38
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Plato's original
concept, the same splitting up into two conflicting
schools of thought,
though on a much lower level, took place, and

right-wing and left-wing, idealistic and materialistic Hegelians could
for a short while dominate
philosophical thought.
The significance of Kierkegaard's, Marx's, and Nietzsche's chal-

though none of them would have been poswithout the synthesizing achievement of Hegel and his concept
of history
is that
they constitute a much more radical turning-

lenges to the tradition
sible

about than the mere upside-down
operations with their weird opbetween
and
sensualism
idealism, materialism and spiritupositions
alism, and even immanentism and transcendentalism imply. If Marx
had been merely a "materialist" who brought Hegel's "idealism"
down to earth, his influence would have been as short-lived and

limited to scholarly
quarrels as that of his contemporaries. Hegel's
basic assumption was that the dialectical movement of
thought is
identical with the dialectical

movement

of matter

itself.

Thus he

which Descartes had opened between
res cogitans, and the world, defined as res extensa,

hoped, to bridge the abyss

man, defined as
between cognition and

reality,

homelessness of modern

man

thinking and being.

finds

its first

The

spiritual

expressions in this Carte-

sian perplexity and the Pascalian answer.
Hegel claimed that the
discovery of the dialectical movement as a universal law, ruling

both man's reason and

human

affairs

natural events,
accomplished even

and the inner "reason" of

more than a mere correspondence

between

intellectus and res, whose coincidence
pre-Cartesian philoshad
defined as truth. By introducing the
and its selfophy
spirit
realization in movement,
he
believed
had demonstrated an
Hegel
ontological identity of matter and idea. To Hegel, therefore, it
would have been of no great
importance whether one started this

movement from the viewpoint of consciousness, which
ment begins to "materialize," or whether one chose as
matter, which,

conscious of

moving in the

itself.

(How

at

one mo-

starting point
direction of "spiritualization," becomes

little

Marx doubted

these fundamentals

of his teacher
appears from the role he ascribed to self-consciousness in the form of class-consciousness in
history.) In other words,

Marx was no more

a "dialectical materialist" than
Hegel was a

Tradition

and

the

Modern Age

"dialectical idealist"; the very
concept of dialectical
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movement, as

Hegel conceived it as a universal law, and as Marx accepted it,
makes the terms "idealism" and "materialism" as philosophical
systems meaningless. Marx, especially in his earlier writings, is quite
conscious of this and knows that his repudiation of the tradition and
of Hegel does not

sume

lie

in his "materialism," but in his refusal to as-

that the difference

between

thought, that, in Hegel's words,

young Marx man

man and

"man

is

animal

life is ratio,

or

essentially spirit"; for the

essentially a natural being endowed with the
of
action
(ein tdtiges Natitrwesen), and his action remains
faculty
"natural" because it consists of laboring
the metabolism between
is

nature. 11 His turning-about, like Kierkegaard's and Nietzsche's, goes to the core of the matter; they all question the tradi-

man and

human capabilities, or, to put it another way, they
ask again what the specifically human quality of man is; they do not
intend to build systems or Weltanschauungen on this or that premise.

tional hierarchy of

Since the rise of

modern

whose

expressed in the
Cartesian philosophy of doubt and mistrust, the conceptual framework of the tradition has not been secure. The dichotomy between
science,

spirit

is

contemplation and action, the traditional hierarchy which ruled that
truth

is

ultimately perceived only in speechless and actionless seeing,

could not be upheld under conditions in which science became active
and did in order to know. When the trust that things appear as they
really are

was gone, the concept of

doubtful, and with

The

truth as revelation

had become

the unquestioning faith in a revealed God.
notion of "theory" changed its meaning. It no longer meant a
it

system of reasonably connected truths which as such had been not
made but given to reason and the senses. Rather it became the

modern scientific theory, which is a working hypothesis, changing
in accordance with the results it produces and depending for its
validity not

same

on what

it

"reveals" but

on whether

process, Plato's ideas lost their

it

"works."

autonomous power to

By

the

illumi-

nate the world and the universe. First they became what they had
been for Plato only in their relationship to the political realm,
standards and measurements, or the regulating, limiting forces of

40
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man's own reasoning mind, as they appear in Kant. Then,

after the

its rules to
priority of reason over doing, of the mind's prescribing
of
the whole
the actions of men, had been lost in the transformation

world by the Industrial Revolution

which seemed

to prove that

their rules to reason

validity

is

a transformation the success of

man's doings and fabrications prescribe

these ideas finally

determined not by one or

became mere values whose

many men but by

society as a

whole in its ever-changing functional needs.
These values in their ex- and inter-changeability are the only
"ideas" left to (and understood by) "socialized men." These are

men who have decided never to
of everyday human affairs, and
a world and a

leave

what

to Plato

never to venture

on

was "the cave"
their

own

into

which, perhaps, the ubiquitous functionalization
has
society
deprived of one of its most elementary characteristics
the instilling of wonder at that which is as it is. This

of

life

modern

very real development

is

reflected

and foreshadowed in Marx's

Turning the tradition upside down within its own
he
did
not actually get rid of Plato's ideas, though he
framework,
did record the darkening of the clear sky where those ideas, as well
political thought.

as

many

men.

other presences,

had once become

visible to the eyes of

THE CONCEPT
OF HISTORY
Ancient and Modern

/:

History and Nature

us begin with Herodotus, whom Cicero called pater Mstoriae
E:Tand who has remained father of Western history. 1 He tells us in
the

first

sentence of the Persian

Wars

that the purpose of his enter-

to preserve that which owes its existence to men, rot yevo/jceva
prise
c
av0pco7rw, lest it be obliterated by time, and to bestow upon the
is

glorious,

wondrous deeds of Greeks and barbarians sufficient praise
remembrance by posterity and thus make their glory

to assure their

shine through the centuries.
This tells us a great deal and yet does not tell us enough. For us,
concern with immortality is not a matter of course, and Herodotus,

was a matter of course to him, does not tell us much about
His understanding of the task of history to save human deeds

since this
it.

from the futility that comes from oblivion was rooted in the Greek
concept and experience of nature, which comprehended all things
41
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that

come
the

gods

by themselves without assistance from men or
2
Olympian gods did not claim to have created the world

into being

and therefore are immortal. Since the things of nature are everand since
present, they are not likely to be overlooked or forgotten;
for their
they are forever, they do not need human remembrance
further existence. All living creatures, man not excepted, are contained in this realm of being-forever, and Aristotle explicitly assures

us that man, insofar as he
cies of

is

a natural being and belongs to the spe-

mankind, possesses immortality; through the recurrent cycle

nature assures the same kind of being-forever to things that
are born and die as to things that are and do not change. "Being for

of

life,

living creatures is Life,"

and being-forever (wl

elvat)

corresponds to

3

aetyeve*,

No

procreation.
u
this eternal recurrence is the closest possible approxi-

doubt

mation of a world of becoming to that of being,"

4

but

it

does not,

of course, make individual men immortal; on the contrary, embedded in a cosmos in which everything was immortal, it was mortality

which became the hallmark of human existence.

Men are

"the mor-

tals," the only mortal things there are, for animals exist only as
members of their species and not as individuals. The mortality of

man

a /Kos with a recognizable
life-story from birth to death, rises out of biological life, <o^. This
individual life is distinguished from all other things by the rectilinear
lies in

life,

movement, which, so to speak, cuts through the
movements of biological life. This is mortality: to move

course of
circular

the fact that individual

its

along a rectilinear line in a universe where everything,

if it

moves

Whenever men pursue

their pur-

poses, tilling the effortless earth, forcing the free-flowing

wind into

at

all,

moves

in a cyclical order.

their sails, crossing the ever-rolling waves, they cut across a

move-

ment which is purposeless and turning within itself. When Sophocles
(in the famous chorus of Antigone) says that there is nothing more
awe-inspiring than man, he goes on to exemplify this by evoking
purposeful human activities which do violence to nature because

they disturb what, in the absence of mortals, would be the eternal
quiet of being-forever that rests or swings within itself.

What

is difficult

for us to realize

is

that the great deeds

and works
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of which mortals are capable, and which

become

cal narrative, are not seen as
parts of either
or a process; on the contrary, the stress is
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the topic of histori-

an encompassing whole

always on single instances
single
single instances, deeds or events, interrupt
the circular movement of
daily life, in the same sense that the recti-

and

gestures. These

of the mortals interrupts the circular movement of bioThe subject matter of history is these interruptions the
logical
extraordinary, in other words.
linear

/3io<?

life.

When

in late
antiquity speculations began about the nature of
in
the
sense
of a historical process and about the historical
history
fate of nations, their rise and fall, where the
particular actions and
events were engulfed in a whole, it was at once assumed that these

processes must be circular. The historical movement began to be
construed in the image of biological life. In terms of ancient philosophy, this could mean that the world of history had been reintegrated

world of nature, the world of the mortals into the universe
forever. But in terms of ancient poetry and historiography it

into the

that

is

meant

that the earlier sense of the greatness of mortals, as distinguished from the undoubtedly higher greatness of the gods and

nature,

had been

lost.

In the beginning of Western history the distinction between the
mortality of

men and the immortality

things and things which come

of nature, between

into being

by

man-made

themselves,

was the

assumption of historiography. All things that owe their existence to men, such as works, deeds, and words, are perishable, in-

tacit

it were,
by the mortality of their authors. However, if
mortals succeeded in endowing their works, deeds, and words with
some permanence and in arresting their perishability, then these

fected, as

things would, to a degree at least, enter

and be

at

home

in the world

of everlastingness, and the mortals themselves would find their
is immortal
except men. The
place in the cosmos, where everything

human capacity to achieve this was remembrance, Mnemosyne,
therefore was regarded as the mother of all the other muses.

who

In order to understand quickly and with some measure of clarity

how

we

of
today are removed from this Greek understanding
cosmos
the
between
and
between
nature
the relationship
history,

far
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and men, we may be permitted to quote four lines from Rilke and
them in their original language; their perfection seems to defy

leave

translation,

Berge rahn, von Sternen iiberprachtigt;
aber auch in ihnen flimmert Zeit.
Ach, in meinem wilden Herzen nachtigt
obdacblos die Unverganglichkeit. 5

Here even the mountains only seem

to rest

under the

light of the

they are slowly, secretly devoured by time; nothing is forever,
immortality has fled the world to find an uncertain abode in the
stars;

darkness of the

human

heart that

still

has the capacity to remember

and to say: forever. Immortality or imperishability, if and when it
occurs at all, is homeless. If one looks upon these lines through
almost as though the poet had tried consciously to
reverse the Greek relationships: everything has become perishable,

Greek eyes

it is

except perhaps the human heart; immortality is no longer the
in which mortals move, but has taken its homeless refuge

medium

in the very heart of mortality; immortal things,

works and deeds,

men might still be

able to externalize,

events and even words, though
reify as

home
since

it

were, the remembrance of their hearts, have lost their

in the world; since the world, since nature is perishable

and

things, once they have come into being, share the
being they begin to perish the moment they have come

man-made

fate of all

into existence.

With Herodotus words and deeds and events
that

owe

their existence exclusively to

men

that

is,

those things

became the

subject

man-made things, these are the most futile.
The works of human hands owe part of their existence to the material nature
provides and therefore carry within themselves some
matter of history. Of

all

measure of permanence, borrowed, as it were, from the beingforever of nature. But what goes on between mortals directly, the
spoken word and all the actions and deeds which the Greeks called
irpaa<s or TrpdyfjLara, as distinguished

trace

from

irotymg, fabrication,

can

moment of their realization, would never leave any
without the help of remembrance. The task of the poet and

never outlast the
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historiographer (both of

whom Aristotle

still

puts in the
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same

cate-

6
gory because their subject is ir/>a6s) consists in making something
lasting out of remembrance. They do this by translating uyw&s and
A&S, action and speech, into that kind of TTO^O-L? or fabrication

which eventually becomes the written word.

human

History as a category of

existence

is

of course older than

the written word, older than Herodotus, older even than

Not
the

Homer.

historically but poetically speaking, its beginning lies rather in

moment when Ulysses,

at the court of the king of the Phaeacians,

listened to the
story of his

of his

life,

now

own

deeds and sufferings, to the story

a thing outside himself, an "object" for

all

to see

and to hear. What had been sheer occurrence now became "history."
But the transformation of single events and occurrences into history

was

essentially the

same "imitation of action"

in

words which was

Greek tragedy, 7 where, as Burckhardt once reemployed
marked, "external action is hidden from the eye" through the reports of messengers, even though there was no objection at all to
later

in

8
showing the horrible. The scene where Ulysses listens to the story
of his own life is paradigmatic for both history and poetry; the

"reconciliation with reality," the catharsis, which, according to Aris-

was the essence of tragedy, and, according to Hegel, was the
ultimate purpose of history, came about through the tears of re-

totle,

membrance. The deepest human motive

for history and poetry aphere
in
since
listener, actor, and sufferer
pears
unparalleled purity:
are the same person, all motives of sheer curiosity and lust for new

information, which, of course, have always played a large role in
both historical inquiry and aesthetic pleasure, are naturally absent
in Ulysses himself,
if

who would have been bored

rather than

history were only news and poetry only entertainment.
Such distinctions and reflections may seem commonplace

moved

to

mod-

ern ears. Implied in them, however, is one great and painful paradox
which contributed (perhaps more than any other single factor) to
the tragic aspect of

Greek culture

in

its

greatest manifestations.

The

is that, on the one hand, everything was seen and measured
the
against
background of the things that are forever, while, on the
other, true human greatness was understood, at least by the pre-

paradox
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Platonic Greeks, to reside in deeds and words, and was rather represented
Achilles, "the doer of great deeds and the speaker of

by

and
great words," than by the maker and fabricator, even the poet
writer. This paradox, that greatness was understood in terms of
permanence while human greatness was seen in precisely the most
futile and least lasting activities of men, has haunted Greek poetry
and historiography as it has perturbed the quiet of the philosophers.
The early Greek solution of the paradox was poetic and nonin the immortal fame which the poets
philosophical. It consisted
could bestow upon word and deed to
the futile

moment

of speech

make them

and action but even the mortal

their agent. Prior to the Socratic school

Hesiod

tion of

outlast not only

we encounter no

life

of

with the possible excep-

real criticism of

immortal fame;

even Heraclitus thought that it was the greatest of all human aspirations, and while he denounced with violent bitterness the political
conditions in his native Ephesus, it never would have occurred to
him to condemn the realm of human affairs as such or doubt its
potential greatness.

The change, prepared by Parmenides, came about with Socrates
and reached

its

culmination in Plato's philosophy, whose teaching

men become
antiquity. To be sure,

regarding a potential immortality of mortal

Plato was
philosophy schools in
confronted with the same paradox and he seems to have been

tive for all
still

the
lie

authorita-

first

who

in the

considered "the desire to become famous and not to

end without a name" on the same

desire for children through

level as the natural

which nature secures the immortality

of the species, though not the d0ava<na of the individual person. In
his

political philosophy, therefore,

latter for the

fame

he proposed to substitute the

though the desire for immortality through
could as well be fulfilled when men "are immortal because they
former, as

leave children's children behind them, and partake of immortality
through the unity of a sempiternal becoming"; when he declared
the begetting of children to be a law he obviously hoped this would
be sufficient for the "common man's" natural yearning for deathlessness.

mortal

For neither Plato nor

men

Aristotle

any longer believed that

could "immortalize" (aOavarifcw, in the Aristotelian

The Concept of History

47

means necessarily
terminology, an activity whose object is by no
one's own self, the immortal fame of the name, but includes a variety
of occupations with immortal things in general) through great deeds
and words. 9 They had discovered, in the activity of thought itself,

a hidden

human

capacity for turning

away from

the

whole realm of

which should not be taken too seriously by men
(Plato) because it was patently absurd to think that man is the
be enough
highest being there is (Aristotle). While begetting might

human

for the

affairs

many,

to "immortalize"

meant

for the philosopher to dwell

in the neighborhood of those things which are forever, to be there
and present in a state of active attention, but without doing anything,
without performance of deeds or achievement of works. Thus the

the neighborhood
proper attitude of mortals, once they had reached
of the immortal, was actionless and even speechless contemplation:

most human capacity of pure
10
and the ultiinto words what it beholds,

the Aristotelian vov$ 9 the highest and
vision,

cannot translate

mate truth which the

vision of ideas disclosed to Plato

is

likewise

be caught in words. 11 Hence the
cipprjTcv, something which cannot
old paradox was resolved by the philosophers by denying to man

an

not the capacity to "immortalize," but the capability of measuring
himself and his own deeds against the everlasting greatness of the

cosmos, of matching, as it were, the immortality of nature and the
solution clearly
gods with an immortal greatness of his own. The

and the
expense of "the doer of great deeds
speaker of great words."
The distinction between the poets and historians on one side and

comes about

at the

the philosophers on the other was that the former simply accepted
the common Greek concept of greatness. Praise, from which came

could be bestowed only upon
glory and eventually everlasting fame,
that possessed an emerging,
things already "great," that is, things
them from all others and made
shining quality which distinguished
glory possible.

The

great

was

which should be admitted

that

to the

which deserved immortality, that

company

of things that lasted for-

their unsurpassable
ever, surrounding the futility of mortals with
the equals of nature,
became
almost
men
majesty. Through history
and only those events, deeds, or words that rose by themselves to
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the ever-present challenge of the natural universe were what we
would call historical. Not only the poet Homer and not only the
storyteller

Herodotus, but even Thucydides,

mood was

sober

the

first

who

in a

much more

to set standards for historiography, tells
of the Peloponnesian War that he wrote

us explicitly in the beginning
his work because of the war's "greatness," because "this was the
greatest movement yet known in history, not only of the Hellenes,

almost mankind."
but of a large part of the barbarian world
The concern with greatness, so prominent in Greek poetry and
between
historiography, is based on the most intimate connection
.

the concepts of nature

and

history. Their

.

.

common denominator

is

is what nature possesses without effort and
without anybody's assistance, and immortality is what the mortals
therefore must try to achieve if they want to live up to the world

immortality. Immortality

which they were bora, to live up to the things which surround
to whose company they are admitted for a short while.
The connection between history and nature is therefore by no means
an opposition. History receives into its remembrance those mortals
into

them and

who through deed and word have proved
ture,

and

tality,

their everlasting

may remain

in the

themselves worthy of nafame means that they, despite their mor-

company

of the things that last forever.

Our modern concept of history is no less intimately connected
modern concept of nature than the corresponding and very

with our

different concepts which stand at the beginning of our history. They
too can be seen in their full significance only if their common root

The

nineteenth-century opposition of the natural and
historical sciences, together with the allegedly absolute
objectivity
is

discovered.

and precision of the natural

The

natural sciences

a

thing of the past.
today
that with the experiment, testing

scientists, is

now admit

natural processes tinder prescribed conditions, and with the observer, who in watching the experiment becomes one of its conditions, a "subjective" factor
esses of nature.

is

introduced into the "objective" proc-

The most important new

result of nuclear physics

was the

recognition of the possibility of applying quite different types
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of natural laws, without contradiction, to one
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and the same

physical event. This is due to the fact that within a system of
laws which are based on certain fundamental ideas only cer-

ways of asking questions make sense, and
thus, that such a system is separated from others which allow
12
different questions to be
put.

tain quite definite

In other words, the experiment "being a question put before
nature" (Galileo), 13 the answers of science will
always remain reto
asked
in
the
the issue of "obconfusion
plies
questions
by men;

was

jectivity"

tions

and

we know

assume that there could be answers without ques-

to

results

today,

independent of a question-asking being. Physics,
no less a man-centered inquiry into what is than

is

historical research.

The

old quarrel, therefore, between the "subjecand the "objectivity" of physics has lost

tivity" of historiography
much of its relevance. 14

The modern historian as a rule is not yet aware of the fact that
the natural scientist, against whom he had to defend his own "scientific standards" for so
many decades, finds himself in the same
position,

and he

is

quite likely to state

and

restate in

new, seemingly

more scientific terms the old distinction between a science of nature
and a science of history. The reason is that the problem of objectivity
in the historical sciences

is

more than a mere

technical, scientific

perplexity. Objectivity, the "extinction of the self" as the condition
of "pure vision" (das reine Sehen der Dinge Ranke) meant the

from bestowing either praise or blame, towith
of perfect distance with which he would
attitude
an
gether
follow the course of events as they were revealed in his documentary

historian's abstention

To him the only limitation of this attitude, which Droysen
once denounced as "eunuchic objectivity," 15 lay in the necessity
of selecting material from a mass of facts which, compared with the
sources.

limited capacity of the
life,

appeared

human mind and

infinite. Objectivity, in

ference as well as nondiscrimination.
tion, abstention

to achieve

the limited time of

other words,

Of

human

meant noninter-

these two, nondiscrimina-

from praise and blame, was obviously much

easier

than noninterference; every selection of material in a

sense interferes with history, and

all criteria

for selection put the
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historical course of events

under certain man-made conditions, which

are quite similar to the conditions the natural scientist prescribes to

natural processes in the experiment.
have stated here the problem of objectivity in modem terms,
as it arose during the modern age, which believed it had discovered

We

in history

a "new

science'*

which then would have

to

comply

to the

standards of the "older" science of nature. This, however, was a
self-misunderstanding.
into

Modern

natural science developed quickly

an even "newer" science than

shall see,

from exactly the same

history,

and both sprang,

as

we

"new" experiences with the
the beginning of the modern

set of

exploration of the universe, made at
age. The curious and still confusing point about the historical sci-

ences was that they did not take their standards from the natural
sciences of their own age, but harked back to the scientific and, in
the last analysis, philosophical attitude which the modern age had
to liquidate. Their scientific standards, culminating in the
just begun
"extinction of the self," had their roots in Aristotelian and medieval
natural science, which consisted mainly in observing and cataloguing observed facts. Before the rise of the modern age it was a matter
of course that quiet, actionless, and selfless contemplation of the
miracle of being, or of the wonder of God's creation, should also be
the proper attitude for the scientist, whose curiosity about the par-

had not yet parted company with the wonder before the
general from which, according to the ancients, sprang philosophy.
With the modern age this objectivity lost its fundament and thereticular

fore

was constantly on the lookout for new

justifications.

historical sciences the old standard of objectivity could

only

if

the historian believed that history in

its

entirety

For the

make
was

sense

either a

cyclical phenomenon which could be grasped as a whole through
contemplation (and Vico, following the theories of late antiquity,
was stiU of this opinion) or that it was guided by some divine

providence for the salvation of mankind, whose plan was revealed,
whose beginnings and ends were known, and therefore could be
again contemplated as a whole. Both these concepts, however, were
actually quite alien to the new consciousness of history in the mod-

ern age; they were only the old traditional framework into which
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new

the

had

experiences were pressed and from which the new science
risen. The
problem of scientific objectivity, as the nineteenth

century posed

it,

owed

so

much

to historical self-misunderstanding

and philosophical confusion that the real issue at stake, the issue of
impartiality, which is indeed decisive not only for the "science" of
history but for

all

ward, has become

and with

Impartiality,

world when

historiography from poetry and storytelling ondifficult to

Homer

it

recognize.
true historiography,

all

came

into the

decided to sing the deeds of the Trojans no

than those of the Achaeans, and to praise the glory of Hector
no less than the greatness of Achilles. This Homeric impartiality,

less

as it is echoed by Herodotus, who set out to
prevent "the great and
wonderful actions of the Greeks and the barbarians from losing their

due meed of glory," is still the highest type of objectivity we know.
Not only does it leave behind the common interest in one's own
side

and one's own people which, up to our own days, characterizes

almost all national historiography, but it also discards the alternative
of victory or defeat, which moderns have felt expresses the "objective" judgment of history itself, and does not permit it to inter-

what is judged to be worthy of immortalizing praise. Somelater, and most magnificently expressed in Thucydides, there
appears in Greek historiography still another powerful element that

fere with

what

contributes to historical objectivity. It could

come to

the foreground

which to an incrediby large
extent consisted of citizens talking with one another. In this incessant talk the Greeks discovered that the world we have in common
only after long experience in polis-life,

usually regarded from an infinite number of different standpoints,
to which correspond the most diverse points of view. In a sheer in-

is

exhaustible flow of arguments, as the Sophists presented them to
the citizenry of Athens, the Greek learned to exchange his own viewpoint, his

up

to

him

own

"opinion"

(So/c6

"opinion")
understand

fjioi,

"it

the

the world appeared and opened
me," from which comes 8da, or
fellow citizens. Greeks learned to

way

appears to

with those of his

not to understand one another as individual persons,

but to look upon the same world from one another's standpoint, to
see the

same

in very different

and frequently opposing

aspects.

The
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speeches in which Thucydides makes articulate the standpoints and
interests of the warring parties are still a living testimony to the
extraordinary degree of this objectivity.
What has obscured the modern discussion of objectivity in the
historical sciences and prevented its ever touching the fundamental
issues involved
either

Homeric

in the

modern

seems to be the

fact that

none of the conditions of

are present
impartiality or Thucydidean objectivity
the assumption
age. Homeric impartiality rested upon

that great things are self-evident, shine by themselves; that the poet
(or later the historiographer) has only to preserve their glory, which
is
futile, and that he would destroy, instead of preserving,
essentially

he were to forget the glory that was Hector's. For the short duration of their existence great deeds and great words were, in their
if

to
greatness, as real as a stone or a house, there

be seen and heard

by everybody present. Greatness was easily recognizable as that
which by

that is, negatively speaking,
aspired to immortality
as a heroic contempt for all that merely comes and passes away,
itself

for all individual

life,

one's

own

included. This sense of greatness

could not possibly survive intact into the Christian era for the very
simple reason that, according to Christian teachings, the relationthat in Greek
ship between life and world is the exact opposite to

and Latin

antiquity: in Christianity neither the

world nor the ever-

recurring cycle of life is immortal, only the single living individual.
It is the world that will
pass away; men will live forever. The Christian reversal is based, in

its

turn,

upon the

altogether different teach-

ings of the Hebrews, who always held that life itself is sacred, more
sacred than anything else in the world, and that man is the supreme

being on earth.
Connected with this inner conviction of the sacredness of
such, which has remained with us even
faith in life after death has

life

as

after security of the Christian

passed away,

is

the stress

on the

all-im-

so prominent in all modern political
philosophy. In our context this means that the Thucydidean type
of objectivity, no matter how much it may be admired, no longer

portance of self-interest,

still

has any basis in real political life. Since we have made life our
supreme and foremost concern, we have no room left for an activity
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based on contempt for one's own
be a religious or a moral virtue;

Under these conditions
divorced from real

life-interest. Selflessness
it

can hardly be a

objectivity lost

life,

its
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may

validity in experience,

and became that

"lifeless"

still

one.
political

academic

was

affair

which Droysen rightly denounced as being eunuchic.
Moreover, the birth of the modern idea of history not only coincided with but was powerfully stimulated
by the modern age's doubt
of the reality of an outer world "objectively" given to human perception as an unchanged and unchangeable object. In our context
the most important consequence of this doubt was the emphasis on
sensation qua sensation as more "real" than the "sensed" object

and, at any rate, the only safe ground of experience. Against this
subjectivization, which is but one aspect of the still growing worldalienation of

they were

all

man in the modern

age, no judgments could hold out:
reduced to the level of sensations and ended on the

Our vo-

level of the lowest of all sensations, the sensation of taste.

cabulary is a telling testimony to this degradation. AH judgments
not inspired by moral principle (which is felt to be old-fashioned)
or not dictated by some self-interest are considered matters of
"taste," and this in hardly a different sense from what we mean by
saying that the preference for clam chowder over pea soup is a matter of taste. This conviction, the vulgarity of its defenders on the
theoretical level notwithstanding, has disturbed the conscience of

the historian

much more

deeply because it has much deeper roots
of the modern age than the allegedly superior

in the general spirit
scientific standards of his colleagues in the natural sciences.

in the nature of academic quarrels that methodological problems are likely to overshadow more fundamental
issues. The fundamental fact about the modern concept of history

Unfortunately

that

is

it

it is

arose in the same sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

which ushered in the gigantic development of the natural
Foremost among the characteristics of that age, which are

and present in our own world,
I

is

mentioned before and which

condition of our whole
of

its

life

alive

man, which
to perceive as a basic

the world-alienation of

is

so difficult

because out of

the
despair, did arise

sciences.
still

it,

and partly

at least out

tremendous structure of the human
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artifice

we

inhabit today, in

whose framework we have even

covered the means of destroying
things on

The

together with

all

non-man-made

earth.

shortest

tion ever

it

dis-

and most fundamental expression this world-alienais contained in Descartes' famous de omnibus

found

dubitandwn

est,

for this rule signifies something altogether different

from the skepticism inherent

in the self-doubt of

all

true thought.

Descartes came to his rule because the then recent discoveries in
the natural sciences

had convinced him that man

in his search for

truth and knowledge can trust neither the given evidence of the
senses, nor the "innate truth" of the mind, nor the "inner light of

reason." This mistrust of the

human

capacities has

been ever since

one of the most elementary conditions of the modern age and the

modern world; but

it

did not spring, as

is

usually assumed,

from

a sudden mysterious dwindling of faith in God, and its cause was
a suspicion of reason as such. Its origin was
originally not even

simply the highly justified loss of confidence in the truth-revealing
of the senses. Reality no longer was disclosed as an outer

capacity

phenomenon

to

human

sensation, but

into the sensing of the sensation

had withdrawn, so

itself. It

to speak,

now turned out that withGod nor trust in reason

out confidence in the senses neither faith in

could any longer be secure, because the revelation of both divine
and rational truth had always been implicitly understood to follow
the awe-inspiring simplicity of man's relationship with the world; I
open my eyes and behold the vision, I listen and hear the sound,
I

move my body and touch

ship,

we begin
of
this
relationreliability

the tangibility of the world. If

to doubt the fundamental truthfulness

and

which of course does not exclude errors and

the contrary,

is

illusions but,

on

the condition of their eventual correction, none of

the traditional metaphors for suprasensual truth
be it the eyes of
the mind which can see the sky of ideas or the voice of conscience

by the human heart

can any longer carry its meaning.
The fundamental experience underlying Cartesian doubt was the

listened to

discovery that the earth, contrary to all direct sense experience,
revolves around the sun. The modern age began when man, with
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the help of the telescope, turned his
bodily eyes toward the universe,
about which he had speculated for a long time seeing with the eyes
of the mind, listening with the ears of the heart, and guided by the

inner light of reason
and learned that his senses were not fitted
for the universe, that his
everyday experience, far from being able
to constitute the model for the
reception of truth and the acquisition
of knowledge,
this
it

deception

was a constant source of error and
whose enormity we

was centuries before

its full

delusion. After

find difficult to realize because

impact was

felt

only in the rather restricted milieu of scholars

everywhere and not
and philosophers

suspicions began to haunt modern man from all sides. But its most
immediate consequence was the spectacular rise of natural science,
which for a long time seemed to be liberated by the discovery that

our senses by themselves do not

tell

the truth. Henceforth, sure of

the unreliability of sensation and the
resulting insufficiency of mere
observation, the natural sciences turned toward the experiment,

which, by directly interfering with nature, assured the development
whose progress has ever since appeared to be limitless.
Descartes became the father of modern philosophy because he
generalized the experience of the preceding as well as his own generation, developed it into a new method of thinking, and thus be-

came

the first thinker thoroughly trained in that "school of suspicion" which, according to Nietzsche, constitutes modern philosophy.
Suspicion of the senses remained the core of scientific pride until
in our time it has turned into a source of uneasiness. The trouble
is

that

"we

behaving so differently from what we observe
and palpable bodies of our surroundings that no model

find nature

in the visible

our large-scale experiences can ever be 'true' "; at this
and our
point the indissoluble connection between our thinking
sense perception takes its revenge, for a model that would leave

shaped

after

sense experience altogether out of account and, therefore, be comto nature in the experiment is not only "practically
pletely adequate
16
inaccessible but not even thinkable."
is

The trouble,

in other words,

not that the modern physical universe cannot be visualized, for
a matter of course under the assumption that nature does not

this is
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reveal itself to the

human

senses; the uneasiness begins

turns out to be inconceivable, that

is,

when nature

unthinkable in terms of pure

reasoning as well.

The dependence

of

modern thought upon

the natural sciences shows
tury. It is

uted

Ms

most

itself

factual discoveries of

cenclearly in the seventeenth

not always admitted as readily as by Hobbes,

philosophy exclusively to the results of the

who

work

attrib-

of

Co-

and who
pernicus and Galileo, Kepler, Gassendi, and Mersenne,
denounced all past philosophy as nonsense with a violence matched

One
perhaps only by Luther's contempt for the "stulti philosophic
does not need the radical extremism of Hobbes's conclusion, not
that

man may be

and

evil

by nature, but that a distinction between good
makes no sense, and that reason, far from being an inner
evil

light disclosing truth, is a

mere

"faculty of reckoning with conse-

earthbound experience
quences"; for the basic suspicion that man's
is no less
present in Descartes' fear
presents a caricature of truth
that an evil spirit

may

and withhold truth forever

rule the world

from the mind of a being so manifestly subject

to error. In

its

most

harmless form, it permeates English empiricism, where the meaningfulness of the sensibly given is dissolved into data of sense perhabit
ception, disclosing their meaning only through
experiences, so that in an extreme subjectivism man

and repeated
is

imprisoned in a non- world of meaningless sensations that

and no truth can

penetrate. Empiricism

tion of the senses; actually

common-sense arguing can

it

rests

ultimately

no

reality

only seemingly a vindicathe assumption that only

is

on

them meaning, and

it
give
always starts
with a declaration of non-confidence in the truth- or reality-revealing
capacity of the senses. Puritanism and empiricism, in fact, are only

same coin. The same fundamental suspicion finally
Kant's
gigantic effort to re-examine the human faculties in
inspired
such a way that the question of a Ding an sich, that is the truthtwo

sides of the

revealing faculty of experience in an absolute sense, could be left
in abeyance.

Of much more immediate consequence for our concept of history
was the positive version of subjectivism which arose from the same
predicament: Although

it

seems that

man

is

unable to recognize
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himself, he nevertheless

what he made himself. This

pragmatic attitude is already the fully articulated reason why Vico
turned his attention to history and thus became one of the fathers
of

modern

historical consciousness.

He

said:

Geometrica demon-

stramus quia jacimus; si physica demonstrare possemus, faceremus. 17 ("Mathematical matters we can
prove because we ourselves
make them; to prove the physical, we would have to make it.")

Vico turned to the sphere of history only because he still believed
impossible "to make nature." No so-called humanist considera-

it

away from

tions inspired his turning
that history is "made"

by men

nature, but solely the belief

just as nature

is

"made" by God;

hence historical truth can be known by men, the makers of history,
but physical truth is reserved for the Maker of the universe.
It

when

has frequently been asserted that modern science was born
attention shifted from the search after the "what" to the

investigation of "how." This shift of emphasis

course

if

one assumes that

man

can

know

is

almost a matter of

only what he has made

himself, insofar as this assumption in turn implies that I "know"
a thing whenever I understand how it has come into being. By the

same token, and

for the

same reasons, the emphasis

interest in things to interest in processes, of

shifted

from

which things were soon

become almost

accidental by-products. Vico lost interest in nature because he assumed that to penetrate the mystery of Creation

to

would be necessary to understand the creative process, whereas all
previous ages had taken it for granted that one can very well under-

it

stand the universe without ever knowing how God created it, or, in
the Greek version, how the things that are by themselves came into
being. Since the seventeenth century the chief preoccupation of all
scientific inquiry, natural as well as historical, has been with proc-

but only modern technology (and no mere science, no matter
mechanical
highly developed), which began with substituting

esses;

how

human activities laboring and working and ended
with starting new natural processes, would have been wholly adequate to Vice's ideal of knowledge. Vico, who is regarded by many
processes for

as the father of

modem history,

would hardly have turned

to history
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He would have turned to technology; for
our technology does indeed what Vico thought divine action did in
the realm of nature and human action in the realm of history.
under modern conditions.

In the modern age history emerged as something it never had been
before. It was no longer composed of the deeds and sufferings of

men, and it no longer told the story of events affecting the lives of
men; it became a man-made process, the only all-comprehending
process which

Today

owed

this quality

its

human

existence exclusively to the

race.

which distinguished history from nature is also
We know today that though we cannot "make"

a thing of the past.
nature in the sense of creation,

we are quite capable of starting new
natural processes, and that in a sense therefore we "make nature,"
to the extent, that is, that we "make history." It is true we have
reached

this stage

only with the nuclear discoveries, where natural
and where the natural

forces are let loose, unchained, so to speak,

processes which take place would never have existed without direct
interference of human action. This stage goes far beyond not only

when wind and water were used
human forces, but also the industrial

the pre-modern age,

to substitute

and multiply

age, with its

for

steam engine and internal-combustion motor, where natural forces
were imitated and utilized as man-made means of production.

The contemporary

decline of interest in the humanities,

pecially in the study of history,
pletely

modernized countries,

is

which seems inevitable in
quite in accord with the

and
all

es-

com-

first

im-

pulses that led to modern historical science. What is definitely out
of place today is the resignation which led Vico into the study of
history. We can do in the natural-physical realm what he thought

we could do only in the realm of history. We have begun to act into
we used to act into history. If it is merely a question of

nature as

processes,

it

has turned out that man

is

as capable of starting natural

processes which would not have come about without human interference as he is of starting something new in the field of human
affairs.

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, technology has
emerged as the meeting ground of the natural and historical sciences,

and although hardly a

single great scientific discovery

has ever been
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made for pragmatic, technical, or practical
purposes (pragmatism
in the vulgar sense of the word stands refuted
by the factual record
of scientific
development), this final outcome is in perfect accord
with the innermost intentions of modern science. The
comparatively

new

which so quickly became to history what technology had been to physics, may use the experiment in a much
cruder and less reliable
than do the natural sciences, but the
social sciences,

way

method

is

the same:
they too prescribe conditions, conditions to

human behavior,

as

modern physics

processes. If their

prescribes conditions to natural

vocabulary
repulsive and their hope to close
the alleged
gap between our scientific mastery of nature and our
is

deplored impotence to "manage"
neering science of

human

human

affairs

through an engi-

relations sounds frightening,

it is
only
because they have decided to treat man as an
natural
being
entirely
whose life process can be handled the same
way as all other proc-

esses.

In this context, however, it is
important to be aware how decisively
the technological world we live in, or
perhaps begin to live in, differs

from the mechanized world
tion.

as

it

arose with the Industrial Revolu-

This difference
corresponds essentially to the difference be-

tween action and fabrication. Industrialization

still

consisted prima-

rily of the mechanization of work processes, the improvement in
the making of
and man's attitude to nature still remained

objects,

homo faber, to whom nature gives the material out of which
the human artifice is erected. The world we have now come to live
in, however, is much more determined by man acting into nature,
creating natural processes and directing them into the human artifice
and the realm of human affairs, than
by building and preserving
the human artifice as a
relatively permanent entity.
that of

is distinguished from action in that it has a definite
a predictable end: it comes to an end with its end
and
beginning
product, which not only outlasts the activity of fabrication but from

Fabrication

then on has a kind of "life" of
the Greeks were the
it

first

own. Action, on the contrary, as
to discover, is in and by itself utterly futile;
its

never leaves an end product behind

quences

has any consean endless new chain of

itself. If it

at all, they consist in
principle in
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happenings whose eventual outcome the actor is utterly incapable
of knowing or controlling beforehand. The most he may be able to

do

is

to force things into a certain direction,

and even of

this

he can

None of these characteristics is present in fabrication.
Compared with the futility and fragility of human action, the world
never be sure.

fabrication erects

is

of lasting

permanence and tremendous

solidity.

Only insofar as the end product of fabrication is incorporated
into the human world, where its use and eventual "history" can
never be entirely predicted, does even fabrication start a process
whose outcome cannot be entirely foreseen and is therefore beyond
its author. This means
only that man is never excluremains at the same time
that
the
fabricator
homo
even
faber,
sively
an acting being, who starts processes wherever he goes and with

the control of

whatever he does.

Up

own

to our

human action with its man-made processes
human world, whereas man's chief preoccupa-

age

was confined to the

tion with regard to nature

was

to use

its

material in fabrication, to

human artifice and defend it against the overwhelming force of the elements. The moment we started natural processes
of our own
and splitting the atom is precisely such a man-made
natural process
we not only increased our power over nature, or
build with

it

the

became more

aggressive in our dealings with the given forces of the

earth, but for the

as such

and

first

human

elements and the

were hedged

time have taken nature into the

obliterated the defensive boundaries

in.

artifice

by which

all

human world

between natural

previous civilizations

18

The dangers of

this acting into

nature are obvious

that the aforementioned characteristics of

if

we assume

human

action are part
condition. Unpredictability is not lack of

and parcel of the human
foresight, and no engineering management of human affairs will
ever be able to eliminate it, just as no training in prudence can ever
lead to the

wisdom of knowing what one

does.

Only

total condition-

the total abolition of action, can ever

hope to cope with
even
the
of
human behavior
unpredictability.
predictability
which political terror can enforce for relatively long periods of time
ing, that

is,

And

is

hardly able to change the very essence of

human

affairs

once and
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for
all

all; it

its

own

future.

Human

action, like

phenomena, is bound up with human plurality,
one of the fundamental conditions of human life insofar
rests on the fact of
is
natality, through which the human world

strictly political

which
as

can never be sure of
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it

is

constantly invaded by strangers, newcomers whose actions and reactions cannot be foreseen
by those who are already there and are

going to leave in a short while. If, therefore, by starting natural
processes, we have begun to act into nature, we have manifestly

begun

to carry our

own

unpredictability into that realm

which we

used to think of as ruled by inexorable laws. The "iron law" of
history was always only a metaphor borrowed from nature; and the
is that this
metaphor no longer convinces us because it has
turned out that natural science can by no means be sure of an un-

fact

challengeable rule of law in nature as soon as men, scientists and
technicians, or simply builders of the human artifice, decide to inter-

and no longer leave nature to herself.
Technology, the ground on which the two realms of history and
nature have met and interpenetrated each other in our time, points

fere

back to the connection between the concepts of nature and history
as they appeared with the rise of the modern age in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

The connection lies

in the concept of process:

both imply that we think and consider everything in terms of processes and are not concerned with single entities or individual occurrences and their special separate causes.

The key words

of

modern historiography

"development" and "progress" were, in
the nineteenth century, also the key words of the then new branches
of natural science, particularly biology and geology, one dealing
with animal life and the other even with non-organic matter in terms
of historical processes. Technology, in the modern sense, was pre-

ceded by the various sciences of natural history, the history of biomutual adjustment of
logical life, of the earth, of the universe.
of
scientific
of
the
two
branches
terminology
inquiry had taken

A

place before the quarrel between the natural and historical sciences
preoccupied the scholarly world to such an extent that it confused
the fundamental issues.

Nothing seems more

likely to dispel this confusion

than the

latest
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developments in the natural sciences. They have brought us back
to the common origin of both nature and history in the modern age

and demonstrate that

their

common denominator

lies

indeed in the

concept of process no less than the common denominator of nature and history in antiquity lay in the concept of immortality. But
the experience which underlies the modern age's notion of process,
unlike the experience underlying the ancient notion of immortality,
is
by no means primarily an experience which man made in the

world surrounding him; on the contrary, it sprang from the despair
of ever experiencing and knowing adequately all that is given to

man and

not

moned up

made by him. Against this despair modern man sumown capacities; despairing of ever

the full measure of his

capacities for action,

mere contemplation, he began to try out his
and by doing so he could not help becoming

aware that wherever

man

finding truth through

acts

he

starts processes.

The notion

of

process does not denote an objective quality of either history or
nature; it is the inevitable result of human action. The first result of

men's acting into history

is

that history

most cogent argument for men's acting
scientific inquiry is that today, in
is

becomes a process, and the
into nature in the guise of

Whitehead's formulation, "nature

a process."

To

act into nature, to carry

human

unpredictability into a realm

where we are confronted with elemental forces which we

shall per-

haps never be able to control reliably, is dangerous enough. Even
more dangerous would it be to ignore that for the first time in our

human capacity for action has begun to dominate all
the capacity for wonder and thought in contemplation no
less than the capacities of homo iaber and the human animal labohistory the

others

rans. This, of course, does not

mean

that

men from now on

will

no

longer be able to fabricate things or to think or to labor. Not the
capabilities of man, but the constellation which orders their mutual
relationships can and does change historically. Such changes can
best be observed in the changing self -interpretations of man throughout history, which, though they may be quite irrelevant for the ulti-

mate "what" of human nature, are still the briefest and most succinct witnesses to the spirit of whole epochs. Thus, schematically

The Concept of History

Greek

63

antiquity agreed that the highest

form of

human life was spent in a polls and that the supreme human

capacity

speaking,

was speech

classic

<Sov

TroAm/cov

twofold definition;

and

Rome and

<5ov

Aoyov exov, in Aristotle's

medieval philosophy defined

famous

man

as

the animal rationale; in the initial
stages of the modern age, man was
of
as
homo
faber,
until, in the nineteenth century,
thought
primarily

man was

interpreted as an animal laborans

whose metabolism with

nature would yield the highest
productivity of which human life
the
capable. Against
background of these schematic definitions,

would be adequate for the world we have come

man

It is

of

all

it

to live in to define

as a being capable of action; for this capacity
the center of all other human

become

is

seems to have

capabilities.

beyond doubt

human

abilities

that the capacity to act

and

possibilities,

that the self-created risks

mankind

solutions or to give advice.

At best,

and

is

the most dangerous

it is

also

beyond doubt

faces today have never been
faced before. Considerations like these are not at all meant to offer

and closer

reflection

they might encourage sustained

on the nature and the

of action, which never before has revealed

intrinsic potentialities
its

greatness and

its

dangers so openly.

//:

History and Earthly Immortality

The modern concept of process pervading history and nature
modern age from the past more profoundly than
other
idea.
To our modern way of thinking nothing is
single
any
alike separates the

meaningful in and by itself, not even history or nature taken each
as a whole, and certainly not particular occurrences in the physical
order or specific historical events. There
this state of affairs. Invisible processes

is

a fateful enormity in

have engulfed every tangible

thing, every individual entity that is visible to us, degrading them
into functions of an over-all process. The enormity of this change

to escape us if we allow ourselves to be misled by such
or the alienation
generalities as the disenchantment of the world

is likely

of

man,

notion of the
generalities that often involve a romanticized
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past.

What

the concept of process implies

is

that the concrete

and

and the universal meaning,
have parted company. The process, which alone makes meaning-

.the general, the single thing or event

ful

whatever it happens to carry along, has thus acquired a monopoly

and

of universality

significance.

Certainly nothing

more

sharply distinguishes the

modern concept

does not hinge
on whether or not antiquity had a concept of world history or an
idea of mankind as a whole. What is much more relevant is that
of history

from

that of antiquity.

For

this distinction

Greek and Roman historiography, much as they differ from each
other, both take it for granted that the meaning or, as the Romans
would say, the lesson of each event, deed, or occurrence is revealed
in

and by

itself.

This, to be sure, does not exclude either causality

or the context in which something occurs; antiquity was as aware
of these as we are. But causality and context were seen in a light
provided by the event itself, illuminating a specific segment of human
affairs; they were not envisaged as having an independent existence
of which the event would be only the more or less accidental though
adequate expression. Everything that was done or happened con-

tained and disclosed
confines of

its

its

share of "general" meaning within the
and did not need a developing and

individual shape

engulfing process to become significant. Herodotus wanted "to say
is" (Aeyo/ ra lovra) because saying and writing stabilize the

what

and perishable, "fabricate a memory" for it, in the Greek
idiom: /w^/wjv irou-lvOu; yet he never would have doubted that each
futile

thing that is or was carries its meaning within itself and needs only
the word to make it manifest (Aoyots SyXow, "to disclose through

words"), to "display the great deeds in public," daroSo&s
/wyaAcor.

The

flux of his narrative is sufficiently loose to leave

<.py<*v

room

stories, but there is nothing in this flux indicative that the
bestows
general
meaning and significance on the particular.
For this shift of emphasis it is immaterial whether Greek poetry

for

many

and historiography saw the meaning of the event in some surpassing
greatness justifying its remembrance by posterity, or whether the

Romans

conceived of history as a storehouse of examples taken

from actual

political behavior,

demonstrating what tradition, the
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authority of ancestors, demanded from each generation and what
the past had accumulated for the benefit of the
present. Our notion
of historical process overrules both
concepts, bestowing upon mere
an
and
time-sequence
importance
dignity it never had before.

Because of

it

modem

emphasis upon time and time-sequence,
has often been maintained that the origin of our historical conthis

sciousness lies in the Hebrew-Christian tradition, with

its

rectilinear

time-concept and its idea of a divine providence giving to the whole
of man's historical time the unity of a plan of salvation
an idea

which indeed stands

as

much

in contrast to the insistence

on

indi-

vidual events and occurrences of classical
antiquity as to the cyclical
of
late
time-speculations
great deal of evidence has been
antiquity.

A

modern
and came

cited in support of the thesis that the

historical conscious-

ness has a Christian religious origin
into being through a
secularization of originally theological categories. Only our religious
tradition, it is said, knows of a beginning and, in the Christian version,

an end of the world;

if

human

life

on earth follows a divine

plan of salvation, then its mere sequence must harbor a significance
independent of and transcending all single occurrences. Therefore^
the argument runs, a "well-defined outline of world history" did not
appear prior to Christianity, and the first philosophy of history is

presented in Augustine's De Civitate Dei. And it is true that in
Augustine we find the notion that history itself, namely that which

has meaning and makes sense, can be separated from the single
historical events related in chronological narrative.

He

states ex-

of men are related in
plicitly that "although the past institutions
historical narrative, history itself is not to be counted among human
institutions." ld

This similarity between the Christian and the modern concept of
the
history is deceptive, however. It rests on a comparison with
the
cyclical history-speculations of late antiquity and overlooks

Greece and Rome. The comparison is
supported by the fact that Augustine himself, when he refuted pagan
timetime-speculations, was primarily concerned with the cyclical
classical history-concepts of

own

which indeed no Christian could accept
because of the absolute uniqueness of Christ's life and death on
theories of his

era,
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earth:

"Once Christ died

for our sins;

and

^ What modern

rising

from the dead, he

are liable to forget is
dieth no more."
interpreters
that Augustine claimed this uniqueness of event, which sounds so
the supreme event in
familiar to our ears, for this one event

human

history,

when

eternity, as

it

only
were, broke into the course of

for
earthly mortality; he never claimed such uniqueness, as we do,
of
that
fact
the
The
secular
events.
problem
history
simple
ordinary

arose in Christian thought only with Augustine should make us
this all the more as it arose, in terms
its Christian
origin, and

doubt

of Augustine's

The

fall of

Christians

own philosophy and theology, because of an

Rome,

accident.

occurring in his lifetime, was interpreted by
alike as a decisive event, and it was to the

and pagans

refutation of this belief that Augustine devoted thirteen years of
his

life.

The

point, as

he saw

it,

was that no purely secular event

could or should ever be of central import to man. His lack of interest
in what we call history was so great that he devoted only one book
of the Civitas Dei to secular events; and in commissioning his friend

and pupil Orosius

to write a "world history"

he had no more in

mind than a "true compilation of the evils of the world." 21
Augustine's attitude toward secular history is essentially no different

from that of the Romans,

albeit the

emphasis

is

inverted:

history remains a storehouse of examples, and the location of events
in time within the secular course of history remains without im-

and the only story in which
portance. Secular history repeats itself,
unique and unrepeatable events take place begins with Adam and
ends with the birth and death of Christ. Thereafter secular powers
rise

and fall

as in the past

but no fundamentally

mundane

events,

new

will rise

and

fall until

truth will ever again

them. In

earth,"

and

historical consciousness.

all truly

to attach particu-

Christian philosophy

this fact alone

To

the world's end,

be revealed by such

and Christians are not supposed

lar significance to

"pilgrim on

and

it

man

is

a

from our own

separates
the Christian, as to the

Roman,

the

significance of secular events lay in their having the character of
examples likely to repeat themselves, so that action could follow

certain standardized patterns. (This, incidentally,

removed from the Greek notion of

is

also very far

the heroic deed, related

by poets

The Concept of History
and

historians,

67

which serves as a kind of yardstick with which to

measure one's own capacities for greatness. The difference between
the faithful following of a recognized
example and the attempt to

measure oneself against it is the difference between Roman-Christian morality and what has been called the Greek
agonal spirit,
which did not know any "moral" considerations but only an dei
an unceasing effort always to be the best of all.) For us,
on the other hand, history stands and falls on the assumption that
the process in its very
secularity tells a story of its own and that,
apicrrevav,

speaking, repetitions cannot occur.
Even more alien to the modern concept of history is the Christian
notion that mankind has a beginning and an end, that the world
strictly

was created

in time

and

will ultimately perish, like all things

poral. Historical consciousness did not arise

the world

was taken

when

century

the creation of

as the starting point for chronological

tion, by the Jews in the Middle Ages; nor did

it

tem-

enumera-

arise in the sixth

when Dionysus Exiguus began counting time from the birth
We know of similar schemes of chronology in Oriental

of Christ.

civilization,

tice of

and the Christian calendar imitated the

Roman

counting time from the year of the foundation of

stark contrast stands the

modern computation

prac-

Rome. In

of historical dates,

introduced only at the end of the eighteenth century, that takes the
birth of Christ as a turning point from which to count time both

backward and forward. This chronological reform is presented in
the textbooks as a mere technical improvement, needed for scholarly
purposes to facilitate the exact fixing of dates in ancient history
without referring to a maze of different time-reckonings. In more
recent times, Hegel inspired an interpretation which sees in the
modern time system a truly Christian chronology because the birth
of Christ

now seems

to have

become

the turning point of world

22

history.

Neither of these explanations

is

resatisfactory. Chronological

forms for scholarly purposes have occurred many times in the past
without being accepted in everyday life, precisely because they were
invented for scholarly convenience only and did not correspond to

any changed time-concept in society

at large.

The

decisive thing
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in our system is not that the birth of Christ

now

appears as the
had been recognized as such

turning point of world history, for it
and with greater force many centuries before without any similar
effect upon our chronology, but rather that now, for the first time,

the history of mankind reaches back into an infinite past to which
we can add at will and into which we can inquire further as it
stretches

ahead into an

and future eliminates

infinite future.

all

This twofold

infinity

of past

notions of beginning and end, establishing

What at first glance
looks like a Christianization of world history in fact eliminates all
mankind

in a potential earthly immortality.

religious time-speculations

history

is

concerned we

from secular

live in a

history.

So

far as secular

process which knows no beginning

and no end and which thus does not permit us to entertain eschatological expectations. Nothing could be more alien to Christian thought
than

this

The
of the

concept of an earthly immortality of mankind.

great impact of the notion of history

modern age came

relatively late,

upon the consciousness

not before the

the eighteenth century, finding with relative quickness

consummation

in Hegel's philosophy.

ian metaphysics

is

The

last third
its

of

climactic

central concept of Hegel-

history. This alone places

it

in the sharpest pos-

sible opposition to all previous metaphysics, which, since Plato,

had

looked for truth and the revelation of eternal Being everywhere
rot T<OV avQpwTruv
Trpdyfiara
except in the realm of human affairs
of which Plato speaks with such contempt precisely because no
permanence could be found in it and therefore it could not be ex-

pected to disclose truth.

To

think, with Hegel, that truth resides

reveals itself in the time-process itself
historical consciousness,

however

Hegelian terms or not. The

is

characteristic of all

and

modem

expresses itself, in specifically
the
rise of
humanities in the nineteenth
it

century was inspired by the same feeling for history and is hence
clearly distinguished from the recurrent revivals of antiquity that

Men now began to read, as Meinecke
had
ever
read before. They "read in order
nobody

took place in previous periods.
pointed out, as

from history the ultimate truth it could offer to God-seeking people"; but this ultimate truth was no longer supposed to reside
to force
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in a single book, whether the Bible or

some substitute for it. Hiswas considered such a book, the book "of the human soul

tory itself
in times and nations," as Herder defined

Recent

shed

historical research has

tional period

it.

23

much new light on the

transi-

between the Middle Ages and modern times, with the
modem age, previously assumed to have begun with

result that the

the Renaissance, has been traced back into the very heart of the

Middle Ages. This greater insistence on an unbroken continuity,
valuable though it is, has one drawback, that by trying to bridge
the gulf separating a religious culture from the secular world we
live in, it bypasses, rather than solves, the
great riddle of the sudden

undeniable rise of the secular.

more than the

If

rise of the secular

transcendent world, then
consciousness

is

it

is

by "secularization" one means no
and the concomitant eclipse of a

undeniable that modern historical

very intimately connected with

it.

This, however,

no way implies the doubtful transformation of religious and transcendent categories into immanent earthly aims and standards on
which the historians of ideas have recently insisted. Secularization
in

means

first

of

all

simply the separation of religion and

politics,

and

both sides so fundamentally that nothing is less likely
to have taken place than the gradual transformation of religious
this affected

categories into secular concepts

continuity try to establish.

which the defenders of unbroken

The reason they can succeed

to

some

extent in convincing us lies in the nature of ideas in general rather
than in the period with which they deal; the moment one separates
an idea entirely from its basis in real experience, it is not difficult

and almost any other idea. In
we assume that something like an independent realm

to establish a connection

other words,

if

between

it

all notions and
concepts cannot but be interall
their
then
because
owe
related,
origin to the same source:
they
a human mind seen in its extreme subjectivity, forever playing with

of pure ideas exists,

its

own

images, unaffected by experience and with no relationship
is conceived as nature or as history.

to the world, whether the world

However,

if

we understand by

secularization an event that can be

dated in historical time rather than a change of ideas, then the
of reason" was a secularquestion is not whether Hegel's "cunning
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ization of divine providence or whether Marx's classless society
The fact is that
represents a secularization of the Messianic Age.

the separation of church and state occurred, eliminating religion
from public life, removing all religious sanctions from politics, and
element it had acquired in the
causing religion to lose that political
centuries

Roman

when

the

Empire.

Roman

(It

Catholic Church acted as the heir of the

does not follow that

this separation

converted

This type of privacy in

an entirely "private affair,"
comes about when a tyrannical regime

religion into

prohibits the public
the
believer
the
of
churches, denying
public space in
functioning
which he can appear with others and be seen by them. The publicreligion

secular domain, or the political sphere, properly speaking, comprebeliever can
hends and has room for the public-religious sphere.
be a member of a church and at the same time act as a citizen in

A

the larger unit constituted

by all belonging to the City.) This

ization was frequently brought about by

men who

secular-

did not doubt in

the least the truth of traditional religious teaching (even Hobbes
died in mortal fear of "hell-fire/* and Descartes prayed to the Holy
us in considering all
Virgin) and nothing in the sources justifies

those who prepared or helped to establish a new independent secular
atheists. All that we can say is that,
sphere as secret or unconscious

whatever their faith or lack of
secular.

Thus the

it, it

was without influence on the

of the seventeenth
political theorists

complished secularization

by separating

political

century ac-

thinking from

the rules of natural law provided a
theology, and by insisting that
if God did not exist. It was the same
even
body politic

basis for the

thought which made Grotius say that "even God cannot cause two
times two not to make four." The point was not to deny the existence

God

but to discover in the secular realm an independent, immanent meaning which even God could not alter.
of

It

has been pointed out before that the most important conse-

realm in the modern age was that
whether it be the immortality of
belief in individual immortality

quence of the

rise of the secular

more

lost
importantly, the resurrection of the body
"it was inevitable that
force.
Now
indeed
politically binding
earthly posterity should once again become the principal substance

the soul or,

its

The Concept
of hope," but

It

11

of History

does not follow from this that a secularization of

the belief in a hereafter occurred or that the

new

attitude

was

es-

nothing but "a redisposition of the Christian ideas which

sentially

it

seeks to displace." 24 What
actually happened was that the problem
of politics regained that
grave and decisive relevance for the existence of men which it had been
lacking since antiquity because it
was irreconcilable with a
strictly Christian understanding of the

For Greeks and Romans

secular.

alike, all differences

notwithstand-

ing, the

foundation of a body politic was
brought about by man's
need to overcome the
of
human
life and the
of
mortality
futility

human

deeds. Outside the

body politic, man's life was not only
and not even primarily insecure, i.e.,
exposed to the violence of
others; it was without meaning and dignity because under no circumstances could

it

leave any traces behind

it.

That was the reason

for the curse laid
by Greek thinking on the whole sphere of private
life, the "idiocy" of which consisted in its
being concerned

solely

with survival, just as

was the reason for Cicero's contention that
and
only through building
preserving political communities could

human

it

virtue attain to the

secularization of the
activity

25
ways of the gods. In other words, the

modern age once more brought

which Aristotle had called a6avari

tv,

to the fore that

a term for which

we

have no ready equivalent in our

living languages. The reason I menword again is that it points to an activity of "immortalizing"
than to the object which is to become immortal. To strive

tion this

rather

for immortality can mean, as

it
certainly did in early Greece, the
immortalization of oneself through famous deeds and the
acquisition
of immortal fame; it can also mean the addition to the human arti-

fice of

something more permanent than

we

are ourselves; and

it

can

did with the philosophers, the
spending of one's life
with things immortal. In any event, the word designated an activity
and not a belief, and what the activity required was an imperishable

mean, as

it

26
space guaranteeing that "immortalizing" would not be in vain.
To us, who have been accustomed to the idea of immortality

only through the lasting appeal of works of art and perhaps through
the relative permanence we ascribe to all great civilizations, it may
appear implausible that the drive toward immortality should lie at
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27
the foundation of political communities. To the Greeks, however,
the latter might very well have been much more taken for granted

than the former. Did not Pericles think that the highest praise he
Athens was to claim that it no longer needed "a
could bestow

upon

Homer or

others of his craft," but that, thanks to the polis, Atheni-

ans everywhere would leave "imperishable monuments" behind
29
them? 2S What Homer had done was to immortalize human deeds,
with the service of "others of his craft"
polis could dispense
because it offered each of its citizens that public-political space that

and the

It

assumed would confer immortality upon

Ms

acts.

The growing
demand to

after Socrates' death, their

of the philosophers
apolitism
activities and their insistence
from
be freed
political

a

on performing

theoretical aBa,va,Tt&v outside the sphere of
nonpractical, purely

political

life

as well as political causes, but among
of polis life,
certainly the increasing decay
let alone immortality, of this par-

had philosophical

the political ones was
making even the permanence,
ticular

The

body

politic

more and more

doubtful.

ancient philosophy foreshadowed the
apolitism of

much more

radical anti-political attitude of early Christianity, which, however,
extremism survived only so long as the Roman Empire
in its

very
a stable body politic for all nations and all religions. Durof our era the conviction that things earthly
ing these early centuries
remained a religious matter and was the belief of
are
provided

perishable
those who wanted to have nothing to do with political affairs. This
the crucial experience of the fall of Rome,
changed decisively with
the sacking of the Eternal City, after which no age ever again be-

human product, least of all a political structure,
could endure forever. As far as Christian thought was concerned,
lieved that any

this

was a mere

reaffirmation of

its beliefs. It

was

of

no great

rele-

individual men
vance, as Augustine pointed out. To Christians only
mankind as a
neither
this
of
world,
were immortal, but nothing else

whole nor the earth itself, least of all the human artifice. Only by
activities be
performed,
transcending this world could immortalizing

and the only institution that could be justified within the secular
realm was the Church, the Civitas Dei on earth, to which had fallen
the burden of political responsibility and into which all genuinely
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impulses could be drawn. That this transformation of Christianity and its earlier anti-political impulses into a great and stable
political

was possible at all without complete perversion
of the Gospel is almost
wholly due to Augustine, who, though hardly
the father of our
the spiritual author
concept of history, is

political institution

probably

and

certainly the greatest theorist of Christian politics. What was
decisive in this respect was that he, still
firmly rooted in the Roman
tradition, could add to the Christian notion of an everlasting life the
civitas, a Civitas Dei, where men even in the herewould continue to live in a community. Without this reformula-

idea of a future
after

tion of Christian thoughts
through Augustine, Christian politics

might have remained what they had been in the early centuries, a
contradiction in terms. Augustine could solve the dilemma because
the language itself came to his help: in Latin the word "to live" had
always coincided with inter homines esse, "to be in the company of

men," so that an everlasting life in Roman interpretation was bound
to mean that no man would ever have to
part from human company
even though in death he had to leave the earth. Thus the fact of the
plurality of men, one of the fundamental prerequisites of political

bound human "nature" even under the conditions of individual
immortality, and was not among the characteristics which this "nature" had acquired after Adam's fall and which made politics in the
mere secular sense a necessity for the sinful life on earth. Augustine's
life,

some kind of political life must exist even under
conditions of sinlessness, and indeed sanctity, he summed up in

conviction that

one sentence:
is

a

life

Socialis est vita sanctorum,

even the

life

of the saints

30
together with other men.

If the insight into

the perishability of

all

human

creations

had no

great relevance for Christian thought and could even in its greatest
thinker be in accord with a conception of politics beyond the secular

became very troublesome in the modern age when the
secular sphere of human life had emancipated itself from religion.
The separation of religion and politics meant that no matter what

realm,

it

an individual might believe as a member of a church, as a citizen he
acted and behaved on the assumption of human mortality. Hobbes's
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of
fear of hell-fire did not influence in the least his construction

a mortal god to overawe all men.
government as the Leviathan,
within the secular realm itself secularization
Politically speaking,

meant nothing more or less than that men once more had become
we call
mortals. If this led them to a rediscovery of antiquity, which
humanism, and in which Greek and Roman sources spoke again
familiar language corresponding to experiences much
more similar to their own, it certainly did not allow them in practice
the
to mold their behavior in accordance with either the Greek or

a

much more

trust in the world's being more perexample. The ancient
manent than individual men and in political structures as a guaransurvival after death did not return, so that the ancient
tee of

Roman

earthly

a mortal life to a more or less immortal world failed
opposition of
them. Now both life and world had become perishable, mortal, and
futile.

Today we

find

it

difficult to

of absolute
grasp that this situation

unbearable to men. However, looking back upon
mortality could be
the development of the modern age up to the beginning of our own,
see that centuries passed before we became
accustomed to the notion of absolute mortality, so that the thought

the

of

modern world, we

it

no longer bothers us and the old

vidual immortal

life in

alternative

between an

a mortal world and a mortal

life in

indi-

an im-

mortal world has ceased to be meaningful. In this respect, however,
of
previous ages. Our concept
its
owes
a concept of the modern age,
history, though essentially
existence to the transition period when religious confidence in immortal life had lost its influence upon the secular and the new in35 in

many

difference

others,

we

differ

from

all

toward the question of immortality had not yet been

born.
If

we

leave aside the

new

indifference

and stay within the

limits

of the traditional alternative, bestowing immortality either upon life
or upon the world, then it is obvious that aOavarifav, immortalizing,
as an activity of mortal men, can be meaningful only if there is

no guarantee of life in the hereafter. At that moment, however, it
becomes almost a necessity as long as there is any concern with imits search
mortality whatsoever. It was therefore in the course of
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for a strictly secular realm of
enduring permanence that the
age discovered the potential immortality of mankind. This
is

manifestly expressed in our calendar;

it is
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modern
is what

the actual content of

our concept of history. History, stretching into the twofold infinity
of past and future, can guarantee
immortality on earth in much
the

same way

as the

human

teed that

Greek polis or the Roman republic had guaranand human deeds, insofar as they disclosed

life

something essential and something great, would receive a

human and

strictly

permanence in this world. The great advantage
of this concept has been that the twofold
of the historical
infinity
process establishes a time-space in which the very notion of an
end is virtually inconceivable, whereas its great disadvantage, comearthly

pared with ancient political theory, seems to be that permanence
is entrusted to a
flowing process, as distinguished from a stable

At

the same time the immortalizing process has become
of
cities, states, and nations; it encompasses the whole
independent
of mankind, whose history Hegel was consequently able to see as
structure.

one uninterrupted development of the Spirit. Therewith mankind
ceases to be only a species of nature, and what distinguishes man

from the animals

is

no longer merely

that

he has speech (Aoyov

c^onO, as in the Aristotelian definition, or that he has reason, as in
:
his very life now disthat
definition he
the
one
in
traditional
the
him,
tinguishes
thing
was supposed to share with the animals. In the words of Droysen,

the medieval definition (animal rationale)

who was perhaps
"What

the

most thoughtful of the nineteenth-century histhat is
and plants

their species is for animals
31
for
human
history
beings."

torians:

///:

While

it is

it

.

.

History and Politics

obvious that our historical consciousness would never

have been possible without the
dignity,

.

rise of the secular

was not so obvious that the

realm to a new

historical process

would

eventually be called upon to bestow the necessary new meaning and
earth. And indeed,
significance upon men's deeds and sufferings on
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modern age everything pointed to an elevaand political life, and the sixteenth and seven-

at the beginning of the

tion of political action

teenth centuries, so rich in new political philosophies, were still quite
unaware of any special emphasis on history as such. Their concern,

oa the

contrary,

was

to get rid of the past rather than to rehabilitate

the historical process.

phy

is

The

distinguishing

his single-minded insistence

trait of

Hobbes's philoso-

on the future and the

as well as of action.
teleological interpretation of thought
that man can know only that
viction of the modern

age

himself has

made seems

be in accordance with a

to

resulting

The conwhich he

glorification of

action rather than with the basically contemplative attitude of the
historian

and of historical consciousness

Thus one of the reasons

in general.

for Hobbes's break with traditional phi-

had followed Arisprevious metaphysics
of everything
causes
totle in holding that the inquiry into the first
losophy was
that

is

that while

all

comprises the chief task of philosophy,

tention that,

on

it

was Hobbes's conwas

the contrary, the task of philosophy

to guide

purposes and aims and to establish a reasonable teleology of action.
So important was this point to Hobbes that he insisted that animals
too are capable of discovering causes and that therefore this cannot
be the true distinction between human and animal life; he found
the distinction instead in the ability to reckon with "the effects of

some present or

past cause

...
32

of which I have not at any time
The modern age not only produced

seen any sign but in man only."
at its very start a new and radical political philosophy
only one example, though perhaps the most interesting

duced for the

first

Hobbes

it also
protime philosophers willing to orient themselves

according to the requirements of the political realm; and this
political orientation is present not only in Hobbes but, mutatis
tandis, in

is

Locke and

Hume

as well. It

new
mu-

can be said that Hegel's
.

transformation of metaphysics into a philosophy of history was preceded by an attempt to get rid of metaphysics for the sake of a phi-

losophy of politics.
In any consideration of the modern
concept of history one of the
crucial problems is to
explain its sudden rise during the last third
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of the eighteenth century and the concomitant decrease of interest
in purely political thinking. (Vico must be said to be a forerunner

whose influence was not

Ms

death.)

vived

felt until

Where a genuine

more than two

generations after

interest in political theory

still

sur-

ended in

despair, as in Tocqueville, or in the confusion of
with
politics
history, as in Marx. For what else but despair could
it

have inspired Tocqueville's assertion that "since the past has ceased
to throw its light upon the future the mind of man wanders in obscurity"? This

is

actually the conclusion of the great

work

in

which

he had "delineated the society of the modem world" and in the
introduction to which he had proclaimed that "a new science of
politics

is

needed for a new world."

a merciful confusion for
followers

Marx

**

And what

else

but confusion

himself and a fatal one for his

could have led to Marx's identification of action with

"the making of history"?
Marx's notion of "making history" had an influence far beyond
the circle of convinced Marxists or determined revolutionaries. Al-

though it is closely connected with Vico's idea that history was made
by man, as distinguished from "nature," which was made by God,
the difference between

them

is still decisive.

For Vico, as

later for

Hegel, the importance of the concept of history was primarily theoretical. It never occurred to either of them to
apply this concept
directly

by using

it

as a principle of action. Truth they conceived

of as being revealed to the contemplative, backward-directed glance
of the historian, who, by being able to see the process as a whole,
is

in a position to overlook the

"narrow aims" of acting men, con-

on the "higher aims" that realize themselves bebacks (Vico). Marx, on the other hand, combined this

centrating instead

hind their

notion of history with the teleological political philosophies of the
earlier stages of the modem age, so that in his thought the "higher

aims" which according to the philosophers of history revealed
themselves only to the backward glance of the historian and philosopher could become intended aims of political action. The point
is

was based not upon an analysis
on the contrary, on the Hegelian con-

that Marx's political philosophy

of action and acting

men but,

Between Past and Future

78

cern with history.

was the

historian

and the philosopher of history

same token, the age-old identificaof action with making and fabricating was supplemented and

who were
tion

It

politicalized.

the

By

were, through identifying the contemplative gaze of
the historian with the contemplation of the model (the ?Sos or

perfected, as

it

the

"ideas")
guides
"shape" from which Plato had derived
craftsmen and precedes all making. And the danger of these combithat

his

nations did not lie in making immanent what
ent, as is often alleged, as

was formerly transcend-

though Marx attempted to establish on

earth a paradise formerly located in the hereafter. The danger of
aims" into
transforming the unknown and unknowable "higher

and meaningfulness
planned and willed intentions was that meaning
were transformed into ends which is what happened when Marx
took the Hegelian meaning of

all

history

and actualization of the idea of Freedom
action,

and when he furthermore,

in

the progressive unfolding
to be an end of human

accordance with tradition,

viewed this ultimate "end" as the end-product of a manufacturing
can ever be the
process. But neither freedom nor any other meaning
product of a

human

in
activity in the sense

which the table

is

clearly

the end-product of the carpenter's activity.

The growing meaninglessness of the modern world is perhaps
nowhere more clearly foreshadowed than in this identification of
meaning and end. Meaning, which can never be the aim of action
and yet, inevitably, will rise out of human deeds after the action itself

now pursued with the same machinery of
and of organized means as were the particular direct aims
of concrete action
with the result that it was as though
meaning
has come to an end, was

intentions

had departed from the world of men and men were left with
nothing but an unending chain of purposes in whose progress the
itself

meaningfulness of

all

by future goals and

past achievements was constantly canceled out
intentions. It

is

as

though

men were

stricken

suddenly blind to fundamental distinctions such as the distinction

between meaning and end, between the general and the
particular,
grammatically speaking, the distinction between "for the sake

or,

of

.

.

."

and "in order

to

.

.

." (as

though the carpenter, for

in-

The Concept of History
stance, forgot that only
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making a table are
but that his whole life as

particular acts in

performed in the mode of "in order

to,"

by something quite different, namely an encompassing notion "for the sake of" which he became a carpenter
a carpenter

in the

first

is

ruled

And

place).

the

moment such

distinctions are forgotten

and meanings are degraded into ends, it follows that ends themselves
are no longer safe because the distinction between means and ends
no longer understood, so that finally
into means.
is

all

ends turn and are degraded

In this version of deriving politics from history, or rather, political
conscience from historical consciousness
by no means restricted

Marx

pragmatism in general we can
easily detect the age-old attempt to escape from the frustrations and

to

fragility

in particular, or even to

of

human

action by construing

it

in the image of making.

What distinguishes Marx's own theory from all others in which the
notion of "making history" has found a place is only that he alone
realized that if one takes history to be the object of a process of
fabrication or making, there

must come a moment when

this

"ob-

ject"
completed, and that if one imagines that one can "make
history," one cannot escape the consequence that there will be an
is

end

to history.

Whenever we hear of grandiose aims

as establishing a

new society in which justice

ever, or fighting a war to end

safe for democracy,

we

are

all

will

in politics, such

be guaranteed for-

wars or to make the whole world

moving in the realm of

this

kind of think-

ing.

In this context,
tory, as

it

shows

it is

itself

important to see that here the process of hisin our calendar's stretching into the infinity

of the past and the future, has been abandoned for the sake of an
altogether different kind of process, that of making something which
has a beginning as well as an end, whose laws of motion, therefore,

can be determined (for instance as

dialectical

movement) and whose

innermost content can be discovered (for instance as class struggle)
This process, however, is incapable of guaranteeing men any kind
.

of immortality because its end cancels out and makes unimportant
whatever went before: in the classless society the best mankind can
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do with history is to forget the whole unhappy affair, whose only
to abolish itself. It cannot bestow meaning on particular
purpose was
occurrences either, because
into
is

means whose

it

has dissolved

finished: single events

and deeds and

meaning here than hammer and

nails

of the particular

ail

moment the end-product

the
meaningfulness ends

sufferings

have no more

have with respect to the

finished table.

We know

from

all

common and

so

the curious ultimate meaninglessness arising
that were so

the strictly utilitarian philosophies
characteristic of the earlier industrial phase of the

men, fascinated by
of everything

the

new

in terms of

possibilities

modem age, when

of manufacturing, thought

means and ends,

i.e.,

categories

whose

had its source and justification in the experience of provalidity
trouble lies in the nature of the categorical
ducing use-objects. The
framework of ends and means, which changes every attained end
to a new end, thereby, as it were, deimmediately into the means
until in the midst of the
is
it
wherever
applied,
stroying meaning
utilitarian questioning, What is the use
seemingly unending
? in the midst of the seemingly unending progress where
of ,
.

.

the aim of today becomes the means of a better tomorrow, the one
no utilitarian thinking can ever answer; "And
question arises which
what is the use of use?" as Lessing once succinctly put it.

This meaninglessness of all truly utilitarian philosophies could
because he thought that after Hegel in
escape Marx's awareness

movements, natural and
he himself had found the spring and content of this law

his dialectics
historical,

had discovered the law of

all

and thereby the concrete meaning of the story
to Marx this formula seemed to
Class struggle

in the historical realm

history has to

tell.

the secrets of history, just as the law of gravity had apof nature. Today, after we have
peared to unlock all the secrets
been treated to one such history-construction after another, to one

unlock

all

such formula after another, the question for us is no longer whether
this or that particular formula is correct. In all such attempts what
is

considered to be a meaning

is

in fact

no more than a

pattern,

and

within the limitations of utilitarian thought nothing but patterns can
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make

sense, because only patterns can be "made," whereas meancannot
be, but, like truth, will only disclose or reveal themselves.
ings

Marx was only

the

first

and

still

the greatest,

to mistake a pattern for a meaning,

among

historians

and he

certainly could hardly
have been expected to realize that there was almost no pattern into
which the events of the past would not have fitted as neatly and

consistently as they did into his

own. Marx's pattern

based on one important historical insight; since then

at least

we have

maze

of past facts almost
upon
pattern they wish, with the result that the ruin of the factual

historians freely imposing

the

particular through the seemingly higher validity of general

ings" has even undermined the basic factual structure of
cal process, that

was
seen

any
and

"mean-

all histori-

chronology.
construed his pattern as he did because of his
concern with action and impatience with history. He is the last of
is,

Moreover, Marx

those thinkers

who stand at the borderline between the modern age's

earlier interest in
politics

and

its later

preoccupation with history.

One might mark

the point where the modern age abandoned its
for its reearlier attempts to establish a new
political philosophy
discovery of the secular by recalling the moment at which the French

Revolutionary calendar was given up, after one decade, and the
Revolution was reintegrated, as it were, into the historical process
with its twofold extension toward infinity. It was as though it was

conceded that not even the Revolution, which, along with the promulgation of the American Constitution, is still the greatest event
modem political history, contained sufficient independent mean-

in

itself to begin a new historical
process. For the Republican
calendar was abandoned not merely because of Napoleon's wish to

ing in

rule an empire

of Europe.

and to be considered the equal of the crowned heads

The abandonment

also implied the refusal, despite the

re-establishment of the secular, to accept the conviction of the ancients that political actions are meaningful regardless of their historical location,

and especially a repudiation of the

Roman

faith in

the sacredness of foundations with the accompanying custom of num-

bering time from the foundation date. Indeed, the French Revolu-
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tion,

Roman spirit and appeared to the
Roman dress, reversed itself in more

which was inspired by the

world, as

Marx

liked to say, in

than one sense.

An equally important landmark in the

shift

from the

earlier

con-

cern with politics to the later concern with history is encountered
in Kant* s political philosophy. Kant, who had greeted in Rousseau
"the

Newton

had been greeted by his con34
still had
the Rights of Man,
great

of the moral world," and

of
temporaries as the theorist
idea of history, which had probably
the
new
with
in
coping
difficulty
in
the
his
attention
to
come
writings of Herder. He is one of the last
in earnest about the "meaningless course
philosophers to complain
of human affairs," the "melancholy haphazardness" of historical

events and developments, this hopeless, senseless "mixture of error
and violence," as Goethe once defined history. Yet Kant also saw

what others had seen before him, that once you look
its

entirety

(im Grosseri)

,

at history in
rather than at single events and the ever-

agents, everything suddenly makes
at
is
least a story to tell. The process as
there
because
sense,
always
a whole appears to be guided by an "intention of nature" unknown

frustrated intentions of

to acting

By

men

pursuing

human

but comprehensible to those who come after them.
own aims without rhyme or reason men seem to

their

be led by "the guiding thread of reason."
It is of

some importance

35

to notice that Kant, like

Vico before him,

was already aware of what Hegel later called "the cunning of reason"
(Kant occasionally called it "the ruse of nature") He even had some
.

rudimentary insight into historical dialectics, as
out that nature pursues

men

its

when he pointed

over-all aims through "the

antagonism

without which men, good-natured like the
would
tend,
sheep they
hardly know how to give a higher value to
their own existence than is
possessed by their cattle." This shows to
of

in society

.

.

.

what extent the very idea of

sarily
itself.

men

history as a process suggests that in

by something of which they are not necesconscious and which finds no direct
expression in the action

their actions

Or, to put

are led

it

another way,

it

shows how extremely useful the

modern concept of history proved to be in giving the secular
political realm a meaning which it otherwise seemed to be devoid of. In
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Kant, in contrast to Hegel, the motive for the modern escape from
into history is still quite clear. It is the escape into the
"whole," and the escape is prompted by the meaninglessness of the
particular. And since Kant's primary interest was still in the nature
politics

and principles of political (or, as he would say, moral) action, he
was able to perceive the crucial drawback of the new approach, the
one great stumbling block which no philosophy of history and no
concept of progress can ever remove. In Kant's own words: "It will
always remain bewildering

.

.

.

on

.

.

.

that the earlier generations

seem

burdensome business only for the sake of the later
and that only the last should have the good fortune to dwell

to carry

their

in the [completed] building." 36

The bewildered

and great diffidence with which Kant resigned himself to introducing a concept of history into his political
regret

philosophy indicates with rare precision the nature of the perplexities which caused the modern
age to shift its emphasis from a theory
apparently so

of politics

much more

appropriate to its belief in the
to an essentially contem-

superiority of action to contemplation
plative philosophy of history. For Kant

was perhaps the only great
the question "What shall I do?" was not only as
relevant as the two other questions of metaphysics, "What can I

thinker to

whom

know?" and "What may

I
hope?" but formed the very center of his
Therefore
he
was not troubled, as even Marx and
philosophy.
Nietzsche were still troubled, by the traditional hierarchy of con-

templation over action, the vita contemplativa over the vita activa;
problem was rather another traditional hierarchy which, because

his

hidden and rarely articulate, has proved much more difficult to
overcome, the hierarchy within the vita activa itself, where the acting
of the statesman occupies the highest position, the making of the

it is

craftsman and

artist

an intermediary, and the laboring which pro-

vides the necessities for the functioning of the human organism the
(Marx was later to reverse this hierarchy too, although he
wrote explicitly only about elevating action over contemplation and

lowest.

changing the world as against interpreting
reversal he

had

it.

In the course of this

to upset the traditional hierarchy within the vita
activa as well, by putting the lowest of human activities, the activity
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of labor, into the highest place. Action

now appeared to be no more

of mankind
than a function of "the productive relationships"
traditional
Is true that
philosophy often
brought about by labor.) It

pays only

to the estimate of action as the highest activity
lip service

of making, so
of man, preferring the so much more reliable activity
been fully
ever
that the hierarchy within the vita activa has hardly
rank of Kant's philosophy that
of the
articulated. It is a

political
sign
to the fore
the old perplexities inherent in action were brought

again.

However

that

may be Kant
3

could not but become aware of the

two hopes the modern age
the secularization of our world im-

fact that action fulfilled neither of the

was bound

to expect

from

it.

If

revival of the old desire for some kind of earthly immortalplies the
then human action, especially in its political aspect, must appear
ity,
to
singularly inadequate

meet the demands of the new

age.

From the

of view of motivation, action appears to be the least interesting
point
and most futile of all human pursuits: "Passions, private aims, and

the satisfaction of selfish desires, are
of action,"

37

and "the facts of

.

.

.

the most effective springs

known history," taken by themselves,

a common basis nor continuity nor coherence"
"possess neither
on the other hand, ac(Vico) . From the viewpoint of achievement,
tion appears at once to
activities of laboring

be more

and

futile

of producing objects.

Human deeds, unless

and perishable things on
and certainly by themcan never aspire to that permanence which even ordinary usewhen they outlast their maker's life, not to mention

are the most
they are remembered,

futile

earth; they hardly outlast the activity
selves

and more frustrating than the

itself

objects possess

works of

which speak to us over the centuries. Human action,
into a web of relationships where many and opposing

art,

projected
ends are pursued, almost never

fulfills its

original intention;

no

act

own with the same happy

can ever be recognized by its author as his
a piece of work of any kind can be recognized
certainty with which
its maker. Whoever begins to act must know that he has started

by

his own
something whose end he can never foretell, if only because
deed has already changed everything and made it even more unThat is what Kant had in mind when he spoke of the

predictable.
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"melancholy haphazardness" (trostlose Ungefahr) which is so striking in the record of political history. "Action: one does not know its

one does not know

its
therefore, does action
consequences:
ss
value
at
and
all?*'
Were
old
not
the
possess any
philosophers right,
it
not
to
madness
was
expect any meaning to arise out of the realm

origin,

of

human

affairs?

For a long time

seemed that these inadequacies and perplexities
within the vita activa could be solved by ignoring the peculiarities of
action and

by

it

insisting

upon the "meaningfulness"

of the process of

entirety, which seemed to give to the political sphere
that dignity and final redemption from "melancholy haphazardness"
so obviously required. History based on the manifest assumption

history in

its

no matter how haphazard single actions may appear in the present and in their singularity, they inevitably lead to a sequence of
that

events forming a story that can be rendered through inteEigible
moment the events are removed into the past became

narrative the

the great dimension in which

men

could become "reconciled" with

reality (Hegel), the reality of human affairs, i.e., of things which
owe their existence exclusively to men. Moreover, since history in
its modern version was conceived
primarily as a process, it showed

a peculiar and inspiring
to all other

human

a fact of which

affinity

to action, which, indeed, in contrast

activities, consists first

of

all

of starting processes

human

experience has of course always been
even
the
aware,
though
preoccupation of philosophy with making
as the model of human activity has prevented the elaboration of an
articulate terminology

and precise description. The very notion of

process, which is so highly characteristic of modern science, both
natural and historical, probably had its origin in this fundamental

experience of action, to which secularization lent an emphasis such
as it had not known since the very early centuries of Greek culture,

even before the

rise of the

polis

and

certainly before the victory of

the Socratic school. History in its modern version could come to
terms with this experience; and though it failed to save politics itself from the old disgrace, though the single deeds and acts constituting the
it

realm of

politics,

has at least bestowed upon

properly speaking, were left in limbo,
the record of past events that share of

Between Past and Future

86

earthly immortality to which the

but which

its

acting men no

modern age

necessarily aspired,
longer dared to claim from posterity.

Epilogue
Today

the Kantian

and Hegelian way of becoming reconciled to

through understanding the innermost meaning of the entire
historical process seems to be quite as much refuted by our experireality

ence as the simultaneous attempt of pragmatism and utilitarianism
the preconceived meanhistory" and impose upon reality
trouble throughout the modern age has
of
While
law
man.
and
ing
as a rule started with the natural sciences and has been the conse-

to

"make

know the universe,
quence of experience gained in the attempt to
out
of the physical and
this time the refutation rises simultaneously
political

fields.

The

trouble

is

itself to consistent deductions

that almost every

and

this to

axiom seems

to lend

such an extent that

it is

as

though men were in a position to prove almost any hypothesis they
might choose to adopt, not only in the field of purely mental constructions like the various over-all interpretations of history

are

all

as well.

As

which

equally well supported by facts, but in the natural sciences
3^

far as natural science

is

concerned, this brings us back to the

by Heisenberg (pp. 48-49), whose
once
formulated
he
in a different context as the
consequence
paradox that man, whenever he tries to learn about things which neither
previously quoted statement

are himself nor

owe their

existence to him, will ultimately encounter

nothing but himself, his own constructions, and the patterns of his
own actions. 40 This is no longer a question of academic
objectivity.

cannot be solved by the reflection that man as a question-asking
being naturally can receive only answers to match his own
It

questions.

If

nothing more was involved, then

ferent questions put "to one

we would be

satisfied that dif-

and the same physical event" reveal

different but objectively
equally "true" aspects of the

enon, just as the table

same phenom-

around which a number of people have taken
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by each of them in a different aspect, without
to
be
the object common to all of them. One could
thereby ceasing
even imagine that a theory of theories, like the old mathesis unitheir places is seen

versalis,

might eventually be able to determine how many such queshow many "different types of natural law"

tions are possible or

can be applied to the same natural universe without contradiction.

The matter would become somewhat more

serious

if it

turned

out that no question exists at all which does not lead to a consistent
a perplexity we mentioned earlier when we discussed
set of answers
the distinction between pattern and meaning. In this instance the

very distinction between meaningful and meaningless questions
would disappear together with absolute truth, and the consistency

we would be

with could just as well be the consistency of an
asylum for paranoiacs or the consistency of the current demonstrations of the existence of God. However, what is really undermining
the whole

left

modern notion

contained in the process
as a whole, from which the particular occurrence derives its intelligibility, is that not only can we prove this, in the sense of consistent
that

meaning

is

we can take almost any hypothesis and act upon it,
with a sequence of results in reality which not only make sense but
work. This means quite literally that everything is possible not only

deduction, but

in the realm of ideas but in the field of reality

itself.

In my studies of totalitarianism I tried to show that the totalitarian

phenomenon, with

its

striking anti-utilitarian traits

disregard for factuality,
that everything
wise, as

is

is

based in the

possible

was the case with

last analysis

and

its

strange

on the conviction

and not just permitted, morally or otherearly nihilism.

The

totalitarian systems

tend to demonstrate that action can be based on any hypothesis and
that, in the course of consistently guided action, the particular hypothesis will

become

true, will

become

actual, factual reality.

The

assumption which underlies consistent action can be as mad as it
facts which are then "obpleases; it will always end in producing
jectively" true.

to be
originally nothing but a hypothesis,
actual facts, will in the course of consistent

What was

proved or disproved

by
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action always turn into a fact, never to be disproved. In other words,
to be,
the axiom from which the deduction is started does not need
as traditional metaphysics and logic supposed, a self-evident truth;
as given in the objective
it does not have to tally at all with the facts

world at the moment the action

starts; the

process

of action,

if it is

a world in which the assumption
consistent, will proceed to create

becomes axiomatic and

self-evident.

The frightening arbitrariness with which we
ever

are confronted

decide to embark upon this type of action,

we

which

whenis

the

obviexact counterpart of consistent logical processes, is even more
difficult
more
is
it
But
realm.
ous in the political than in the natural
to convince people that this holds true for past history. The historian,
historical process, has been so accusby gazing backward into the

an "objective" meaning, independent of the
aims and awareness of the actors, that he is liable to overlook what

tomed

to discovering

happened

actually

He

will,

in his attempt to discern

some

for example, overlook the particular

objective trend.

characteristics of

of
Stalin's totalitarian dictatorship in favor of the industrialization
Russian
of
traditional
aims
nationalistic
the
or of
the Soviet

empire

foreign policy.
Within the natural sciences things are not essentially different,
more convincing because they are so far removed
but

they appear

from the competence of the layman and his healthy, stubborn common sense, which refuses to see what it cannot understand. Here
on the one hand, and the contoo, thinking in terms of processes,
viction,

on the

other, that I

know

only what

I

have myself made, has

led to the complete meaninglessness inevitably resulting from the incan choose to do whatever I want and some kind of
sight that I
the consequence. In both instances the
''meaning" will always be
observable fact or single
the
is that
particular incident, the

perplexity

occurrence of nature, or the reported deed and event of history, have
make sense without a universal process in which they are

ceased to

the moment man approaches this procsupposedly embedded; yet
ess in order to escape the haphazard character of the particular, in

order to find meaning

by the answer from

order and necessity

all sides:

Any

order,

any

his effort is rebutted

necessity,

any mean-
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you wish

the clearest possible demonunder these conditions there is neither necessity nor

to impose will do. This

stration that

meaning.
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It is as

is

though the "melancholy haphazardness" of the

particular had now caught up with us and were pursuing us into
the very region where the generations before us had fled in order to
escape it. The decisive factor in this experience, both in nature and
in history,

is

not the patterns with which

which in the

social

and

we

tried to "explain,"

and

historical sciences cancel each other out

more quickly, because they can all be consistently proved, than they
do in the natural sciences, where matters are more complex and for
this technical

reason less open to the irrelevant arbitrariness of

ir-

responsible opinions. These opinions, to be sure, have an altogether
different source, but are liable to becloud the very relevant issue of

contingency, with which we are everywhere confronted today. What
decisive is that our technology, which nobody can accuse of not
functioning, is based on these principles, and that our social techis

niques,

whose

real field of experimentation lies in the totalitarian

countries, have only to overcome a certain time-lag to be able to do
for the world of human relations and human affairs as much as has

already been done for the world of human artifacts.
The modern age, with its growing world-alienation, has led to a

where man, wherever he goes, encounters only himself.
All the processes of the earth and the universe have revealed themsituation

man-made or

as potentially man-made. These processes, after having devoured, as it were, the solid objectivity of the
selves either as

given,

ended by rendering meaningless the one over-all process which

originally

meaning to them, and to
the eternal time-space into which they could all

was conceived

in order to give

act, so to speak, as
flow and thus be rid of their mutual conflicts and exclusiveness. This

to our concept of history, as it happened to our
concept of nature. In the situation of radical world-alienation,
neither history nor nature is at all conceivable. This twofold loss of
the loss of nature and the loss of human artifice in the
the world

is

what happened

widest sense, which would include all history has left behind it
a society of men who, without a common world which would at

once relate and separate them, either live in desperate lonely separa-
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tlon or are
pressed together into a mass.

nothing more than

that kind

matically establishes

itself

lated to

them.

For a mass-society is
of organized living which auto-

among human

one another but have

lost the

beings

world once

who

are

common

still

re-

to all of

WHAT

IS

AUTHORITY?

order to avoid misunderstanding, it might have been wiser to
ask in the title: What was and not what is authority? For it

IN
is

my contention that we

are tempted and entitled to raise this ques-

tion because authority has vanished from the modern world. Since
we can no longer fall back upon authentic and undisputable experiences common to all, the very term has become clouded by controversy*

and confusion.

Little

about

its

nature appears self-evident or

even comprehensible to everybody, except that the political scientist
may still remember that this concept was once fundamental to political theory, or that

and deepening
of the

most

crisis

will agree that a constant, ever-widening
of authority has accompanied the development

modern world

This

crisis,

cal in origin

in our century.
apparent since the inception of the century,

and nature. The

rise of political

is

politi-

movements

intent

upon replacing the party system, and the development of a new
totalitarian form of government, took place against a background
of a more or less general, more or less dramatic breakdown of all
traditional authorities.

Nowhere was

this

breakdown the direct result
91
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of the regimes or movements themselves; it rather seemed as though
totalitarianism, in the form of movements as well as of regimes, was
best fitted to take advantage of a general political and social atmosand the governphere in which the party system had lost its prestige

ment's authority was no longer recognized.
The most significant symptom of the crisis, indicating its depth
and seriousness, is that it has spread to such prepolitical areas as
child-rearing

and education, where authority

in the widest sense has

as
always been accepted as a natural necessity, obviously required

much by

natural needs, the helplessness of the child, as by political
civilization which can be
necessity, the continuity of an established

assured only if those who are newcomers by birth are guided through
a pre-established world into which they are born as strangers. Because of its simple and elementary character, this form of authority

model
has, throughout the history of political thought, served as
for a great variety of authoritarian forms of government, so that
the fact that even this prepolitical authority which ruled the relaa

tions

between adults and children, teachers and pupils, is no longer
all the old time-honored
metaphors and models

secure signifies that

for authoritarian relations have lost their plausibility. Practically as
well as theoretically, we are no longer in a position to know what

authority really

is.

In the following reflections I assume that the answer to

this

ques-

tion cannot possibly lie in a definition of the nature or essence of
"authority in general." The authority we have lost in the modern

world

is

no such

"authority in general," but rather a very specific
valid throughout the Western World over a

form which had been

I therefore
propose to reconsider what authority
and
the
sources
of its strength and meaning. Yet,
historically
in view of the present confusion, it seems that even this limited and

long period of time.

was

approach must be preceded by a few remarks on what
authority never was, in order to avoid the more common misunderstandings and make sure that we visualize and consider the same
tentative

phenomenon and not any number

of connected or unconnected is-

sues.

Since authority always demands obedience,

it is

commonly mis-
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taken for some form of power or violence. Yet authority precludes
the use of external means of coercion; where force is used, authority
itself

has failed. Authority, on the other hand,

is

incompatible with

persuasion, which presupposes equality and works through a process of argumentation. Where arguments are used, authority is left
in abeyance. Against the egalitarian order of persuasion stands the
authoritarian order, which is always hierarchical. If authority is to

be defined

at

all,

then,

it

must be

in contradistinction to both co-

by force and persuasion through arguments. (The authoritarian relation between the one who commands and the one who obeys
ercion

on common reason nor on the power of the one who
what
commands;
they have in common is the hierarchy itself, whose
and
Tightness
legitimacy both recognize and where both have their
rests neither

predetermined stable place.) This point is of historical importance;
one aspect of our concept of authority is Platonic in origin, and

when

Plato began to consider the introduction of authority into the
handling of public affairs in the polis, he knew he was seeking an

common Greek way

of handling domestic affairs,
which was persuasion (trdOeiv) as well as to the common way of
handling foreign affairs, which was force and violence (/&<*) .
alternative to the

final,

we may

say that the loss of authority is merely the
though decisive, phase of a development which for centuries

Historically,

undermined primarily religion and tradition. Of tradition, religion,
and authority whose interconnectedness we shall discuss later
authority has proved to be the most stable element. With the loss of
authority, however, the general doubt of the modern age also in-

where things not only assume a more
radical expression but become endowed with a reality peculiar to
the political realm alone. What perhaps hitherto had been of spiritvaded the

political realm,

ual significance only for the few now has become a concern of one
and all. Only now, as it were after the fact, the loss of tradition and

of religion have become political events of the first order.
When I said that I did not wish to discuss "authority in general,"

but only the very specific concept of authority which has been dominant in our history, I wished to hint at some distinctions which we
are liable to neglect

when we speak

too sweepingly of the

crisis

of
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our time, and which

I

may perhaps more

easily explain

in terms of

the undeniable
the related concepts of tradition and religion. Thus
entail a loss of
all
at
loss of tradition in the modem world does not
believers in
the past, for tradition and past are not the same, as the
other would
tradition on one side and the believers in progress on the

have us believe

whereby

makes

it

little

difference that the

former

affairs while the latter extend their congratuladeplore this state of
which safely
tions. With the loss of tradition we have lost the thread
realms of the past, but this thread was
guided us through the vast
also the chain fettering each successive generation to a predetermined aspect of the past. It could be that only now will the past open
and tell us things no one has yet
up to us with unexpected freshness
denied that without a securely
be
cannot
had ears to hear. But it

anchored tradition

and the

loss of this security

occurred several

the whole dimension of the past has also been
are in danger of forgetting, and such an oblivion

hundred years ago
endangered.

We

contents themselves that could be lost would
quite apart from the
mean that, humanly speaking, we would deprive ourselves of one
in human existence. For memory
dimension, the dimension of

depth

and depth are the same, or rather, depth cannot be reached by man
except through remembrance.
It is similar with the loss of religion. Ever since the radical criticism of religious beliefs in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
it has remained characteristic of the modern age to doubt religious
truth,

and

this is true for believers

and nonbelievers

alike.

Since

Pascal and, even more pointedly, since Kierkegaard, doubt has been

and the modern believer must constantly guard
his beliefs against doubts; not the Christian faith as such, but Chrisin the modern age is ridden by
tianity (and Judaism, of course)
be able to survive
paradoxes and absurdity. And whatever else may
carried into belief,

philosophy perhaps can

absurdity

this loss of belief in the

dogmas

religion certainly cannot.

Yet

of institutional religion need not

and
necessarily imply a loss or even a crisis of faith, for religion
faith, or belief and faith, are by no means the same. Only belief, but
not

faith,

has an inherent

doubt. But

who

with and

constantly exposed to
can deny that faith too, for so many centuries seaffinity

is

What
curely protected by religion,

its

gravely endangered through what

beliefs
is

and
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dogmas, has been

actually only a crisis of institu-

tional religion?

Some
the

similar qualifications

modern

seem

to

me to be necessary regarding

loss of
authority. Authority, resting

on a foundation in

unshaken cornerstone, gave the world the permanence
and durability which human beings need precisely because they are

the past as

mortals

its

the most unstable and futile beings

we know

of. Its loss

tantamount to the loss of the groundwork of the world, which indeed since then has begun to shift, to change and transform itself
is

with ever-increasing rapidity from one shape into another, as though
we were living and struggling with a Protean universe where everything at any moment can become almost anything else. But the loss
of worldly permanence and reliability
which politically is identical with the loss of authority
does not entail, at least not necesthe
loss
of
the
human
sarily,
capacity for building, preserving, and
a
for
world
that
can
survive
us and remain a place fit to live
caring
in for those

It is

who come

after us.

obvious that these reflections and descriptions are based on

the conviction of the importance of making distinctions. To stress
such a conviction seems to be a gratuitous truism in view of the fact

know, nobody has yet openly stated that
There exists, however, a silent agreement
in most discussions among political and social scientists that we can
that, at least as far as I

distinctions are nonsense.

ignore distinctions and proceed on the assumption that everything
can eventually be called anything else, and that distinctions are

meaningful only to the extent that each of us has the right "to define
his terms." Yet does not this curious right, which we have come to
as though it
grant as soon as we deal with matters of importance
were actually the same as the right to one's own opinion already
indicate that such terms as "tyranny," "authority," "totalitarianism"

have simply lost their common meaning, or that we have ceased to
live in a common world where the words we have in common possess

an unquestionable meaningfulness, so that, short of being condemned to live verbally in an altogether meaningless world, we grant
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each other the right to retreat into our own worlds of meaning, and
demand only that each of us remain consistent within his own private terminology?
that

we

still

If,

understand each other,

we understand

we assure ourselves
we do not mean that together

in these circumstances,

a world

common

to us

all,

but that

we understand

the consistency of arguing and reasoning, of the process of argumentation in its sheer formality.

However

that

may

be, to proceed

under the implicit assumption

that distinctions are not important or, better, that in the social-political-historical realm, that is, in the sphere of human affairs, things

do not possess

that distinctness

which traditional metaphysics used
become the hallmark

to call their "otherness" (their alteritas), has

of a great many theories in the social, political, and historical sciences. Among these, two seem to me to deserve special mention be-

cause they touch the subject under discussion in an especially significant

manner.

The first concerns the ways in which, since the nineteenth century,
liberal and conservative writers have dealt with the problem of auby implication, with the related problem of freedom in
the realm of politics. Generally speaking, it has been quite typical
thority and,

from the assumption that "the constancy
the direction of organized and assured freedom

of liberal theories to start

of progress ... in
the characteristic fact of modern history" 1 and to look upon each
deviation from this course as a reactionary process leading in the
is

opposite direction. This makes them overlook the differences in
principle between the restriction of freedom in authoritarian regimes,
the abolition of political freedom in tyrannies and
dictatorships, and
the total elimination of spontaneity itself, that is, of the most general
and most elementary manifestation of human freedom, at which

only

totalitarian regimes

aim by means of

their various

methods of con-

The liberal

writer, concerned with history and the progress
ditioning.
of freedom rather than with forms of government, sees
only differences in degree here, and ignores that authoritarian
government

committed to the
it

restriction of

limits to the extent that

ished

it

altogether, that

is,

it

liberty

would lose

remains tied to the freedom
its

very substance

if it

abol-

would change into tyranny. The same

is
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true for the distinction between legitimate and illegitimate power
on wMch all authoritarian government hinges. The liberal writer
is

apt to pay

little

attention to

it

because of his conviction that

all

power corrupts and that the constancy of progress requires constant
loss of power, no matter what its origin may be.
Behind the

liberal identification of totalitarianism

tarianism, and the concomitant mclinatioE

with authori-

to see "totalitarian"

trends in every authoritarian limitation of freedom, lies an older
confusion of authority with tyranny, and of legitimate power with
violence.

The

difference

ment has always been

own will and
government

was made

interest,

is

between tyranny and authoritarian govern-

that the tyrant rules in accordance with his

whereas even the most draconic authoritarian

bound by

either not

by

laws. Its acts are tested

man

at

all,

by a code which

as in the case of the law of na-

Commandments or the Platonic ideas, or at least not
those
actually in power. The source of authority in authoritarian
by
government is always a force external and superior to its own power;
ture or God's

it is

always

this source, this external force

which transcends the

from which the authorities derive their "authority,**
political realm,
that is, their legitimacy, and against which their power can be
checked.

Modem spokesmen

of authority, who, even in the short intervals
public opinion provides a favorable climate for neo-conservawell aware that theirs is an almost lost cause, are of
remain
tism,

when

course eager to point to this distinction between tyranny and authorWhere the liberal writer sees an essentially assured progress in
ity.
the direction of freedom,

some dark forces

which

is

only temporarily interrupted by
of the past, the conservative sees a process of doom

which started with the dwindling of authority, so that freedom, after
it lost the restricting limitations which protected its boundaries, be-

and bound to be destroyed. (It is hardly
is
that
liberal
political thought
primarily interested
only
say
in our hisof
a
school
in freedom; there is hardly
political thought
the idea of freedom, much as the
tory which is not centered around
different writers and in different
with
of liberty
vary

came

helpless, defenseless,

fair to

concept

may

political circumstances.

The only exception

of any consequence to
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this statement

seems to

me

to

be the

political

philosophy

of

Thomas

Hobbes, who, of course, was anything but a conservative.) Tyranny
and totalitarianism are again identified, except that now totalitarian
is seen
government, if it is not directly identified with democracy,
of
the
result
the
as its almost inevitable result, that is,
disappearance

of

all

traditionally recognized authorities.

Yet the

differences be-

tween tyranny and dictatorship on one side, and totalitarian domination on the other, are no less distinct than those between authoritarianism and

totalitarianism.

These structural

become apparent the moment we
behind and concentrate our attention on

differences

leave the over-all theories

the apparatus of rule, the technical forms of administration, and the
it
may be perorganization of the body politic. For brevity's sake,
mitted to sum
the technical-structural differences between au-

up

thoritarian, tyrannical,

and

totalitarian

government in the image of

three different representative models. As an image for authoritarian
government, I propose the shape of the pyramid, which is well

known in

The pyramid is indeed a para governmental structure whose source of

traditional political thought.

ticularly fitting

image for

itself, but whose seat of power is located at
authority
the top, from which authority and power is filtered down to the
base In such a way that each successive layer possesses some au-

lies

thority,

but

outside

less

than the one above

of this careful filtering process,

all

and where, precisely because
layers from top to bottom are

it,

not only firmly integrated into the whole but are interrelated like
converging rays whose

common focal point is

the top of the

pyramid

as well as the transcending source of
authority above it. This image,
it is true, can be used
only for the Christian type of authoritarian
rale as it developed through and under the constant influence of the
Church during the Middle Ages, when the focal point above and

beyond the earthly pyramid provided the necessary point of
ence for the Christian type of equality, the

refer-

hierarchical strucstrictly

on earth notwithstanding. The Roman understanding of
authority, where the source of authority lay exclusively in

ture of life
political

the past, in the foundation of

Rome

leads into institutional structures

and the greatness of ancestors,
whose shape requires a different

What
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about which more later (p. 124). In any event, an

authoritarian form of government with its hierarchical structure is
the least egalitarian of all forms; it
incorporates inequality and distinction as its all-permeating
principles.

All political theories concerning
tyranny agree that it belongs
strictly among the egalitarian forms of government; the tyrant is the
ruler

who

equal,

rules as

one against

all,

namely equally powerless.

and the
If

we

"all"

he oppresses are

stick to the

all

image of the

as though all intervening
pyramid,
layers between top and bottom were destroyed, so that the top remains suspended, supported
it is

only by the proverbial bayonets, over a mass of carefully isolated,

and completely equal individuals. Classical political
to
used
rule the tyrant out of mankind altogether, to call
theory
him a "wolf in human shape" (Plato), because of this position of
one against all, in which he had put himself and which sharply disdisintegrated,

tinguished his rule, the rule of one, which Plato still calls indiscriminately ftoF-apxta or tyranny, from various forms of kingship or

In contradistinction to both tyrannical and authoritarian regimes,
the proper image of totalitarian rule and organization seems to me
whose center, in a kind of empty

to be the structure of the onion, in

whether he intespace, the leader is located; whatever he does
an
as
in
authoritarian
the
hierarchy, or oppresses
body politic
grates
his subjects like a tyrant

he does

it

from

within,

and not from

without or above. All the extraordinarily manifold parts of the movement: the front organizations, the various professional societies, the
the elite formations and
party membership, the party bureaucracy,
a way that each forms the facade
police groups, are related in such
in one direction and the center in the other, that

is,

plays the role

of normal outside world for one layer and the role of radical extremism for another. The great advantage of this system is that
conditions
provides for each of its layers, even under
a conwith
world
a
normal
of totalitarian rule, the fiction of
along

the

movement

sciousness of being different from and

more

radical than

it.

Thus,

the sympathizers in the front organizations, whose convictions
differ only in intensity from those of the party membership, sur-
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round the whole movement and provide a deceptive facade of norto the outside world because of their lack of fanaticism and
mality

extremism, while, at the same time, they represent the normal world
to the totalitarian movement, whose

members come

to believe that

their convictions differ only in degree from those of other people,
so that they need never be aware of the abyss which separates their

own world from

that which actually surrounds

it.

The onion

struc-

the system organizationally shock-proof against the
2
factualiiy of the real world.
However, while both liberalism and conservatism fail us the

makes

ture

moment we
forms and

to factually existing political
try to apply their theories
be doubted that their over-all
It can

institutions,

assertions carry a high

hardly

amount of

plausibility. Liberalism,

we

saw,

measures a process of receding freedom, and conservatism measures
a process of receding authority; both call the expected end-result
totalitarianism

other

is

and see totalitarian trends wherever

present.

No

either

one or the

doubt, both can produce excellent documentaWho would deny the serious threats to free-

tion for their findings.

dom from

all sides

since the beginning of the century,

and the

rise

of all kinds of tyranny, at least since the end of the First World War?
Who can deny, on the other hand, that disappearance of practically
all
one of the most
traditionally established authorities has been
spectacular characteristics of the

modern world?

one has only

either of these

justify

own

on

a theory of progress or a theory of

It seems as though
two phenomena to

doom

according to

taste or, as the
phrase goes, according to his

values." If

and

to fix his glance

we look upon

liberals

own

Ms

"scale of

the conflicting statements of conservatives

with impartial eyes,

equally distributed between

we can

easily see that the truth is

them and that we are in fact confronted

with a simultaneous recession of both freedom and authority in the
modern world. As far as these processes are concerned, one can even

say that the numerous oscillations in public opinion, which for more
than a hundred and fifty years has swung at
intervals from
regular

one extreme to the

and back

to a

authority and

other,

more

from a liberal mood to a conservative one

liberal again, at times
attempting to reassert

at others to reassert freedom,

have resulted only in
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further undermining both, confusing the issues, blurring the distinctive lines between authority and freedom, and eventually destroying
the political meaning of both.
Both liberalism and conservatism were born in this climate of

violently oscillating public opinion,

and they are

tied together,

not

only because each would lose its very substance without the presence of its opponent in the field of theory and ideology, but because

both are primarily concerned with restoration, with restoring either
to Its traauthority, or the relationship between both,

freedom or

ditional position. It is in this sense that they

the

same

to the

form the two

sides of

coin, just as their progress-or-doom ideologies correspond

two possible

directions of the historical process as such;

one assumes, as both do, that there

is

If

such a thing as a historical

a
process with a definable direction and predictable end,
can land us only in paradise or in hell.

it

obviously

moreover, in the nature of the very image in which history
that
usually conceived, as process or stream or development,

It is,
is

can change into anything else, that
distinctions become meaningless because they become obsolete,
everything comprehended by

it

submerged, as it were, by the historical stream, the moment they
have appeared. From this viewpoint, liberalism and conservatism
themselves as the political philosophies which correspond
present
to the much

more general and comprehensive philosophy of history
of the nineteenth century. In form and content, they are the political

the history-consciousness of the last stage of the
expression of
modern age. Their inability to distinguish, theoretically justified by
the concepts of history and process, progress or doom, testifies to an
clear in their distinctness to all preage in which certain notions,

vious centuries, have begun to lose their clarity and plausibility
because they have lost their meaning in the public-political reality

without altogether losing their significance.
The second and more recent theory implicitly challenging the imdistinctions

in the social

sciences,
is, especially
portance of making
the almost universal functionalization of all concepts and ideas. Here,
as in the
quoted, liberalism and conservatism

example previously

differ

not in method, viewpoint, and approach, but only in emphasis
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and evaluation.

A convenient instance may be provided by the wide-

that
spread conviction in the free world today

communism

is

a

its avowed atheism, because
function
and
"emotionally" the same
socially, psychologically,
world.
The
the
free
in
fulfills
traditional religion fulfilled and still

new

it

"religion," notwithstanding

ful-

fills

concern of the social sciences does not

lie in

what bolshevism as

in what its spokesmen have
ideology or as form of government is, nor
to say for themselves; that is not the interest of the social sciences,

and many

what the

can do without the study of
Their con-

social scientists believe they

historical sciences call the sources themselves.

the same function
only with functions, and whatever fulfills
can, according to this view, be called the same. It is as though I had

cern

is

the right to call the heel of my shoe a hammer because
women, use it to drive nails into the wall.

I,

like

most

Obviously one can draw quite different conclusions from such
to insist
equations. Thus it would be characteristic of conservatism
that alter all

a heel

is

not a hammer, but that the use of the heel as

hammers

a substitute for the

hammer proves

In other words,

will find in the fact that

same function

it

that

are indispensable.

atheism can

fulfill

the

as religion the best proof that religion is necessary,
as the only way to counter

and recommend the return to true religion

a "heresy." The argument is weak, of course; if it is only a question
of function and how a thing works, the adherents of "false religion"
can make as good a case for using theirs as I can for using my heel,
which does not work so badly either. The liberals, on the contrary,
view the same phenomena as a bad case of treason to the cause of
1

secularism and believe that only "true secularism* can cure us of
the pernicious influence of both false and true religion on
politics.

But these

conflicting

recommendations

at the address of free
society

to return to true religion and become more
religious, or to rid ourselves of institutional religion
of
Roman Catholicism
(especially

with

constant challenge to secularism) hardly conceal the opponents' agreement on one point: that whatever fulfills the function
its

of a religion

is

a

religion.

The same argument
if

violence

fulfills

the

frequently used with respect to authority:
same function as authority
makes
is

namely,

What
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people obey then violence Is authority. Here again we find those
who counsel a return to authority because they think only a reintroduction of the order-obedience relationship can master the problems
of a mass society, and those who believe that a mass society can

any other social body. Again both parties agree on
the one essential point: authority is whatever makes
people obey.
All those who call modern dictatorships "authoritarian," or mistake
rule

itself, like

totalitarianism for an authoritarian structure, have implicitly equated

violence with authority, and this includes those conservatives who
explain the rise of dictatorships in our century by the need to find a
surrogate for authority. The crux of the argument is always the

same: everything is related to a functional context, and the use of
violence is taken to demonstrate that no society can exist
except in
an authoritarian framework.

The dangers of these equations, as I see them, lie not only in the
confusion of political issues and in the blurring of the distinctive
lines

which separate totalitarianism from all other forms of governI do not believe that atheism is a substitute for or can fulfill

ment.

same function as a religion any more than I believe that violence
can become a substitute for authority. But if we follow the recom-

the

mendations of the conservatives, who at this particular moment
have a rather good chance of being heard, I am quite convinced that
we shall not find it hard to produce such substitutes, that we shall
use violence and pretend to have restored authority or that our rediscovery of the functional usefulness of religion will produce a sub-

though our civilization were not already suffiall sorts of
with
pseudo-things and nonsense.
up
with these theories, the distinctions between tyrannical,
as

stitute-religion

ciently cluttered

Compared

totalitarian systems which I have proposed are
one
understands by history not the historical space
unhistorical,
in which certain forms of government appeared as recognizable

authoritarian,

and

if

but the historical process in which everything can always
change into something else; and they are anti-functional insofar as
the content of the phenomenon is taken to determine both the nature
entities,

function in society, and not vice-versa.
a tendency to assume that in the
Politically speaking, they have
of the political

body and

its

Between Past and Future

104

modern world
point,

and

to the vanishing
authority has disappeared almost
no less than in

this in the so-called authoritarian systems

the free world, and that freedom

human

that

is,

the freedom of

movement

threatened everywhere, even in free societies,
beings*
but abolished radically only in totalitarian systems, and not in tyranof

nies

and

Is

dictatorships.

the light of this present situation that I propose to raise
the following questions: What were the political experiences that
It is in

which sprang?
corresponded to the concept of authority and from
What is the nature of a public-political world constituted by authorit

ity? Is

it

true that the Platonic-Aristotelian statement that every

well-ordered community is constituted of those who rule and those
who are ruled was always valid prior to the modern age? Or, to put
it

differently,

what kind of world came to an end

after the

modern

differage not only challenged one or another form of authority in
to
lose
ent spheres of life but caused the whole concept of authority
its

validity altogether?

Authority as the one, if not the decisive, factor in human communities did not always exist, though it can look back on a long
history, and the experiences on which this concept is based are not
necessarily present in all bodies politic. The word and the concept
are Roman in origin. Neither the Greek language nor the varied

Greek history shows any knowledge of
3
authority and the kind of rule it implies. This is expressed most
clearly in the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, who, in quite differpolitical experiences of

ent ways but from the same political
experiences, tried to introduce
akin
to
the
into
something
authority
public life of the Greek polis.
There existed two kinds of rule on which they could fall back

and from which they derived their political philosophy, one known
to them from the
public-political realm, and the other from the private sphere of Greek household and
family life. To the polis, absolute rule was known as
tyranny, and the chief characteristics of
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the tyrant were that he ruled
by sheer violence, had to be protected
from the people by a bodyguard, and insisted that his subjects
mind their own business and leave to
the care of the pub-

Mm

lic

realm.

The

last characteristic,

in

Greek public opinion,

sig-

he destroyed the public realm of the
polis altogether
"a polls belonging to one man is no polis" 4 and
thereby deprived
the citizens of that political
faculty which they felt was the very
nified that

essence of freedom. Another political
experience of the need for
command and obedience might have been provided
the

by

experi-

ence in warfare, where danger and the necessity to make and
carry
out decisions quickly seem to constitute an inherent reason for the
establishment of authority. Neither of these
political models, howcould
serve
the
The
ever,
possibly
purpose.
tyrant remained, for
Plato as for Aristotle, the "wolf in human
shape," and the military

commander was

emergency

too obviously connected with a temporary
model for a permanent insti-

to be able to serve as

tution.

Because of

this

absence of valid political experience on which to
rule, both Plato and Aristotle, albeit

base a claim to authoritarian

had to rely on examples of human relations
drawn from Greek household and family life, where the head of
the household ruled as a "despot," in uncontested mastery over the
in very different ways,

members of his family and

the slaves of the household. The despot,
unlike the king, the /3a<rtAoj$, who had been the leader of household
heads and as such primus inter pares, was by definition vested with

the power to coerce. Yet it was precisely this characteristic that
made the despot unfit for political purposes; Ms power to coerce
was incompatible not only with the freedom of others but with Ms

own freedom
tion,

Wherever he ruled there was only one relathat between master and slaves. And the master, according to
as well.

Greek common opinion (which was still blissfully unaware of Hegelian dialectics), was not free when he moved among his slaves; Ms
freedom consisted in Ms

ability

to leave the sphere of the household

altogether and to move among Ms equals, freemen. Hence, neither
the despot nor the tyrant, the one moving among slaves, the other
among subjects, could be called a free man.
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retain their freeAuthority implies an obedience in which men
obedience
an
such
when, in
to have found
dom, and Plato

hoped

old age, he bestowed upon the laws that quality which would
make them undisputable rulers over the whole public realm. Men

Ms

could at least have the illusion of being free because they did not
these laws was condepend upon other men. Yet the rulership of
strued in an obviously despotic rather than an authoritarian manner,
the clearest sign of which is that Plato was led to speak of them in

terms of private household affairs, and not in political terms, and
to say, probably in a variation of Pindar's vo/tos /3a<nA.eus
("a law is king over everything") : vdjaos SccnrorT/? r<5
B apxwrts BovXoL TOV vopov ("the law is the despot of the rulers, and
5
the rulers are the slaves of the law") . In Plato, the despotism origidestruction of the
nating in the household, and its concomitant
remained
understood
realm
as
it,
Utopian. But it
political
antiquity
is interesting to note that when the destruction became a reality in

the last centuries of the

Roman Empire,

the change

was introduced

by the application to public rule of the term dominus, which in
(where the family also was "organized like a monarchy")

Rome
6

had

Greek "despot." Caligula was the first
Roman emperor who consented to be called dominus, that is, to be
given a name "which Augustus and Tiberius still had rejected as if
the

it

same meaning

as the

were a malediction and an injury,"

a despotism unknown in the

7

precisely because

political realm,

although

all

it
implied
too familiar

in the private, household realm.

The

political philosophies of Plato

and Aristotle have dominated

subsequent political thought, even when their concepts have been
superimposed upon such greatly different political experiences as
all

those of the

Romans.

political experiences

If

we wish not only

to

comprehend

the actual

behind the concept of authority which, at
is
but also to underexclusively Roman

least in its positive aspect,

stand authority as the

Romans

themselves already understood it
theoretically and made it part of the political tradition of the West,
we shall have to concern ourselves briefly with those features of

Greek

political

shaping.

philosophy which have so decisively influenced

its

What

Nowhere

else has

Greek thinking so
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closely approached the con-

cept of authority as in Plato's Republic, wherein he confronted the
reality of the polis with a Utopian rule of reason in the person of
the philosopher-king.

The motive for establishing reason
was exclusively political, although

in the realm of politics

as ruler

the con-

sequences of expecting reason to develop into an instrument of
coercion perhaps have been no less decisive for the tradition of

Western philosophy than for the tradition of Western politics. The
resemblance between Plato's philosopher-king and the Greek

fatal

tyrant, as well as the potential

harm

to the political realm that his

would imply, seems to have been recognized by Aristotle; 8
but that this combination of reason and rule implied a danger to
rule

philosophy as well has been pointed out, as far as I know, only in
Kant's reply to Plato: "It is not to be expected that kings philosonor is it to be desired, bephize or that philosophers become kings,
cause the possession of power corrupts the free judgment of reason
9
although even this reply does not go to the root of
inevitably"
the matter.

The reason Plato wanted the philosophers to become the rulers
of the city lay in the conflict between the philosopher and the polis,
or in the hostility of the polis toward philosophy, which probably
had lain dormant for some time before it showed its immediate
of the philosopher in the trial and death of Socrates.
the rebellion of the philosopher
Politically, Plato's philosophy shows
claim to rule, but
against the polis. The philosopher announces his
threat to the

not so

life

much for the sake of the polis and politics

(although patriotic
motivation cannot be denied in Plato and distinguishes his philosofrom those of his followers in antiquity) as for the sake of

phy

of the philosopher.
philosophy and the safety
that Plato began to discount persuadeath
It was after Socrates'
sion as insufficient for the guidance of men and to seek for some-

without using external means of violence.
thing liable to compel them
Very early in his search he must have discovered that truth, namely,
the truths
ercion,

we

cocompels the mind, and that this
needs no violence to be effective, is stronger than

call self-evident,

though

it
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coercion through reason,
persuasion and argument. The trouble with
to
are
few
is
that
the
It, so that the problem
however,
subject
only
arises of how to assure that the many, the people who in their very
multitude compose the body politic, can be submitted to the same
troth. Here, to be sure, other means of coercion must be found, and
here again coercion through violence must be avoided if political
10
This is the
as the Greeks understood it is not to be destroyed.

life

central predicament of Plato's political philosophy and has remained
a predicament of all attempts to establish a tyranny of reason. In
The Republic the
is solved through the concluding myth

problem

of rewards and punishments in the hereafter, a myth which Plato
himself obviously neither believed nor wanted the philosophers to
believe.

the allegory of the cave story in the middle of The
for the few or for the philosopher the myth of hell at

What

Republic is
the end is for the many who are not capable of philosophical truth.
In the Laws Plato deals with the same perplexity, but in the opposite
way; here he proposes a substitute for persuasion, the introduction
to the laws in which their intent and purpose are to be explained to
the citizens.

In his attempts to find a legitimate principle of coercion Plato
originally guided by a great number of models of existing rela-

was

tions,

such as that between the shepherd and his sheep, between

helmsman of

a ship and the passengers, between the physician
or
between the master and the slave. In all these
patient,
instances either expert knowledge commands confidence so that

the

and the

neither force nor
persuasion are necessary to obtain compliance, or
the ruler and the ruled belong to two altogether different categories

of beings, one of which

is

already

by implication subject

to the

other, as in the cases of the shepherd and his flock or the master
his slaves. All these
examples are taken from what to the Greeks

and

was

and they occur time and again in all the
great political dialogues, The Republic, the Statesman, and the
Laws. Nevertheless, it is obvious that the relation between master
and slave has a special significance. The master,
to the
the private sphere of

life,

according

knows what should be done and gives
executes them and obeys, so that know-

discussion in the Statesman,
his orders, while the slave
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ing what to do and actual doing become separate and mutually
exclusive functions. In The Republic
they are the political characteristics

of two different classes of men.

The

plausibility of these

the natural
examples
inequality prevailing between the ruling
and the ruled, most apparent in the example of the shepherd, where
lies in

Plato himself ironically concludes that no man, only a god, could
relate to human beings as the
shepherd relates to Ms sheep. Although
it is

obvious that Plato himself was not

satisfied

with these models,

for his purpose, to establish the "authority" of the
philosopher over
the polis, he returned to them time and again, because
in these

only

instances of glaring inequality could rule be exerted without seizure
of power and the possession of the means of violence. What he was

looking for was a relationship in which the compelling element lies
in the relationship itself and is prior to the actual issuance of com-

mands; the patient became subject to the physician's authority when
he fell ill, and the slave came under the command of his master

when he became a

slave.

examples in mind in order to realize
what kind of coercion Plato expected reason to exert in the hands
It is

important to bear these

of the king-philosopher. Here, it is true, the compelling power does
lie in the person or in
inequality as such, but in the ideas which

not

are perceived by the philosopher. These ideas can be used as measures of human behavior because they transcend the sphere of human
affairs in

the same

way

that a yardstick transcends,

is

outside and

beyond, all things whose length it can measure. In the parable of
the cave in The Republic, the sky of ideas stretches above the cave
of

human

existence,

and therefore can become

its

standard.

But

the philosopher who leaves the cave for the pure sky of ideas does
not originally do so in order to acquire those standards and learn,
the "art of measurement" u but to contemplate the true essence of
Being /JAeimv efe TO dA^e'orarov. The basically authoritative element
the quality which enables
therefore not at all a matter of course.

of the ideas, that

is,

them

to rule

and

The ideas become
compel, is
measures only after the philosopher has left the bright sky of ideas
and returned to the dark cave of human existence. In this part of
the story Plato touches

upon the deepest reason

for the conflict
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between the philosopher and the
loss of orientation in

human

12

polls.

affairs,

He tells of the philosopher's
of the blindness striking the

of not being able to communicate what he
eyes, of the predicament
has seen, and of the actual danger to Ms life which thereby arises.
resorts to what he has
predicament that the philosopher
in fear of
seen, the ideas, as standards and measures, and finally,
Ms life, uses them as instruments of domination.

It is in this

For the transformation of the ideas into measures, Plato is helped
an analogy from practical life, where it appears that all arts and
fay
crafts are also guided

visualized

them

by "ideas," that

is,

by the "shapes'* of objects,

then reproduces
by the inner eye of the craftsman, who

in reality through imitation.

13

This analogy enables him to

understand the transcendent character of the ideas in the

same man-

ner as he does the transcendent existence of the model, which

lies

therefore can eventubeyond the fabrication process it guides and
failure.
The ideas become
or
standard for its success
ally become the
the unwavering, "absolute" standards for political

and moral be-

havior and judgment in the same sense that the "idea" of a bed in
and judging the fitness of all
general is the standard for making
is no
great difference beparticular manufactured beds. For there

tween using the ideas as models and using them, in a somewhat
cruder fashion, as actual yardsticks of behavior, and Aristotle in his
earliest dialogue, written

compares "the

under the direct influence of Plato, already
is, the law which is the

most perfect law," that

closest possible approximation to the idea, with "the
rule,

and the compass

tools."

.

.

.

plummet, the

[which] are outstanding

among

all

14

It is only in this context that the ideas relate to the varied multitude of things concrete in the same way as one yardstick relates to
the varied multitude of things measurable, or as the rule of reason

or

common

sense relates to the varied multitude of concrete events

which can be subsumed under

This aspect of Plato's doctrine of
ideas had the greatest influence on the Western tradition, and even
Kant, though he had a very different and considerably deeper conit.

cept of human judgment, still occasionally mentioned this capacity
for subsuming as its essential function. Likewise, the essential char-

What
acterlstic of specifically authoritarian
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forms of government

that the

source of their authority, which legitimates the exercise of power,
must be beyond the sphere of power and, lite the law of nature or
the

commands

of

God, must not be man-made

goes back to this

applicability of the ideas in Plato's political philosophy.

At

the

and crafts

same time the analogy relating to fabrication and the arts
offers a welcome
opportunity to justify the otherwise very

dubious use of examples and instances taken from

some expert knowledge and

activities in

specialization are required.

which

Here the

concept of the expert enters the realm of political action for the
first time, and the statesman is understood to be
competent to deal

human affairs in
make furniture or

with

the

same sense

as the carpenter is competent

to
the physician to heal the sick. Closely connected with this choice of examples and analogies is the element of
violence, which is so glaringly evident in Plato's Utopian republic

and actually constantly defeats
tary obedience, that
since the Romans,

is,

his great concern for assuring volunfor establishing a sound foundation for what,

we

call

authority. Plato solved his

dilemma

through rather lengthy tales about a hereafter with rewards and
punishments, which he hoped would be believed literally by the many

and whose usage he therefore recommended to the attention of the
at the close of most of his political dialogues. In view of the

few

enormous influence these

tales

have exerted upon the images of

of some importance to note that they
for
originally designed
purely political purposes. In Plato
an
device
to enforce obedience upon those
ingenious
they are simply
who are not subject to the compelling power of reason, without
hell in religious thought,

it is

were

actually using external violence.
It is of greater relevance in our context, however, that an element
of violence is inevitably inherent in all activities of making, fabri-

cating,

and producing, that

is,

in all activities by

which men con-

front nature directly, as distinguished from such activities as action
and speech, which are primarily directed toward human beings.
The building of the human artifice always involves some violence

done to nature

we must

we must

kill

a tree in order to have lumber, and

violate this material in order to build a table. In the

few
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instances where Plato shows a dangerous preference for the tyranhe is carried to this extreme by Ms own
nical form of

government,

when he speaks about
analogies. This, obviously, is most tempting
the right way to found new communities, because this foundation
can be easily seen in the light of another "making" process. If the
who is the political equivalent
republic is to be made by somebody
of a craftsman or

artist, in

accordance with an established

rl-^vn

a&d

the rules and measurements valid in this particular "art/* the tyrant
the purpose. 15
is indeed in the best
position to achieve
of the cave, the philosopher
have seen that, in the

We

parable

leaves the cave in search of the true essence of Being without a second thought to the practical applicability of what he is going to find.
later, when he finds himself again confined to the darkness and

Only

uncertainty of

human

affairs

and encounters the

hostility of his

human

"truth" in terms
beings, does he begin to think of his
of standards applicable to the behavior of other people. This disfellow

crepancy between the ideas as true essences to be contemplated and
as measures to be applied 16 is manifest in the two entirely different
ideas which represent the highest idea, the one to which all others
owe their existence.
find in Plato either that this supreme idea

We

is

that of the beautiful, as in the Symposion,

where

it

constitutes the

17

topmost rung of the ladder that leads to truth, and in Phaedrus,
where Plato speaks of the "lover of wisdom or of beauty'' as though
these

two

actually

were the same because beauty

forth most" (the beautiful

is

cK^avcVraroi/)

is

what "shines

and therefore illuminates

18

or that the highest idea is the idea of the good, as
everything
in The Republic. 19 Obviously Plato's choice was based on the curelse;

rent ideal of the KaXov KayaQov, but

it is

striking that the idea of the

good found only in the strictly political context of The Republic.
If we were to
analyze the original philosophical experiences underlying the doctrine of ideas (which we cannot do here), it would apis

pear that the idea of the beautiful as the highest idea reflected these
experiences far more adequately than the idea of the good. Even in
the first books of The Republic 20 the
philosopher is still defined as

a lover of beauty, not of goodness, and only in the sixth book is the
idea of good as the highest idea introduced. For the
original func-

What
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was not to rule or otherwise determine the chaos

affairs, but, in

"shining brightness," to illuminate their
such, the ideas have nothing whatever to do with polipolitical experience, and the problem of action, but pertain

darkness.
tics,

As

exclusively to philosophy, the experience of contemplation, and the
quest for the "true being of things." It is precisely ruling, measuring,
subsuming, and regulating that are entirely alien to the experiences

underlying the doctrine of ideas in its original conception. It seems
that Plato was the first to take exception to the
"irrelevance"
political

of

Ms new teaching, and he

that

it

tried to

modify the doctrine of ideas so
would become useful for a theory of politics. But usefulness

could be saved only by the idea of the good, since "good" in the
Greek vocabulary always means "good for" or "fit." If the highest
idea, in

which

all

other ideas must partake in order to be ideas at

that of fitness, then the ideas are applicable by definition, and
in the hands of the philosopher, the expert in ideas, they can become
all, is

rules

and standards

(The

difference

is

or, as later in the

negligible.

Laws, they can become laws.

What in The Republic is

still

the phi-

losopher's, the philosopher-king's, direct personal claim to rule,
has become reason's impersonal claim to domination in the Laws.)

The

actual consequence of this political interpretation of the doctrine of ideas would be that neither man nor a god is the measure of

but the good itself a consequence which apparently
21
not
Aristotle,
Plato, drew in one of his earlier dialogues.
For our purposes it is essential to remember that the element of
all things,

rule, as reflected in our present concept of authority so tremendously
influenced by Platonic thinking, can be traced to a conflict between

philosophy and
that

is,

affairs.

but not to specifically

political experiences,
derived
from
the realm of human
experiences immediately
One cannot understand Plato without bearing in mind both
politics,

his repeated emphatic insistence

on the philosophic irrelevance of

which he always warned should not be taken too seriall
phiously, and the fact that he himself, in distinction to nearly

this realm,

losophers
that

who came

after

him,

still

he changed the very center of

to politics.

And

it is this

took

human

his thought to

affairs so seriously

make

it

applicable

ambivalence rather than any formal ex-
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doctrine of ideas which forms the true content
position of Ms new
cave in The Republic, which after ail is told
of
the
of the parable
in the context of a strictly political dialogue searching for the best
form of government. In the midst of this search Plato tells Ms par-

which turns out to be the story of the philosopher in this world,
as though he had intended to write the concentrated biography of
the
Hence, the search for the best form of government

able,

philosopher.
reveals itself to be the search for the best government for philoso-

turns out to be a government in which philosophers
phers, which
have become the rulers of the city a not too surprising solution for

who had

people

witnessed the

life

and death of Socrates.

the philosopher's rule had to be justified, and it could be
truth possessed a validity for that
if the
philosopher's
justified only
Still,

the philosopher had to turn away
very realm of human affairs which
from in order to perceive it. Insofar as the philosopher is nothing
ends with the contemplation of the
his
but a

quest
it illuminates
everything else,

philosopher,

highest truth, which, since

is

also the

is a man among men,
highest beauty; but insofar as the philosopher
a mortal among mortals, and a citizen among citizens, he must

take his truth and transform

transformation he then

may

it

into a set of rules,

by

virtue of

which

claim to become an actual ruler

the

over which the
king-philosopher. The lives of the many in the cave
has
established
his rule are characterized not by conphilosopher
speech, and vpa.^, action; it is therefore
characteristic that in the parable of the cave Plato depicts the
lives of the inhabitants as though they too were interested only in
seeing: first the images on the screen, then the things themselves

templation but by

in the

dim

Ae'&s,

light of the fire in the cave, until finally those

to see truth itself must leave the

common

who want

world of the cave

al-

together and embark upon their new adventure
by themselves.
In other words, the whole realm of human affairs is seen from
all

the viewpoint of a philosophy which assumes that even those who inhabit the cave of human affairs are human only insofar as they too

want to

see, though they remain deceived by shadows and images.
the rule of the philosopher-king, that is, the domination of
human affairs by something outside its own realm, is justified not

And
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only by an absolute priority of seeing over doing, of contemplation
over speaking and acting, but also by the assumption that what

makes men human is the urge to see. Hence, the interest of the philosopher and the interest of man qua man coincide; both demand
that

human

affairs,

the results of speech and action, must not acown but be subjected to the domination of

quire a dignity of their

something outside their realm.

JJJ

The dichotomy between seeing the truth in solitude and remoteness and being caught in the relationships and relativities of human
affairs became authoritative for the tradition of
political thought. It
is
is

expressed most forcefully in Plato's parable of the cave, and one
therefore somehow tempted to see its origin in the Platonic doc-

trine of ideas. Historically,

however,

it

was not dependent upon an

acceptance of this doctrine, but depended much more upon an attitude which Plato expressed only once, almost casually in a random
remark, and which Aristotle later quoted in a famous sentence of

Metaphysics almost verbatim, namely that the beginning of
losophy
it is.

is Oav/jia&iv,

More than

the surprised

articulation

To be

all

phi-

at everything that is as

anything else, Greek "theory"

and Greek philosophy the
wonder.

wonder

is

the prolongation

and conceptualization of this
what separates the few from

capable of it is
the many, and to remain devoted to it is what alienates them from
the affairs of men. Aristotle, therefore, without accepting Plato's

initial

doctrine of ideas, and even repudiating Plato's ideal state, still followed him in the main not only by separating a "theoretical way of
life"

(/&os BeopyTiKos)

iroAmieoO

the

first

from a

life

devoted to

to establish such

human

ways of

life

affairs (ftio?

in hierarchical

order had been Plato in his Phaedrus

but accepted as a matter of
course the hierarchical order implied in it. The point in our context
is not only that thought was supposed to rule over action, to prescribe principles to action so that the rules of the latter were invariof the former, but that
ably derived from experiences

by way

of the
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$ioi 9 of identifying activities with

life, the principle
as well. Historically this

ways of

of ruler-

became
ship was established
the hallmark of the political philosophy of the Socratic school, and
the irony of this development is probably that it was precisely this
and action that Socrates had feared and
between
between men

dichotomy

thought

tried to prevent in the polls.

Thus

it is

in the political philosophy of Aristotle that we find the
of authority in terms of rulers
to establish a

second attempt

and the

ruled;

concept

it

was equally important for the development of the
took a basically
thought, although Aristotle

tradition of political
different

has neither dictatorial nor tyranapproach. For him reason

nical features,

once and for

affairs

politic is

is no
philosopher-king to regulate human
His reason for maintaining that "each body

and there

composed

all.

of those

who

rule

and those who are ruled"

does not derive from the superiority of the expert over the layman,
and he is too conscious of the difference between acting and making
to

draw

far as I

his

caa

examples from the sphere of fabrication. Aristotle, as
see,

was the

first

ing rule in the handling of
tablished the difference

purpose of establishto "nature," which "es-

to appeal, for the

human

affairs,

between the younger and the older
destined
the
to
be
ruled
and the others to rule." 22
ones
ones,
.

The

simplicity of this

.

.

argument

is all

the

more deceptive

since

into a platitude. This may
of Aristotle's
contradiction
flagrant

centuries of repetition have degraded

it

why one usually overlooks its
own definition of the polis as also
be

given in Politics: "The polis is
a community of equals for the sake of a life which is potentially the
best." ^ Obviously the notion of rule in the polis was for Aristotle
himself so far from convincing that he, one of the most consistent
and least self-contradictory great thinkers, did not feel particularly

bound by his own argument. We therefore need not be surprised
when we read at the beginning of the Economics (a pseudo-Aristotelian treatise, but written
essential difference

by one of

his closest

disciples) that the

between a political community (the Tro'Ats) and a

private household (the ofa'a) is that the latter constitutes a "monarchy/ a one-man rule, while the polis, on the contrary, "is com5

posed of many

rulers." 24

In order to understand this characteriza-

What

tkm we must remember

first

that the

anny" were used synonymously and
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words "monarchy" and

"tyr-

in clear contradistinction to

kingship; second, that the character of the polis as "composed of
many rulers" has nothing to do with the various forms of govern-

ment that usually

The "many

aristocracy, or democracy.

the household heads,

archs" at

one-man

are opposed to

who have

rale, such as oligarchy,
rulers" in this context are

established themselves as

"mon-

home

realm of the

before they join to constitute the
public-political
city. Ruling itself and the distinction between rulers

and ruled belong to a sphere which precedes the political realm, and
what disinguishes it from the "economic" sphere of the household
is

that the polis is based

no

differentiation

In

upon the

principle of equality

and knows

between rulers and ruled.

between what we would today

this distinction

call the

private

and the public spheres, Aristotle only articulates current Greek
public opinion, according to which "every citizen belongs to two
orders of existence," because "the polis gives each individual .
besides his private life a sort of second life, his bios politikos"

(The

.
***

"good life," and redefined its connot the differentiation itself, conflicted

latter Aristotle called the

tent; only this definition,

common Greek

opinion.) Both orders were forms of human
living-together, but only the household community was concerned

with

with keeping alive as such and coping with the physical necessities
(droy/cata) involved in maintaining individual life and guaranteeing
the survival of the species. In characteristic difference from the

modern approach, care
dividual

and

for the preservation of life, both of the inthe species, belonged exclusively in the private sphere

man appeared /car* dptfyoV, as
we would say today. 26 As living beings,
preservation of life, men are confronted with

of the household, while in the polis

an

individual personality, as

concerned with the

and driven by

necessity. Necessity

must be mastered before the

can begin, and it can be mastered only through
domination. Hence the freedom of the "good life" rests on the
domination of necessity.

political

"good

The mastery

life"

of necessity then has as its goal the controlling of
life, which coerce men and hold them in their

the necessities of
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power. But such domination can be accomplished only by controlling

and doing violence

to others,

who

as slaves relieve free

men from

themselves being coerced by necessity. The free man,
a polls, is neither coerced by the physical necessities of

the citizen of

man-made
own and

domination of others.

subject to the

not be a slave, he must

the political realm begins after

He

rule over slaves.

all

life

nor

not only must

The freedom

of

elementary necessities of sheer

have been mastered by rule, so that domination and subjection, command and obedience, ruling and being ruled, are preconditions for establishing the political realm precisely because they

living

are not

content.

its

There can be no question that

Aristotle, like Plato before

him,

meant

to introduce a kind of authority into the handling of public

affairs

and the

in order to

life

of the polis, and no doubt for very good politito resort to a kind of makeshift solution

Yet he too had

cal reasons.

make

realm
plausible the introduction into the political

of a distinction between rulers and ruled, between those

who com-

And he too

mand and those who

could take his examples and
obey.
from
models only
a prepolitical sphere, from the private realm of
the household and the experiences of a slave economy. This leads

Mm into glaringly contradictory statements,
poses on the actions and

life

insofar as he superim-

in the polis those standards which,

as he explains elsewhere, are valid only for the behavior and life
in the household community. The
inconsistency of his enterprise is

we

consider only the famous example from the
in which the differentiation between
mentioned,
previously
rulers and ruled is derived from the natural difference between the

apparent even

if

Politics

younger and the
suitable to

and young

prove
is

elder.

For

this

example

Aristotle's argument.

is

in itself eminently un-

The

relation

between old

educational in essence, and in this education

no more

involved than the training of the future rulers by the present rulers.
If rule is at all involved here, it is
entirely different from political
is

forms of
because

rule,

it

not only because

it is

and

intent,

but

had the most far-reachiBg consehave posed as educators and edu-

substitution of education for rule

quences.

limited in time

happens between people who are potentially equals. Yet

On

its

grounds rulers
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cators have been accused of ruling. Then, as well as now, nothing
is more questionable than the
political relevance of examples drawn

from the

field of education.

with adults

In the

realm

political

we

deal always

who

are past the age of education,
properly speaking,
or
the right to participate in the management of
and politics
public
affairs begins precisely where education has come to an end. (Adult

education, individual or communal,

the formation of personality,

ment, but

is

its full

may be

development or greater enrich-

politically irrelevant unless

technical requirements,

of great relevance for

its

purpose

somehow not acquired

is

to supply

in youth, needed for

participation in public affairs.) In education, conversely,

we

always

deal with people who cannot yet be admitted to politics and equality
because they are being prepared for it. Aristotle's example is nevertheless of great relevance because

it is

true that the necessity for

more

"authority"
plausible and evident in child-rearing and education than anywhere else. That is why it is so characteristic of our
is

own time to want to
cally irrelevant

eradicate even this extremely limited and politi-

form of

authority.

can acquire an educational character only
the
with
Romans that under all circumstances anif we
presume
cestors represent the example of greatness for each successive genPolitically, authority

eration, that they are the maiores, the greater ones, by definition.
Wherever the model of education through authority, without this
fundamental conviction, was superimposed on the realm of politics

(and

this

has happened often enough and still is a mainstay of conit served
primarily to obscure real or coveted

servative argument)

claims to rule

,

and pretended to educate while

in reality

it

wanted

to dominate.

The grandiose

attempts of Greek philosophy to find a concept of

authority which would prevent deterioration of the polis and safeguard the life of the philosopher foundered on the fact that in the

realm of Greek

there
political life

was no awareness

of authority

based on immediate political experience. Hence all prototypes by
which subsequent generations understood the content of authority
were drawn from specifically unpolitical experiences, stemming
either

from the sphere of "making" and the

arts,

where there must
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be experts and where fitness Is the highest criterion, or from the
in this politically deterIt is
precisely
private household community.
mined aspect that the philosophy of the Socratic school has exerted
Even today we believe that
its
greatest impact upon our tradition.
endowed with
a
as
Aristotle defined man
political being
primarily

in a political context, or that
speech or reason, which he did only
Plato exposed the original meaning of Ms doctrine of ideas in The

reasons.
it
Republic, where, on the contrary, he changed for political
In spite of the grandeur of Greek political philosophy, it may be

doubted that

it

would have

lost its inherent

Utopian character

if

the

and authority,

Romans, in their indefatigable search for tradition
had not decided to take it over and acknowledge it as their highest
and thought. But they were able
authority in all matters of theory
to accomplish this integration only because

tion

both authority and tradi-

had already played a decisive role in the

Roman

of the
political life

republic.

IV
At the heart of Roman politics, from

the beginning of the republic
until virtually the end of the imperial era, stands the conviction of
the sacredness of foundation, in the sense that once something has

remains binding for all future generations. To be
engaged in politics meant first and foremost to preserve the founding

been founded

of the city of

it

Rome. This

the founding of their

is

first

why

the

Romans were unable

to repeat

polis in the settlement of colonies but

were capable of adding to the original foundation

until the

whole

of Italy and, eventually, the whole of the Western world were united
and administered by Rome, as though the whole world were nothing

Roman

From

beginning to end, the Romans were
of
this one
and unlike the Greeks,
specific locality
city,
they could not say in times of emergency or overpopulation, "Go

but

hinterland.

bound to the

and found a new

you are you will always be a
Romans, were really rooted in the
polis."
soil, and the word patria derives its full meaning from Roman his-

Not

city,

for wherever

the Greeks, but the

What
tory.

The foundation

new body

of a

most commonplace experience

became

to the

And

the

most deeply

Roman

The founding

of

Rome

Greeks an

Romans the

whole

divinities

god of beginning, with whom, as it were, we
and Minerva, the goddess of remembrance.
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to the

politic

decisive, unrepeatable beginning of their

event.

Is

al-

central,

history, a unique
were Janus, the

still

begin our year,

Romanam condere
found the Roman peo-

tanta molls erat

gentem ("so great was the effort and toil to
ple"), as Virgil sums up the ever-present theme of the Aeneld, that
all
wandering and suffering reach their end and their goal dum con-

urbem

deret

("that he

may found

the city")

this

foundation and

the equally un-Greek experience of the sanctity of house and hearth,
as though Homerically speaking the spirit of Hector had survived

of Troy and been resurrected on Italian soil, form the deeply
political content of Roman religion. In contrast to Greece, where
the

fall

piety

depended upon the immediate revealed presence of the gods,
27
to be tied back, obligated,
literally meant re-ligare:

here religion
to the

enormous, almost superhuman and hence always legendary
found for

effort to lay the foundations, to build the cornerstone, to
28

To be religious meant to be tied to the past, and Livy,
the great recorder of past events, could therefore say, Mihi vetustas
res scribenti nescio quo pacto antiquus fit animus et quaedam
religio tenet ("While I write down these ancient events, I do not
eternity.

know through what

my mind

grows old and some
Thus religious and political activity could
religio holds [me]").
be considered as almost identical, and Cicero could say, "In no
connection

29

other realm does

human

excellence approach so closely the paths
as it does in the founding of new and in the

of the gods (numen)
preservation of already founded communities."

30

The binding power

was

religious, for the city also offered the
gods of the people a permanent home again unlike Greece, whose
gods protected the cities of the mortals and occasionally dwelt in
them but had their own home, far from the abode of men, on Mount

of the foundation

itself

Olympus.
It is in this

context that

appeared. The word

word and concept

auctoritas derives

of authority originally

from the verb augere, "aug-
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men!," and what authority or those in authority constantly augment
were the elders,
is the foundation. Those endowed with authority
the Senate or the patres,

who had

obtained

it

by descent and by

foundations
transmission (tradition) from those who had laid the
therefore
Romans
the
whom
to come, the ancestors,
for all
things

called the maiores.

depending upon

The

authority of the living

was always

the

Pliny puts it, upon
to
among the living. Authority, in contradistinction
tas),

had

derivative,

Romani conditoresque, as
the
founders, who no longer were
authority of

the auctores imperil

its roots in the past, but this past

was no

power (potesless

present

in

the actual life of the city than the power and strength of the living.
Moribus antiquis res stat Romana virisque, in the words of Ennius.
In order to understand more concretely what it meant to be in
authority,

it

may be

word auctores can be
the actual builders and

useful to notice that the

used as the very opposite of the

artifices,

word auctor signifies the same
makers, and this precisely when
asks Pliny at the occasion of a new
thing as our "author." Who,
or the author, the intheater, should be more admired, the maker
the

in

meaning, of course, the latter
instances. The author in this case is not the builder but the one
ventor or the invention?

both

who

the whole enterprise and whose spirit, therefore, much more
inspired
than the spirit of the actual builder, is represented in the building
itself. In distinction to the artifex, who only made it, he is the actual
"author** of the building,

namely

its

founder; with

it

he has become

an "augmenter" of the city.
However, the relation between auctor and artifex is by no means
the (Platonic) relation between the master who gives orders and
the servant who executes them. The most conspicuous characteristic

Cum potestas
in the peoresides
"while
in populo
sit,
power
31
Because the "authority," the
rests with the Senate."
ple, authority
is
augmentation which the Senate must add to political decisions,
of those in authority

is

that they

do not have power.

auctoritas in senatu

seems to us curiously elusive and intangible, bearing
to Montesquieu's judiciary
respect a striking resemblance

not power,
in this

it

branch of government, whose power he called "somehow nil" (en
quelque jagon nulle) and which nevertheless constitutes the highest

What
32
authority in constitutional governments.
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Mommsen called it "more

than advice and less than a
safely ignore,"

whereby

it

command, an advice which one may not
is assumed that "the will and the actions

of the people like those of children are
exposed to error and mistakes and therefore need 'augmentation' and confirmation

through

the council of elders." 33

The

authoritative character of the "augmentation" of the elders lies in its being a mere advice, needing

neither the

heard.

form of command nor external coercion

to

make

itself

34

The binding

force of this authority is closely connected with the
religiously binding force of the auspices, which, unlike the Greek
oracle, does not hint at the objective course of future events but
reveals merely divine approval or disapproval of decisions

made by

35

men. The gods too have authority among, rather than power over,
men; they "augment" and confirm human actions but do not guide
them. And just as "all auspices were traced back to the great sign
by which the gods gave Romulus the authority to found the
so

all

authority derives

from

to the sacred beginning of

3S

city,"

this foundation, binding
every act

Roman

history, adding, as

it

back

were, to

moment

the whole weight of the past. Gravitas, the
to
bear
this
weight, became the outstanding trait of the
ability
Roman character, just as the Senate, the representation of authority

every single

in the republic, could function

in the

words of Plutarch ("Life

as "a central weight, like ballast in a ship, which
always keeps things in a just equilibrium."
Thus precedents, the deeds of the ancestors and the usage that

of Lycurgus")

37
grew out of them, were always binding. Anything that happened
was transformed into an example, and the auctoritas maiorum be-

came

identical with authoritative

models for actual behavior, with

the moral political standard as such. This

why old age, as
distinguished from mere adulthood, was felt by the Romans to contain the very climax of human life; not so much because of acis

also

cumulated wisdom and experience as because the old man had
grown closer to the ancestors and the past. Contrary to our concept
of growth, where one grows into the future, the Romans felt that

growth was directed toward the

past. If

one wants

to relate this
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attitude to the hierarchical order established

by authority and to

it is as
visualize this hierarchy in the familiar image of the pyramid,
reach into the height of a
though the peak of the pyramid did not

the earth, but into the
sky above (or, as in Christianity, beyond)

depth of an earthly past.
context that the past was sanctified
primarily political
the past by handing down
through tradition. Tradition preserved
from one generation to the next the testimony of the ancestors, who
first had witnessed and created the sacred founding and then augIt is in this

mented

it

by

this tradition

their authority throughout the centuries.

was uninterrupted, authority was

As

inviolate;

long as

and to act

without authority and tradition, without accepted, time-honored
standards and models, without the help of the wisdom of the foundThe notion of a spiritual tradition
ing fathers, was inconceivable.
in matters of thought and ideas is here derived from
and of
authority
the political realm and therefore essentially derivative
just as
Plato's conception of the role of reason and ideas in politics was

derived from the philosophical realm and became derivative in the
realm of human affairs. But the historically all-important fact is
that the

Romans felt they needed founding fathers and

examples

in matters of thought

and ideas as

well,

authoritative

and accepted the

authorities for theory, philosogreat "ancestors" in Greece as their
and poetry. The great Greek authors became authorities in the

phy,

hands of the Romans, not of the Greeks. The way Plato and others
before and after him treated Homer, "the educator of all Hellas/'

was inconceivable

in

Rome, nor would a Roman philosopher have

dared "to raise his hand against his
of himself (in the Sophistes)

as
[spiritual] father,"

when he broke with

Plato said

the teaching of

Pannenides.
Just as the derivative character of the applicability of the ideas
to politics did not prevent Platonic political thought from becoming

the origin of Western political theory, so the derivative character of
authority and tradition in spiritual matters did not prevent them

from becoming the dominant features of Western philosophic
thought for the longer part of our history. In both instances the political

origin

and the

political experiences underlying the theories
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were forgotten, the original conflict between politics and pMlosophy,
between the citizen and the philosopher, no less than the experience
of foundation in which the Roman trinity of religion, authority, and
tradition had its legitimate source. The strength of this
trinity lay
in the binding force of an authoritative beginning to which "reli-

gious" bonds tied men back through tradition. The Roman trinity
not only survived the transformation of the republic into the empire
but penetrated wherever the pax Romana created Western civiliza-

on Roman foundations.
The extraordinary strength and endurance

tion

of this

Roman

spirit

or the extraordinary reliability of the founding principle for the
creation of bodies politic
were subjected to a decisive test and
themselves
proved
conspicuously after the decline of the Roman

Empire, when Rome's political and spiritual heritage passed to the
Christian Church. Confronted with this very real mundane task,
the
to

Church became so "Roman" and adapted

Roman thinking in matters of politics

that

resurrection of Christ the cornerstone of a

on

it

a new

it

itself

made

so thoroughly
the death and

new

foundation, erecting
of tremendous durability. Thus, after
called upon the Church to secure for the

human institution

Constantine the Great had

declining empire the protection of the "most powerful God," the
Church was eventually able to overcome the antipolitical and antiinstitutional tendencies of the Christian faith,

much

which had caused so

trouble in earlier centuries, and which are so manifest in the

New

Testament and in early Christian writings, and seemingly so
insurmountable. The victory of the Roman spirit is really almost a
miracle; in any event, it alone enabled the Church "to offer men in
the

membership of the Church the sense of
nor municipality could any longer

Rome

citizenship
offer

which neither

them."

ss

Yet, just

as Plato's politicalization of the ideas changed Western philosophy
and determined the philosophic concept of reason, so the politicalization of the

Church

as

Church changed the Christian religion. The basis of the
a community of believers and a public institution was

now no

longer the Christian faith in resurrection (though this faith
remained its content) or the Hebrew obedience to the commands

of God, but rather the testimony of the

life,

of the birth, death, and
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resurrection, of Jesus of Nazareth as a historically recorded event.

39

witnesses to this event the Apostles could become the "founding
fathers" of the Church, from whom she would derive her own au-

As

by way of tradihad happened,
this
when
tion from generation to generation. Only
one is tempted to say, had the Christian faith become a "religion"
thority as long as she

handed down

their testimony

not only in the post-Christian sense but in the ancient sense as well;
as distinguished from
only then, at any rate, could a whole world

mere groups of believers, no matter how large they might have been
become Christian. The Roman spirit could survive the catastrophe
those
of the Roman Empire because its most powerful enemies
who had laid, as it were, a curse on the whole realm of worldly
discovered in their own
public affairs and sworn to live in hiding
faith something which could be understood as a worldly event as
well

and could be transformed

into a

new mundane beginning

which the world was bound back once more
mixture of

new and

to

(religare) in a curious

old religious awe. This transformation

was to

a large extent accomplished by Augustine, the only great philosopher
the Romans ever had. For the mainstay of his philosophy, Sedis
animi est in memoria ("the seat of the mind is in memory"), is
precisely that conceptual articulation of the specifically

Roman

ex-

perience which the Romans themselves, overwhelmed as they were
by Greek philosophy and concepts, never achieved.

Thanks

to the fact that the foundation of the city of

Rome was

repeated in the foundation of the Catholic Church, though, of course,
with a radically different content, the Roman trinity of religion,
authority,

and

tradition could

be taken over by the Christian

era.

The most conspicuous sign of this continuity is perhaps that the
Church, when she embarked upon her great political career in the
fifth

century, at once adopted the

Roman

distinction

between au-

thority and power, claiming for herself the old authority of the
Senate and leaving the power which in the Roman Empire was
no longer in the hands of the people but had been monopolized by

the imperial household
close of the fifth century,

Anastasius I:

to the princes of the world. Thus, at the

Pope Gelasius I could write to Emperor
"Two are the things by which this world is chiefly
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40
ruled: the sacred authority of the Popes and the
royal power."
The result of the continuity of the Roman spirit in the history of
the West was twofold. On one hand, the miracle of permanence re-

once more; for within the framework of our history the
durability and continuity of the Church as a public institution can
be compared only with the thousand years of Roman history in
peated

itself

The

separation of church and state, on the other hand,
far from signifying unequivocally a secularization of the
political
antiquity.

realm and, hence,

its rise

to the dignity of the classical
period, actu-

had now, for the first time since the
Romans, lost its authority and with it that element which, at least
in Western history, had endowed political structures with durability,
ally implied that the political

continuity,

and permanence.

It is true that Roman political thought at a
very early date began
to use Platonic concepts in order to understand and interpret the
specifically Roman political experiences. Yet it seems as though it

has been only in the Christian era that Plato's invisible spiritual
which the visible, concrete affairs of men were to be
yardsticks, by

measured and judged, have unfolded

their full political effectiveness.

Precisely those parts of Christian doctrine which would have had
great difficulty in fitting in and being assimilated to the Roman politi-

namely, the revealed commandments and truths of
a genuinely transcendent authority which, unlike Plato's, did not
could be integrated
stretch above but was beyond the earthly realm

cal structure

into the

Roman foundation legend via Plato.

now be interpreted politically

as

if

God's revelation could

the standards for

human conduct

and the principle of political communities, intuitively anticipated
by Plato, had been finally revealed directly, so that, in the words of
a modern Platonist,

it

appeared as though Plato's early "orientation
was now confirmed through the revela-

toward the unseen measure
tion of the

measure

itself."

41

To the extent that the Catholic Church

the structure of its doctrines
incorporated Greek philosophy into
it
and dogmatic beliefs,
amalgamated the Roman political concept
of authority, which inevitably was based on a beginning, a founding

Greek notion of transcending measurements
General and transcendent standards under which the par-

in the past, with the

and

rules.
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ticular

and immanent could be subsumed were now required for any
order, moral rules for all interhuman behavior, and rational

political

measurements for the guidance of
is

scarcely anything that eventually

individual judgment.

There

to assert itself with greater

and more far-reaching consequences than the amalgama-

authority
tion

all

was

itself.

has turned out, and this fact speaks for the stability
that wherever one of the elements of the
of the amalgamation,
O
Since then

it

7

Roman

was doubted

or
or authority or tradition,
it
was
secure.
two
no
were
the
Thus,
eliminated,
longer
remaining
Luther's error to think that Ms challenge of the temporal authority
trinity, religion

of the Church and his appeal to unguided individual judgment would
leave tradition and religion intact. So it was the error of Hobbes and
the political theorists of the seventeenth century to hope that authority

and

religion could

be saved without

tradition. So, too,

was

it

think it would be possible to
finally the error of the humanists to
remain within an unbroken tradition of Western civilization without
religion

and without

momentous consequence of the amalgamainstitutions with Greek philosophic ideas
political
enabled the Church to interpret the rather vague and

Politically

tion of

was

authority.

the most

Roman

that

it

conflicting notions of early Christianity about life in the hereafter

in the light of the Platonic political myths,

and thus to elevate to the

rank of dogmatic certitude an elaborate system of rewards and punishments for deeds and misdeeds that did not find their just retribution

on

earth. This

happened not before the

fifth

century,

when the

earlier teachings of the
redemption of all sinners, even of Satan
himself (as taught by Origen and still held by Gregory of Nyssa),
and the spiritualizing interpretation of the torments of hell as tor-

ments of conscience (also taught by Origen) were declared to be
heretical; but it coincided with the downfall of Rome, the disappearance of an assured secular order, the assumption of responsibility

What
for secular affairs
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by the Church, and the emergence of the papacy
and literate notions about a hereafter

as a temporal power.
Popular

with rewards and punishments were, of course,
widespread then as
they had been throughout antiquity, but the original Christian version of these beliefs, consistent with the
"glad tidings" and the redemption from sin, was not a threat of eternal punishment and
eternal suffering, but, on the
contrary, the descensus ad infews,
Christ's mission to the underworld where he had
spent the three

days between his death and

Ms

resurrection in order to liquidate

hell, defeat Satan, and liberate the souls of dead sinners, as he

had

liberated the souls of the living, from death and
punishment.
find it somewhat difficult to gauge
correctly the political, nonthe
of
doctrine
of
hell
because
the Church
religious origin

We

incorpoof
dogmatic
body
beliefs. It seems
only natural that this incorporation in its turn should
have blurred the understanding of Plato himself to the point of
rated

it,

in its Platonic version, so early into the

identifying his strictly philosophic teaching of the immortality of the

which was meant for the few, with his political teaching of a
hereafter with punishments and rewards, which was clearly meant
soul,

for the multitude.

The

philosopher's concern

is

with the invisible

which can be perceived by the soul, which itself is something invisible
(oeiSc?) and hence goes to Hades, the place of invisibility (A-t8^),
after death has rid the invisible part of man of his body, the organ
of sense perception. 42 This is the reason why philosophers always
seem "to pursue death and dying" and why philosophy can also be
called "the study of death." 43 Those who have no experience with

a philosophic truth beyond the range of sense perception, of course,
cannot be persuaded of the immortality of a bodyless soul; for them,
Plato invented a

number

of tales to conclude

Ms

political dialogues,

usually after the argument itself had broken down, as in The Republic, or it had turned out that Socrates' opponent could not be persuaded, as in the Gorgias** Of these tales, the Er-myth of The

Republic is the most elaborate and has exerted the greatest influence.
Between Plato and the secular victory of Christianity in the fifth
the doctrine
century, which brought with it the religious sanction of
of hell (so that from then on tMs became so general a feature of
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the Christian world that political treatises did not need to mention
it
there was hardly an important discussion of political
specifically),

which did not conclude with an

except in Aristotle

problems

45
imitation of the Platonic myth.

guished from the
afterlife,

who

is

Hebrew and

And

it is

still

Plato, as distin-

about
early Christian speculations

an

the true forerunner of Dante's elaborate descrip-

tions; for in Plato

we

not merely a concept of
or eternal death, about rewards

find for the first time

judgment about eternal life
and punishments, but the geographical separation of hell, purgatory,
and paradise, as well as the horribly concrete notions of graduated

final

46

bodily punishment.

The purely political implications of Plato's myths in the last book
of The Republic, as well as in the concluding parts of Phaedon and
Gorgtas, seem to be indisputable. The distinction between the philosophic conviction of the immortality of the soul and the politically
desirable belief in an afterlife runs parallel to the distinction in the
doctrine of ideas between the idea of the beautiful as the highest idea
of the philosopher and the idea of the
the statesman.

Yet while

ideas to the political realm,

good

as the highest idea of

when applying his philosophy of
somehow blurred the decisive distinction

Plato,

between the ideas of the beautiful and of the good, silently substituting the latter for the former in Ms discussions of politics, the

same cannot be
ble,

said for the distinction

bodyless soul and an afterlife in

will receive their

punishment.

One

between an immortal,

which bodies,

invisi-

sensitive to pain,

of the clearest indications for

the political character of these myths is indeed that
they, because
in
stand
contradiction
to Ms
they imply bodily punishment,
flagrant

doctrine of the mortality of the body, and of this contradiction
Plato himself was by no means unaware. 47 Moreover, when he came
to telling

Ms

tales,

he used elaborate precautions to make sure that
truth but a possible
opinion of which one bet-

what followed was not

48
persuaded the multitude "as though it were the truth."
Finally,
it not rather obvious,
especially in The Republic, that this whole

ter
is

concept of life after death cannot possibly make sense to those who
have understood the story of the cave and know that the true under-

world

is life

on earth?

What

No

doubt Plato

Pythagorean

relied

traditions,
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on popular beliefs, perhaps on Orphic and
for Ms descriptions of an afterlife,
just as

the Church, almost a thousand
years later, could choose freely
which of the then prevalent beliefs and speculations she wanted to
lay down as dogma and which to declare as heretical. The distinc-

between Plato and his predecessors, whoever
they may have
that
was
he
was
to
the
first
become
aware
of
the enormous,
been,
tion

strictly political potentiality

inherent in such beliefs, just as the dis-

between Augustine's elaborate teachings about hell, purgaand paradise and the speculations of Origen or Clement of

tinction
tory,

Alexandria was that he (and perhaps Tertullian before him) understood to what an extent these doctrines could be used as threats in
this world,
quite apart

from

their

speculative value about a future

Nothing, indeed, is more suggestive in this context than that
was Plato who coined the word "theology," for the passage in

life.
it

which the new word

is

used occurs again in a

strictly political dis-

The Republic, when the dialogue deals with the
49
of
cities.
This new theological god is neither a living
founding
cussion,

namely

in

God nor

the god of the philosophers nor a pagan divinity; he is a
"the measurement of measurements," 50 that is, the
political device,
standard according to which cities may be founded and rules of be-

havior laid

down

for the multitude. Theology, moreover, teaches

how to enforce these standards absolutely, even in cases when human
justice

seems at a

loss, that

is,

in the case of crimes which escape

punishment as well as in the case of those for which even the death
sentence would not be adequate. For "the main thing" about the
is, as Plato says explicitly, that "for every wrong men had

hereafter

done

to

anyone they suffered tenfold,"

inkling of theology as

we understand

51

To be

it,

sure, Plato

had no

as the interpretation of

the Bible; theology to him was
and specifically that part which
part and parcel of "political science,"
taught the few how to rule the many.

God's word whose sacrosanct text

Whatever other

is

historical influences

may have been

at

work

to

elaborate the doctrine of hell, it continued, during antiquity, to be
used for political purposes in the interest of the few to retain a moral

and

political control

over the multitude. The point at stake was

al-
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and therefore
very nature Is self-evident
52
cannot ba satisfactorily argued out and demonstrated. Hence, befor what is at the same
lief is
necessary for those who lack the eyes

ways the same:

truth

time self-evident,

by

its

invisible,

and beyond argument. Platonically

the multitude of truth because
speaking, the few cannot persuade
truth cannot be the object of persuasion, and persuasion is the only
to deal with the multitude. But the multitude, carried away by

way

the irresponsible tales of poets and storytellers, can be persuaded
to believe almost anything; the appropriate tales which carry the
truth of the

ments

few to the multitude are

tales

about rewards and punish-

after death; persuading the citizens of the existence of hell

make them behave as though they knew
As long as Christianity remained without

will

responsibilities,

as free as they

the truth.
secular interests

and

the beliefs and speculations about a hereafter
been in antiquity. Yet when the purely religious

it left

had

new

development of the

creed had

come

to

an end and the Church

had become aware
ties,

of, and willing to take over, political responsibilishe found herself confronted with a perplexity similar to the

one that had given

rise to Plato's political

it

had

philosophy. Again
become a question of imposing absolute standards on a realm which
is made
up of human affairs and relations, whose very essence therefore seems to be relativity; and to this
the fact
relativity corresponds
that the worst man can do to man is to kill him, that is, to bring

about what one day

provement" on

is

bound

to

happen

to

him anyhow. The "im-

in the hell images, is pre-

this limitation,

proposed
punishment can mean more than the "eternal death*'
which early Christianity thought to be the appropriate reward of
cisely that

sin,

namely eternal

suffering,

compared

to

which eternal death

is

salvation.

The

introduction of the Platonic hell into the

body of Christian

dogmatic beliefs strengthened religious authority to the point where
could hope to remain victorious in
any contest with secular power.

it

But the price paid for this additional strength was
concept of authority was diluted, and an element

that the

Roman

of violence

permitted to insinuate itself into both the very structure of

was

Western

What
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and the hierarchy of the Church, How high this
price actually was might be gauged by the more than embarrassing
religious thought

men of unquestionable stature among them Tertullian
and even Thomas Aquinas could be convinced that one of the
joys in heaven would be the privilege of watching the spectacle of
unspeakable sufferings in hell. Nothing perhaps in the whole develfact that

opment of Christianity throughout the centuries is farther removed
from and more alien to the letter and spirit of the teaching of Jesus
of Nazareth than the elaborate catalogue of future
punishments and
enormous power of coercion through fear which only in the last

the

stages of the

As

modern age have lost their public,

far as religious thought is concerned,

it

political significance.

certainly

is

a terrible

irony that the "glad tidings" of the Gospels, "Life is everlasting,"
should eventually have resulted not in an increase of joy but of fear

on

earth, should not

have made

it

easier but harder for

man

to

die.

However that may be,

the fact

is

that the

most

significant conse-

quence of the secularization of the modern age may well be the
elimination from public life, along with religion, of the only political
element in traditional religion, the fear of

hell.

We who

had

to wit-

ness how, during the Hitler and Stalin era, an entirely new and unprecedented criminality, almost unchallenged in the respective

was

countries,

underestimate

to invade the realm of politics should

be the

last to

"persuasive" influence upon the functioning of
the impact of these experiences is likely to grow
recall that, in the very age of enlightenment, the men of

conscience.

when we

its

And

the French Revolution no less than the founding fathers in America
insisted
belief in

on making the
a

an "avenging God" and hence the
part and parcel of the new body politic.

fear of

a future state"

For the obvious reason why the men of the

revolutions of all people

should be so strangely out of tune in this respect with the general
climate of their age was that precisely because of the new separation
of church and state they found themselves in the old Platonic predicament.
hell

When

from public

of the fear of
they warned against the elimination
the
life because this would
way "to make
pave
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murder Itself as

and the extermination

indifferent as shooting plover,

swallowing of mites on a
their words may sound with an almost promorsel of cheese,"
were clearly spoken not out of any
in our ears;

RoMUa

of the

nation as innocent as the

^

yet they

phetic ring

dogmatic
ture of

Thus

faith in the "avenging

God" but out

of mistrust in the na-

man.
and punishments, condevice by Plato and perhaps no less

the belief in a future state of rewards

a political
sciously designed as
consciously adopted, in its Augustinian form,

by Gregory the Great,

other religious and secular elements which together
was to survive
had established authority in Western history. It was not during the
when secular life had become religious to such an
Middle
all

Ages,

extent that religion could not serve as a political instrument, but
of religion for secular auduring the modern age that the usefulness

was rediscovered. The true motives of this rediscovery have
been somewhat overshadowed by the various more or less infamous
thority

alliances of "throne and altar" when kings, frightened at the prospect
of revolution, believed that "the people must not be permitted to
lose its religion" because, in Heine's words, Wer sich von seinem

Gotte reisstj wird endlich auch abtrunnig werden/ von seinen
Behorden ("who tears himself away from his God will

irdischen

end by deserting his earthly authorities as well") . The point is rather
that the revolutionaries themselves preached belief in a future state,

by appealing to an "Immortal Legisthe revolution, that none of the early

that even Robespierre ended
lator" to give sanction to

American

constitutions lacked an appropriate provision for future

rewards and punishments, that men like John Adams regarded
54
as "the only true foundation of morality."

them
It

certainly

is

not surprising that

all

these attempts at retaining

the only element of violence from the crumbling edifice of religion,
authority, and tradition, and at using it as safeguard for the new,
secular political order should be in vain.

And it was by no means the

or of the Marxian belief that "religion is the opiate
of the people" which put an end to them. (Authentic religion in
general and the Christian faith in particular with its unrelenting
rise of socialism

stress

on the

individual

and

his

own

role in salvation,

which led
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to the elaboration of a catalogue of sins greater than in

could never be used as

religion

tranquillizers.
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any other
ideologies,

whether

political or psychological or social, are far better fitted to
immunize man's soul against the shocking impact of reality than
any traditional religion we know. Compared with the various superstitions of the twentieth

seems

like

a

century, the pious resignation to God's will

child's pocket-knife in

competition with atomic weap-

The

conviction that "good morals" in civil society ultimately
depended upon fear and hope for another life may still have appeared to the political men of the eighteenth century no more than
ons.)

good common

sense; to those of the nineteenth century it appeared
scandalous
that, for instance, English courts took it for
simply
"that
the
oath
is worthless of a
granted
person who does not believe
in a future state," and this not only for political reasons but also

because

it

implies "that they

who do

from lying ... by the fear of

believe are only prevented

hell." 55

Superficially speaking, the loss of belief in future states

is

politi-

not spiritually, the most significant distinccally, though certainly
tion between our present period and the centuries before. And this
loss

is definite.

again, or

For no matter how

how much

authentic faith

religious
still

our world

exists in

it,

or

may turn
how deeply

may be

rooted in our religious systems, the fear
of hell is no longer among the motives which would prevent or
stimulate the actions of a majority. This seems inevitable if secularity

our moral values

of the world involves separation of the religious and political realms
of life; under these circumstances religion was bound to lose its
as public life
political element, just

was bound

to lose the religious

sanction of transcendent authority. In this situation, it would be
well to recall that Plato's device of how to persuade the multitude
to follow the standards of the

few had remained Utopian prior to

being sanctioned by religion;" its purpose, to establish rule of the
few over the many, was too patent to be useful. For the same reason

its

the beliefs in future states withered from the public realm at once
when their political usefulness was blatantly exposed by the very
fact that they, out of the whole body of dogmatic beliefs, were

deemed worthy

of preservation.
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VI
One thing, however,

is

in this context: while
particularly striking
and examples for authoritarian relation-

the models, prototypes,
such as the statesman as healer and physician, as expert, as
ships
helmsman, as the master who knows, as educator, as the wise man
all

Greek

all

in origin,

ulated until they

have been

faithfully preserved

became empty

and further

artic-

platitudes, the one political experi-

ence which brought authority as word, concept, and reality into our
seems to have been
the Roman experience of foundation
history

and forgotten. And this to such an extent that the moment we begin to talk and think about authority, after all one of
entirely lost

the central concepts of political thought, it is as though we were
caught in a maze of abstractions, metaphors, and figures of speech
in

which everything can be taken and mistaken for something else,
we have no reality, either in history or in everyday experi-

because

ence, to which

we can unanimously appeal.

This,

among other things,

what could also be proved otherwise, namely that the
Greek concepts, once they had been sanctified by the Romans
through tradition and authority, simply eliminated from historical
indicates

consciousness
their

all

political experiences

which could not be

fitted into

framework.

However,

this

statement

is

not entirely true. There exists in our

political history one type of event for which the notion of founding
is decisive, and there is in our
history of thought one political thinker
in whose work the concept of foundation is central, if not
para-

mount. The events are the revolutions of the modern age, and the
thinker

who

stood at the threshold of this age and,
though he never used the word, was the first to conceive of a revoluis

Machiavelli,

tion.

Machiavellfs unique position in the history of political thought
has little to do with his often praised but
by no means unarguable
realism,
role

and he was

now

certainly not the father of political science,

frequently attributed to him.

(If

a

one understands by
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Is Authority?

137

political science political theory, its father certainly is Plato rather

than Machiavelli.
science,
all

it is

modern

turies.

If

one

stresses the scientific character of political

hardly possible to date
science, that

In my opinion the

Is,

its

birth earlier than the rise of

in the sixteenth

and seventeenth cen-

character of Machiavelli's theories

scientific

often greatly exaggerated.) His unconcern with moral judgments
and his freedom from prejudice are astonishing enough, but they

is

do not
his

strike the core of the matter;
they

fame than

his readers, then as today,
erly.

learn

have contributed more to

to the understanding of his works,

were too shocked even

because most of

to read

him prop-

When he insists that in the public-political realm men "should
how not to be good," 56 he of course never meant that they

should learn how to be

evil.

After

all,

there

is

scarcely another politi-

who has spoken with such vehement contempt of "methods [by which] one may indeed gain power but not glory." 57 The
truth is only that he opposed both concepts of the good which we
cal thinker

Greek concept of the "good for" or fitness,
and the Christian concept of an absolute goodness which is not of
this world. Both concepts in his opinion were valid, but only in the
find in our tradition: the

private sphere of

human life; in the public realm

of politics they

had

no more place than their opposites, unfitness or incompetence and
evil. The virtu, on the other hand, which according to Machiavelli
is

the specifically political

human

quality, has neither the connota-

tion of moral character as does the

Roman

virtus,

morally neutral excellence like the Greek aperf. Virtu

summoned up by man,

nor that of a

the response,
to the world, or rather to the constellation
is

of fortuna in which the world opens up, presents and offers itself
to him, to his virtu. There is no virtu without fortuna and no fortuna

without virtu; the interplay between them indicates a harmony between man and world playing with each other and succeeding
together

from the

which

is

as

excellence,

remote from the wisdom of the statesman as

moral or otherwise, of the individual, and the

competence of experts.
His experiences in the straggles of
deep contempt for

all traditions,

his time taught Machiavelli a
Christian and Greek, as presented,

nurtured, and reinterpreted by the Church. His contempt was leveled
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a corrupt Church which had corrupted the poEtical life of Italy,
but such corruption, he argued, was inevitable because of the Christian character of the Church, What he witnessed, after all, was not
at

only corruption but also the reaction against it, the deeply religious
and sincere revival emanating from the Franciscans and Dominicans,
culminating in the fanaticism of Savonarola,

whom

he held in con-

siderable respect. Respect for these religious forces and contempt
for the Church together led him to certain conclusions about a basic

that are oddly
discrepancy between the Christian faith and politics
was
that every
His
era.
of
our
the
reminiscent of
first centuries
point

contact between religion and politics must corrupt both, and that a

nonconupt Church, though considerably more respectable, would
be even more destructive to the public realm than its present corruption.

the

58

What he

Roman

much
retical
It

did not, and perhaps in his time could not, see
on the Catholic Church, which, indeed,

influence

less noticeable

than

its

Christian content and

its

was
was

Greek theo-

framework of reference.

was more than patriotism and more than the current

revival of

interest in antiquity that sent Machiavelli to search for the central
political experiences of the

sented, equally

The greatness

Romans

as they

had

originally

been pre-

removed from Christian piety and Greek philosophy.
lies in that he could not simply re-

of his rediscovery

vive or resort to an articulate
conceptual tradition, but had himself
to articulate those experiences which the Romans had not
conceptualized but rather
terms
of
Greek
in
expressed
philosophy vul50
garized for this purpose.

He saw that the whole

of

Roman

history

and mentality depended upon the experience of foundation, and he
believed it should be possible to repeat the Roman
experience
through the foundation of a unified Italy which was to become the
same sacred cornerstone for an "eternal" body politic for the Italian
nation as the founding of the Eternal
City had been for the Italic
people. The fact that he was aware of the contemporary beginnings
of the birth of nations and the need for a new
body politic, for

which he therefore used the hitherto unknown term lo stato, has
caused
to be commonly and
rightfully identified as the father

Mm

of the

modern

nation-state

and

its

notion of a "reason of state."
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What is even more
velli

striking, though less well known, is that Machiaand Robespierre so often seem to speak the same
language.

When

Robespierre justifies terror, "the despotism of liberty against
tyranny," he sounds at times as if he were repealing almost word

for

word

Machiavelli's

famous statements on the necessity of vionew political bodies and for the reform-

lence for the founding of
ing of corrupt ones.

This resemblance

is all the more
startling since both Macfaiavelli
and Robespierre in this respect go beyond what the Romans themselves had to say about foundation. To be sure, the connection be-

tween foundation and dictatorship could be learned from the Romans themselves, and Cicero, for instance, appeals
to
explicitly

Scipio to

become

dictator rei publicae constituendae, to seize the

60
Like the
dictatorship in order to restore the republic,

Romans,

Machiavelli and Robespierre felt founding was the central
political
action, the one great deed that established the public-political realm

and made politics possible; but unlike the Romans, to whom this
was an event of the past, they felt that for this supreme "end" all
"means," and chiefly the means of violence, were justified. They
understood the act of founding entirely in the image of
making; the
to
them
was
how
to
"make"
a
unified
question
literally
Italy or a

French republic, and their justification of violence was guided by
and received its inherent plausibility from the underlying argument:

You

cannot

make

a table without killing trees, you cannot

make an

omelet without breaking eggs, you cannot make a republic without
killing people. In this respect, which was to become so fateful for
the history of revolutions, Machiavelli and Robespierre were not
would
Romans, and the authority to which they could have

appealed

have been rather Plato, who also recommended tyranny as the government where "change is likely to be easiest and most rapid." el
It is
precisely in this double respect, because of his rediscovery of
the foundation experience and his reinterpretation of it in terms of
the justification of (violent) means for a supreme end, that Machia-

velli

may be

regarded as the ancestor of modern revolutions,

all

of

which can be characterized by Marx's remark that the French Revolution appeared

on the

stage of history in

Roman

costume. Unless
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recognized that the

it Is

Roman pathos for foundation inspired

them,

of Western
it seems to me that neither the grandeur nor the tragedy
if I
revolutions in the modern age can be properly understood. For
that the crisis of the present world is primarily
in
am
suspecting

right

political,

and that the famous "decline of the West"

in the decline of the

consists primarily

Roman trinity of religion, tradition, and

author-

with the concomitant undermining of the specifically Roman
ity,
the modfoundations of the political realm, then the revolutions of
em age appear like gigantic attempts to repair these foundations, to
f oundrenew the broken thread of tradition, and to restore, through

what for so many centuries had endowed
ing new political bodies,
the affairs of men with some measure of dignity and greatness.
been

these attempts, only one, the American Revolution, has
successful: the founding fathers as, characteristically enough,

Of

we

without viothem, founded a completely new body poEtic
this
And
lence and with the help of a constitution.
body politic has
of the fact that the
in
at least endured to the

still

call

specifically

spite
present day,
of the modern world has nowhere else

modern character

in
produced such extreme expressions
States.
the
United
in
has
as
it
life

all

of
nonpolitical spheres

not the place to discuss the reasons for the surprising
of a political structure under the onslaught of the most vestability
hement and shattering social instability. It seems certain that the
This

is

character of the American Revolution, where
relatively nonviolent
violence was more or less restricted to regular warfare, is an im-

portant factor in this success.

It

may

also

be that the founding fa-

because they had escaped the European development of the
More
nation-state, had remained closer to the original Roman spirit.
of
act
the
that
was
foundation, namely the
thers,

important, perhaps,
colonization of the American continent, had preceded the Declaraso that the framing of the Constitution, falling
tion of

Independence,

back on existing charters and agreements, confirmed and legalized
62
an already existing body politic rather than made it anew. Thus
the actors in the American Revolution were spared the effort of
a new order of things" altogether; that is, they were spared
the one action of which Machiavelli once said that "there is nothing
"initiating
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nor more
carry out, nor more doubtful of success,
6S
And Machiavelli surely must have known,
dangerous to handle."
and
like
Lenin and all the great revolutionaries
for he,
Robespierre

more

difficult to

whose ancestor he was, wished nothing more passionately than

to

new order of things.
However that may be, revolutions, which we commonly regard

initiate

a

as radical breaks with tradition, appear in our context as events in
and derive their greatstill
inspired

which the actions of men are
est strength

from the

by

origins of this tradition.

They seem

to be the

has provided
only salvation which this Roman- Western tradition
of
revolutions
various
the
not
for emergencies. The fact that
only
the twentieth century but

all

revolutions since the French have gone

ending in either restoration or tyranny,

wrong,
that even these

seems to indicate

salvation provided by tradition have
become inadequate. Authority as we once knew it, which grew out
of foundation and was understood in the
of the Roman
last

means of

experience

light of

Greek political philosophy, has nowhere been

re-established,

means
moods and

either through revolutions or through the even less promising

of restoration, and least of

all

through the conservative

trends which occasionally sweep public opinion. For to live in a
realm with neither authority nor the concomitant awareness
political
that the source of authority transcends power and those who are in

without the religious trust in
power, means to be confronted anew,
and
the
and
without
a sacred beginning
protection of traditional
therefore self-evident standards of behavior,

problems

of

human

living-together.

by the elementary

WHAT

Mrio

IS

what

FREEDOM?

freedom? seems to be a hopeless
though age-old contradictions and antinomies were lying in wait to force the mind into dilemmas of logical
impossibility so that, depending which horn of the dilemma you are
raise the question,

is

JL enterprise. It is as

holding on
its

to, it

opposite as

becomes as impossible to conceive of freedom or

it is

to realize the notion of a square circle. In

its

simplest form, the difficulty may be summed up as the contradiction between our consciousness and conscience, telling us that we

are free

and hence responsible, and our everyday experience

outer world, in which
of causality. In

hold

all

in the

we

orient ourselves according to the principle
practical and especially in political matters we

human freedom

to

be a self-evident truth, and

axiomatic assumption that laws are laid

down

in

it is

upon

this

human com-

munities, that decisions are taken, that judgments are passed. In
all fields of scientific and theoretical endeavor, on the contrary, we

proceed according to the no
nihilo, of nihil sine causa, that

own

less
is,

self-evident truth of 'ruful ex

on the assumption

that even "our

lives are, in the last analysis, subject to causation"

and that

if

143
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there should be an ultimately free ego in ourselves, it certainly
never makes its unequivocal appearance in the phenomenal world,

and therefore can never become the subject of theoretical ascertainment. Hence freedom turns out to be a mirage the moment
psychology looks into what is supposedly its innermost domain;
for "the part which force plays in nature, as the cause of motion,
in motive as the cause of
its
counterpart in the mental sphere
conduct." l It is true that the test of causality the predictability of

has

known cannot be applied to the realm of
is no test of freethis
but
affairs;
practical unpredictability
are in no position ever to know all
signifies merely that we

effect if all causes are

human
dom,

it

causes which

number of

come

into play,

and

partly because of the sheer

this

factors involved, but also because

human

motives, as

all onlookdistinguished from natural forces, are still hidden from
from
well
as
ers, from inspection by our fellow men as
introspection.

The

greatest clarification in these obscure matters

Kant and

to his insight that

freedom

is

we owe

to

no more ascertainable to

the inner sense and within the field of inner experience than it is to
the senses with which we know and understand the world. Whether
operative in the household of nature and the
certainly is a category of the mind to bring order into

or not causality
universe,

it

is

sensory data, whatever their nature may be, and thus it makes
experience possible. Hence the antinomy between practical freeall

dom and

theoretical non-freedom, both equally axiomatic in their

respective fields, does not merely concern a dichotomy between
science and ethics, but lies in
life
from which

everyday

both ethics and science take
is

not

scientific

experiences

their respective points of
departure. It

theory but thought

itself,

in

its

philosophical understanding, that seems to dissolve

which our practical conduct

and prefreedom on

pre-scientific

based into nothingness. For the
moment we reflect upon an act which was undertaken under the
assumption of our being a free agent, it seems to come under the
is

sway of two kinds of causality, of the causality of inner motivation
on one hand and of the causal principle which rules the outer world
on the

other.

Kant saved freedom from

this

twofold assault upon

it

What
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by distinguishing between a "pure" or theoretical reason and a
"practical reason" whose center is free will, whereby it is important
keep in mind that the free-willing agent, who is practically allimportant, never appears in the phenomenal world, neither in the
to

outer world of our five senses nor in the field of the inner sense

with which I sense myself. This solution, pitting the dictate of the
will against the

even

may
is

no way

in

understanding of reason,

suffice to establish a

is

ingenious enough and

moral law whose

inferior to natural laws.

But

it

logical consistency

does

little

to eliminate

the greatest and most dangerous
that thought
difficulty, namely,
itself, in its theoretical as well as its pre-theoretical form, makes

freedom disappear

quite apart

from the

strange indeed that the faculty of the will
consists in dictate

To

fact that

whose

it

must appear

essential activity

and command should be the harborer of freedom.

the question of politics, the problem of freedom is crucial,
political theory can afford to remain unconcerned with the

and no

fact that this

problem has led into "the obscure wood wherein

philosophy has lost

its

2

way."

It is

the contention of the following
is that the
phe-

considerations that the reason for this obscurity

nomenon
all,

of freedom does not appear in the realm of thought at
its
opposite is experienced in the

that neither freedom nor

dialogue between

me and

myself in the course of which the great

philosophic and metaphysical questions arise, and that the philosophical tradition, whose origin in this respect we shall consider
later,

has distorted, instead of clarifying, the very idea of freedom

given in human experience by transposing it from its
to
original field, the realm of politics and human affairs in general,
be
to
where
it
would
the
an inward domain,
will,
self-inspecopen

such as

it is

first, preliminary justification of this approach, it may be
out
that historically the problem of freedom has been the
pointed
such as
last of the time-honored great metaphysical questions

tion.

As a

etc.
being, nothingness, the soul, nature, time, eternity,

to

become

a topic of philosophic inquiry at all. There is no preoccupation
with freedom in the whole history of great philosophy from the preSocratics

up to

Plotinus, the last ancient philosopher.

And when
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freedom made

appearance in our philosophical tradition, It
was the experience of religious conversion of Paul first and then
which gave rise to it.
of Augustine

The

field

Its first

where freedom has always been known, not as a prob-

lem, to be sure, but as a fact of everyday life, is the political realm.
And even today, whether we know it or not, the question of politics
and the fact that man is a being endowed with the gift of action

must always be present

to our

mind when we speak of

the

problem

of freedom; for action and politics, among all the capabilities and
of human life, are the only things of which we could
potentialities
not even conceive without at least assuming that freedom exists,

and we can hardly touch a

single political issue without, implicitly

or explicitly, touching upon an issue of man's liberty. Freedom,
moreover, is not only one among the many problems and phenomena of the political realm properly speaking, such as justice, or

power, or equality; freedom, which only seldom in times of crisis
or revolution becomes the direct aim of political action, is actually
the reason that

Without

it,

men

live together in political organization at all.

as
political life

d'etre of politics

is

This freedom which

and which even those
count
into

is

such would be meaningless. The raison
its field of
experience is action.

freedom, and

we take for granted in all political theory
who praise tyranny must still take into ac-

the very opposite of "inner freedom," the inward space
men may escape from external coercion and feel free.

which

This inner feeling remains without outer manifestations and hence

by definition politically irrelevant. Whatever its legitimacy
be, and however eloquently it may have been described in
is

may
late

antiquity,
historically a late phenomenon, and it was originally
the result of an estrangement from the world in which
worldly exit is

periences were transformed into experiences within one's own self.
The experiences of inner freedom are derivative in that they always

presuppose a retreat from the world, where freedom was denied,
into an inwardness to which no other has access. The inward
space

where the self is sheltered against the world must not be mistaken
for the heart or the mind, both of which exist and function
only in
interrelationship with the world.

Not the heart and not the mind,
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but inwardness as a place of absolute freedom within one's
self was discovered in late
those who had no
antiquity
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own

by
place of
and hence lacked a worldly condition which,
from early antiquity to almost the middle of the nineteenth
century,
was unanimously held to be a prerequisite for freedom.
their

own

The

in the world

derivative character of this inner freedom, or of the
theory
human liberty" is the "inward do-

that "the appropriate
region of

main of consciousness," 3 appears more
origins. Not the modem individual with

clearly

if

we go back

to

its

his desire to unfold, to de-

velop, and to expand, with his justified fear lest society get the
better of his individuality, with his
emphatic insistence "on the im-

portance of genius" and originality, but the popular and popularizing sectarians of late antiquity,

who have

hardly more in comwith philosophy than the name, are
representative in this
Thus
the
most
respect.
persuasive arguments for the absolute su-

mon

periority of inner

freedom can

be found in an essay of Epictetus, who begins by stating that free is he who lives as he wishes, 4
a definition which oddly echoes a sentence from Aristotle's Politics
still

which the statement "Freedom means the doing what a man
likes" is put in the mouths of those who do not know what freedom
in

5

Epictetus then goes on to show that a man is free if he limits
himself to what is in his power, if he does not reach into a realm

is.

where he can be hindered. 6 The "science of

T

living"

consists in

knowing how to distinguish between the alien world over which
man has no power and the self of which he may dispose as he sees
fit.

8

Historically

it is

interesting to note that the appearance of the

problem of freedom in Augustine's philosophy was thus preceded
by the conscious attempt to divorce the notion of freedom from
politics,

to arrive at a formulation through

slave in the world
tetus's

and

freedom which

still

be

free.

which one may be a

Conceptually, however, Epicfrom one's own de-

consists in being free

no more than a reversal of the current ancient political
notions, and the political background against which this whole
sires is

body of popular philosophy was formulated, the obvious decline
of freedom in the late Roman Empire, manifests itself still quite
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which such notions as power, domination, and
in it. According to ancient understanding, man could
property play
other men,
liberate himself from necessity only through power over
if he owned a place, a home in the
and he could be free
the role
clearly in

only
world. Epictetus transposed these worldly relationships into relaown self, whereby he discovered that no
tionships within man's

power

is

so absolute as that which

man

yields

over himself, and

himself is
that the inward space where man struggles and subdues
more entirely Ms own, namely, more securely shielded from outside

could ever be.
any worldly home
of an inner,
Hence, in spite of the great influence the concept
has exerted upon the tradition of thought, it
nonpolitical freedom
that man would know nothing of inner freedom if
seems safe to

interference, than

say

he had not

first

tangible reality.

condition of being free as a worldly
experienced a
We first become aware of freedom or its opposite in

our intercourse with others, not in the intercourse with ourselves.
Before It became an attribute of thought or a quality of the will,

freedom was understood to be the free man's

status,

which enabled

him to move, to get away from home,
go out into the world and
meet other people in deed and word. This freedom clearly was
to

preceded by liberation:

in order to

himself from the necessities of

be

life.

free,

man must have liberated

But the

status of

freedom did

not follow automatically upon the act of liberation. Freedom
needed, in addition to mere liberation, the

company

of other

men

same state, and it needed a common public space
a politically organized world, in other words, into
which each of the free men could insert himself by word and deed.

who were

to

in the

meet them

not every
Obviously not every form of human intercourse and
kind of community is characterized by freedom. Where men live
as, for example, in tribal
together but do not form a body politic
the factors ruling their
societies or in the privacy of the household

actions

and conduct are not freedom but the

necessities of life

and

concern for its preservation. Moreover, wherever the man-made
world does not become the scene for action and speech as in
banish their subjects into the
despotically ruled communities which
narrowness of the home and thus prevent the rise of a public realm
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freedom has no worldly reality. Without a politically guaranteed
public realm, freedom lacks the worldly space to make its appearance.

To be

sure

it

may

still

dwell in men's hearts as desire or will

or hope or yearning; but the

human

we

know, is a
very dark place, and whatever goes on in its obscurity can hardly be
called a demonstrable fact. Freedom as a demonstrable fact and
politics coincide

and are related

heart, as

to each other like

all

two

sides of the

same matter.
Yet

it is

precisely this coincidence of politics

and freedom which

we cannot take for granted in the light of our present political experience. The rise of totalitarianism, its claim to having subordispheres of life to the demands of politics and its consistent
nonrecognition of civil rights, above all the rights of privacy and

nated

all

the right to freedom from politics, makes us doubt not only the
coincidence of politics and freedom but their very compatibility.
We are inclined to believe that freedom begins where politics ends,

because we have seen that freedom has disappeared when so-called
political considerations overruled everything else. Was not the
liberal credo,

"The

less

politics

the

more freedom,"

right after aU?

not true that the smaller the space occupied by the political,
the larger the domain left to freedom? Indeed, do we not rightly
Is

it

measure the extent of freedom in any given community by the free
scope it grants to apparently nonpolitical activities, free economic
enterprise or

freedom of teaching, of

tellectual activities? Is
politics

is

it

not true, as

religion, of cultural

we

all

somehow

and

in-

believe, that

compatible with freedom only because and insofar as

it

guarantees a possible freedom from politics?
This definition of political liberty as a potential freedom from

not urged upon us merely by our most recent experiences;
has played a large part in the history of political theory. We
need go no farther than the political thinkers of the seventeenth

politics is
it

and eighteenth centuries, who more often than not simply identified
political freedom with security. The highest purpose of politics,
"the end of government," was the guaranty of security; security, in
turn, made freedom possible, and the word "freedom" designated a

quintessence of activities which occurred outside the political realm.
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Even Montesquieu, though he had not only

a different but a

of politics than
higher opinion of the essence

could

still

much

Hobbes or Spinoza,
9
security. The

freedom with

occasionally equate political
and social sciences in the nineteenth

rise of the

political

and

twentieth centuries has even widened the breach between freedom

and

for government, which since the beginning of the
had been identified with the total domain of the polit-

politics;

modern age
ical, was now considered

to

of freedom as of the

process,

dividuals. Security

life

be the appointed protector not so much
the interests of society and its in-

remained the decisive

criterion,

but not the in-

Hobbes (where
freedom from fear), but a security

dividual's security against "violent death," as in

the condition of

all

liberty

is

which should permit an undisturbed development of the

life

process

of society as a whole. This life process is not bound up with freedom but follows its own inherent necessity; and it can be called
free only in the sense that

freedom

we

Here
speak of a freely flowing stream.
aim of politics, but a marginal

not even the noEpolitical
phenomenon which somehow forms the boundary government
is

should not overstep unless

and

life itself

and

its

immediate

interests

necessities are at stake.

Thus not only we, who have reasons of our own to distrust
for the sake of freedom, but the entire modern age has
politics
separated freedom and poltics. I could descend even deeper into
the past and evoke older memories and traditions. The pre-modern
secular concept of freedom certainly was emphatic in its insistence

on separating

the subjects* freedom

from any

direct

share in

government; the people's "liberty and freedom consisted in having
the government of those laws by which their life and their goods

may

be most their own:

'tis

that is nothing pertaining to
his

speech from the scaffold.

that people
eventually

not for having share in government,
as Charles I summed it up in

them"
It

was not out of a

demanded

their share in

desire for

freedom

government or ad-

mission to the political realm, but out of mistrust in those who held
power over their life and goods. The Christian concept of
political

freedom, moreover, arose out of the early Christians' suspicion of
and hostility against the public realm as such, from whose concerns

What

demanded

they

to

be absolved in order to be

Is

free.
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Christian

freedom for the sake of salvation had been preceded, as we saw
before, by the philosophers' abstention from politics as a prerequisite for the highest

and

freest

way

of

life,

the vita contem-

plativa.

Despite the enormous weight of this tradition and despite the
perhaps even more telling urgency of our own experiences, both
pressing into the same direction of a divorce of freedom from politics, I think the reader may believe he has read only an old truism

when
this

I said that the raison d'etre of
is
politics

freedom

shall

as related to politics is not a

phenomenon

of the will.

deal here not with the liberum arbitrium, a freedom of choice

that arbitrates

one

primarily experienced in action. In the following 1
reflect on this old truism.

is

do no more than

Freedom

We

freedom and that

evil,

and decides between two given

and whose choice

is

things,

one good and

predetermined by motive which has

only to be argued to start its operation
cannot prove a lover,/ To entertain these

"And

therefore, since I

fair well-spoken days,/
a
And
hate
the idle pleasures of
prove villain,/
these days." Rather it is, to remain with Shakespeare, the freedom
of Brutus: "That this shall be or we will fall for it," that is, the

I

am determined to

freedom to

call

something into being which did not exist before,

which was not given, not even as an object of cognition or imagination, and which therefore, strictly speaking, could not be known.
Action, to be free, must be free from motive

on one

side,

from

its

intended goal as a predictable effect on the other. This is not to
say that motives and aims are not important factors in every single
act, but they are its determining factors, and action is free to the
extent that

it is

able to transcend them. Action insofar as

it is

deter-

guided by a future aim whose desirability the intellect has
before
the will wills it, whereby the intellect calls upon the
grasped
to paraphrase a charwill, since only the will can dictate action

mined

is
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acteristic description of this process

10
The aim
by Duns Scotus.

of action varies and depends upon the changing circumstances of
the world; to recognize the aim is not a matter of freedom, but of
right or

wrong judgment.

Will, seen as

man

faculty, follows judgment,

then

commands

action,

its

execution.

i.e.,

a

distinct

and separate hu-

and
cognition of the right aim,
to command, to dictate

The power

not a matter of freedom but a question of strength or

is

weakness.

Action insofar as

under the guidance of the
although it needs both

free is neither

it is

intellect nor under the dictate of the will

for the execution of any particular goal

thing altogether different
analysis of forms of

government)

do not operate from within the
deformity" or

my

but springs from some-

which (following Montesquieu's famous
a principle. Principles
"mine own
as motives do

I shall call
self

"fair proportion"

but inspire, as

it

were, from

without; and they are much too general to prescribe particular
in the light of
goals, although every particular aim can be judged

unlike the judgment
principle once the act has been started. For,
of the intellect which precedes action, and unlike the command of

its

the will which initiates

it,

the inspiring principle

becomes

fully

mani-

performing act itself; yet while the merits of judglose their validity, and the strength of the commanding will

fest only in the

ment

exhausts

itself,

in the course of the act

which they execute in

cooperation, the principle which inspired it loses nothing in strength
or validity through execution. In distinction from its goal, the
principle of
haustible,

an action can be repeated time and again, it is inexin distinction from its motive, the validity of a prin-

and

not bound to any particular person or to any
particular group. However, the manifestation of principles comes
about only through action, they are manifest in the world as long as
ciple

is

universal,

it is

the action lasts, but no longer. Such principles are honor or glory,
love of equality, which Montesquieu called virtue, or distinction or
excellence the Greek det dpLcrrerW ("always strive to do your best

and to be the best of all"), but

dom

or

also fear or distrust or hatred. Free-

opposite appears in the world whenever such principles
are actualized; the
appearance of freedom, like the manifestation of
its
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as
coincides with the performing act. Men are free
as long as
distinguished from their possessing the gift for freedom
principles,

they act, neither before nor after; for to be free and to act are the
same.

Freedom

as inherent in action

is

perhaps best illustrated by

Machiavelli's concept of virtu, the excellence with which man
answers the opportunities the world opens up before him in the

meaning is best rendered by "virtuosity," that
an
excellence
we
attribute to the performing arts (as distinis,
from
the creative arts of making), where the accomplishguished
guise of fortuna. Its

ment lies

and not in an end product which
into existence and becomes inbrought

in the performance itself

outlasts the activity that

it

dependent of it. The virtuoso-ship of Machiavelli's virtu somehow
reminds us of the fact, although Machiavelli hardly knew it, that
the Greeks always used such metaphors as flute-playing, dancing,
healing, and seafaring to distinguish political from other activities,
that they drew their analogies
virtuosity of performance is decisive.
that

is,

Since

all acting

virtuosity
tics

is

which

contains an element of virtuosity, and because
we ascribe to the performing arts, poli-

definition but a metaphor,

one

arts in

the excellence

has often been defined as an

false if

from those

falls into

the

work

art.

This, of course,

is

not a

and the metaphor becomes completely

common

error of regarding the state or

art, as a kind of collective masterpiece.
government
In the sense of the creative arts, which bring forth something tan-

as a

and

of

human thought

to such an extent that the produced
of
is the exact
an
existence
its own,
thing possesses
politics
opposite of an art
which incidentally does not mean that it is a science.
gible

reify

no matter how well or how badly designed,
existence upon acting men; their conservation
for
continued
depend
is achieved by the same means that brought them into being. IndePolitical institutions,

pendent existence marks the work of
utter

dependence upon

further acts

art as

,to

keep

a product of making;
it

in existence

the state as a product of action.
The point here is not whether the creative artist

process of creation, but that the creative process

is

is

marks

free in the

not displayed
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in public

ment

and not destined to appear

in the world.

Hence

the ele-

of freedom, certainly present in the creative arts, remains

hidden;

it

is

not the free creative process which finally appears
work of art itself, the end

matters for the world, but the

and

have

OB the

The performing arts,
contrary,
product of the process.
dancers,
indeed a strong affinity with politics. Performing artists
show
to
audience
an
need
like
the
musicians, and
play-actors,

their virtuosity, just as acting

men need

the presence of others

whom they can

need a publicly organized space
appear; both
for their "work," and both depend upon others for the performance
for granted
itself. Such a space of appearances is not to be taken
wherever men live together in a community. The Greek polis
before

once was precisely that "form of government" which provided men
with a space of appearances where they could act, with a kind of
theater where freedom could appear,
in the sense of the
To use the word
"political"

Greek

polis is

neither arbitrary nor far-fetched. Not only etymologically and not
for the learned does the very word, which in all European

only

languages

still

derives

from the

historically

unique organization of

echo the experiences of the community which
first discovered the essence and the realm of the political. It is
indeed difficult and even misleading to talk about politics and its
the

Greek

city-state,

innermost principles without drawing to some extent upon the exand this for no other
of Greek and Roman

periences
reason than that

antiquity,

men have

never, either before or after, thought so

and bestowed so much dignity upon its
highly of political activity
realm. As regards the relation of freedom to politics, there is the
additional reason that only ancient political communities were
founded for the express purpose of serving the free those who
were neither slaves, subject to coercion by others, nor laborers,

driven and urged on by the necessities of Ufe. If, then, we understand the political in the sense of the polis, its end or reason d'etre

and keep in existence a space where freedom
can appear. This is the realm where freedom is a
can be heard, in deeds
worldly reality, tangible in words which
which can be seen, and in events which are talked about, remem-

would be to

as virtuosity

establish
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bered, and turned into stories before they are finally incorporated
into the great storybook of human history. Whatever occurs in

space of appearances is political by definition, even when it is
not a direct product of action. What remains outside it, such as
the great feats of barbarian empires, may be impressive and note-

this

worthy, but

it is

not

political, strictly speaking.

freedom from experiences
in the political realm sounds strange and startling because all our
theories in these matters are dominated by the notion that freedom

Every

attempt to derive the concept of

and thought much rather than of action.
not
priority
merely derived from the notion that every
act must psychologically be preceded by a cognitive act of the in-

is

an

And

attribute of will

this

tellect

is

and a command of the

will to carry out its decision, but also,

and perhaps even primarily, because

it is

held that "perfect liberty

incompatible with the existence of society," that it can be tolerated in its perfection only outside the realm of human affairs. This

is

current argument does not hold what perhaps is true
that it is
in the nature of thought to need more freedom than does any other
activity of men, but rather that thinking in
so that only action needs to be restrained:

not dangerous,

itself is

"No one

pretends that

actions should be as free as opinions." u This, of course, belongs
among the fundamental tenets of liberalism, which, its name not-

withstanding, has done its share to banish the notion of liberty
from the political realm. For politics, according to the same philosophy, must be concerned almost exclusively with the main-

tenance of
life is at

life

stake

and the safeguarding of its interests. Now, where
action is by definition under the sway of necessity,

all

and the proper realm to take care of life's necessities is the gigantic
and still increasing sphere of social and economic life whose administration has overshadowed the political realm ever since the beginning of the modern age. Only foreign affairs, because the relationships

between nations

still

harbor

which cannot be reduced to economic
domain.

hostilities

factors,

and sympathies
to be left as a

seem

And even here the prevailing tendency is to

purely political
consider international power problems and rivalries as ultimately
springing from economic factors and interests.
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Yet

just as we, despite all theories

and isms,

still

believe that to

the ralson d'etre of politics" is no more than a
say "Freedom
truism, so do we, in spite of our apparently exclusive concern with
is

hold as a matter of course that courage

life, still

cardinal political virtues, although
consistency, which

condemn courage
and

Its

it

obviously

as the foolish

interests, that

is,

is

this

if all

is

we should be

not

one of the

were a matter of
the

first

and even vicious contempt for

to

life

for the allegedly highest of all goods.

Courage is a big word, and I do not mean the daring of adventure
which gladly risks life for the sake of being as thoroughly and intensely alive as one can be only in the face of danger

Temerity
which we

is

no

still

less

concerned with

believe to

life

than

is

be indispensable for

which Churchill once called "the

first

of

and death.

cowardice. Courage,
political action,

human

qualities,

and

because

the quality which guarantees all others," does not gratify our
individual sense of vitality but is demanded of us by the very nature

It is

of the public realm. For this world of ours, because it existed before
us and is meant to outlast our lives in it, simply cannot afford to
give primary concern to individual lives and the interests connected

with them; as such the public realm stands in the sharpest possible
contrast to our private domain, where, in the protection of family
and home, everything serves and must serve the security of the life
process. It requires courage even to leave the protective security
of our four walls and enter the
public realm, not because of particular dangers which may lie in wait for us, but because we have ar-

rived in a realm where the concern for life has lost

Courage

liberates

men from

of the world. Courage

but the world

Obviously

is

its

validity.

worry about life for the freedom
indispensable because in politics not life
their

is at stake.

this notion of

an interdependence of freedom and

politics stands in contradiction to the social theories of the

age. Unfortunately

it

does not follow that

we need

modern

only to revert
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difficulty

pre-modern traditions and theories. Indeed, the greatest
in reaching an understanding of what freedom is arises

from the

fact that a simple return to tradition,

to older,

what we are wont

and especially to

to call the great tradition, does not help us.

Neither the philosophical concept of freedom as it first arose in late
antiquity, where freedom became a phenomenon of thought by

man

which

could, as

it

were, reason himself out of the world, nor

modern notion of free will has any ground in
experience. Our philosophical tradition is almost unani-

the Christian and
political

freedom begins where men have left the
inhabited by the many, and that it is not experienced in association with others but in intercourse with one's
self
whether in the form of an inner dialogue which, since

mous

in holding that

realm of political

Socrates,
strife

we

life

call thinking, or in

between what

I

dialectics disclosed first to
calities

a conflict within myself, the inner
I do, whose murderous

would and what

Paul and then to Augustine the equivo-

and impotence of the human heart.

For the

history of the

problem of freedom, Christian

has indeed become the decisive factor.
equate freedom with free

will, that is,

known

We

tradition

almost automatically

with a faculty virtually unas Christianity discovered it,

to classical antiquity. For will,
had so little in common with the well-known capacities to desire,
to intend, and to aim at, that it claimed attention only after it had

come

a phenomenon of the
ancients did not

will,

know freedom.

namely, that

This, of course,

is

absurd, but

if

he could argue what I have mentioned bethe idea of freedom played no role in philosophy

one wished to assert
fore,

freedom were actually nothing but
we would have to conclude that the

into conflict with them. If

it

prior to Augustine. The reason for this striking fact is that, in Greek
as well as Roman antiquity, freedom was an exclusively political
concept, indeed the quintessence of the city-state and of citizentradition of political thought, beginning
ship. Our philosophical
with Parmenides and Plato, was founded explicitly in opposition to

and its citizenship. The way of life chosen by the phiunderstood in opposition to the /&o$ TroAm/cos, the
was
losopher
life. Freedom, therefore, the
of
very center of polipolitical way
this polis
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tics as the

Greeks understood

It,

was an idea which almost by

definition could not enter the framework of Greek philosophy.
Only when the early Christians, and especially Paul, discovered a

kind of freedom which had no relation to

politics,

could the con-

cept of freedom enter the history of philosophy. Freedom became
one of the chief problems of philosophy when it was experienced as

something occurring in the intercourse between me and myself, and
outside of the intercourse between men. Free will and freedom be-

came synonymous

notions,

12

and the presence of freedom was ex"where no man might hinder the

perienced in complete solitude,

I had engaged with myself," the deadly conwhich took place in the "inner dwelling" of the soul and the

hot contention wherein
flict

dark "chamber of the heart."

13

Qassical antiquity was by no means inexperienced in the phe-

nomena

of solitude;

it

knew

well enough that solitary

man

is

no

longer one but two-in-one, that an intercourse between me and
myself begins the moment the intercourse between me and my fel-

low men has been interrupted for no matter what reason. In addition to this dualism which is the existential condition of thought,
classical philosophy since Plato

soul and

whereby the

body

had

human

insisted

on a dualism between

faculty of

motion had been

assigned to the soul, which was supposed to move the body as well
and it was still within the range of Platonic thought to in-

as itself ,

terpret this faculty as a rulership of the soul over the body.

Augustinian solitude of "hot contention" within the soul

Yet the

itself

was

which he had become engaged
utterly
was not between reason and passion, between understanding and

unknown, for the

14
Ovfjios,

that

is,

fight in

between two different human

conflict within the will itself.

faculty

had been known

And

faculties,

but

it

was a

duality within the self-same
as the characteristic of thought, as the
this

dialogue which I hold with myself. In other words, the two-in-one
of solitude which sets the
thought process into motion has the
effect
on
the
will: it
exactly opposite
paralyzes and locks it within
itself;

willing in solitude

will at the

same

is

always velle and nolle, to will and not to

time.

The paralyzing

effect the will

seems to have upon

itself

comes

all

What
the
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surprisingly as Its very essence obviously
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is

to

appears to be a
not be obeyed, a monstrosity which can
be explained only by the simultaneous presence of an I-will and an
it

may command himself and
I-will-not.

15

This, however,

is

already an interpretation by Augusphenomenon of the will originally

tine; the historical fact is that the

the experience that what I would I do not, that
such a thing as I-wili-and-cannot. What was unknown to

manifested
there

is

itself in

was not that there is a possible
I-will and I-can are not the same

antiquity

I-know-but-I-will-not, but

non hoc est velle, quod
For
the
I-will-and-I-can
was
of
course
posset
very familiar to the
ancients. We need only remember how much Plato insisted that
that

only those

who knew how

to rule themselves

had the

right to rule

and be freed from the obligation of obedience. And it is
true that self-control has remained one of the specifically political
others

virtues,
sity

if

where

only because it is an outstanding phenomenon of virtuoI-will and I-can must be so well attuned that they
practi-

cally coincide.

Had
what

I

ancient philosophy known of a possible conflict between
can and what I will, it would certainly have understood the

of freedom as an inherent quality of the I-can, or it
might conceivably have defined it as the coincidence of I-will and
I-can; it certainly would not have thought of it as an attribute of the

phenomenon

I-will or I-would.

no empty speculation; even the
between reason and Ovp,6<$, both simultaneously

This assertion

Euripidean conflict

is

present in the soul, is a relatively late phenomenon. More typical,
and in our context more relevant, was the conviction that passion
may blind men's reason but that once reason has succeeded in

making itself heard there is no passion left to prevent man from
doing what he knows is right. This conviction still underlies Soca kind of knowledge, and our amazecould
ever
have thought that virtue was "raanybody
it
that
could
be
learned
and taught, arises from our actional,"
quaintance with a will which is broken in itself, which wills and
rates' teaching that virtue is

ment

that

wiHs-not at the same time,

much

rather than

sight in the alleged powerlessness of reason.

from any superior

in-
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In other words,

will,

will-power,
almost identical notions; the seat of

the will as
himself.

known and

And

and will-to-power are for us

power

experienced by

man

to us the faculty of

is

in his intercourse with

for the sake of this will-power

we have emasculated
but other more

not only our reasoning and cognitive
is it not plain even to us that, in
"practical" faculties as well. But
to stand with Ms feet
the
is
the words of Pindar, "this
greatest grief:
faculties

knows [forced away], by
me from doing what I
which
prevents
necessity
necessity"?
or
from
the
know and will may arise from
world,
my own body, or
from an insufficiency of talents, gifts, and qualities which are beoutside the right and the beautiful one
1T

The

stowed upon man by birth and over which he has hardly more
all these factors, the
power than he has over other circumstances;
ones not excluded, condition the person from the outpsychological
side as far as the I-will and the I-know, that

concerned; the power

is,

the ego

itself,

are

that meets these circumstances, that liberates,

to necessity is
it were,
willing and knowing from their bondage
the I-can. Only where the I-will and the I-can coincide does freedom come to pass.
as

There

exists

free will,

still

born of a

another

way

religious

to

check our current notion of

predicament and formulated in phi-

losophical language, against the older, strictly political experiences
of freedom. In the revival of political thought which accompanied

the rise of the
thinkers

modem

who can

truly

age,

we may

distinguish

be called the fathers of

between those

political "science,"

since they took their cue from the new discoveries of the natural
and those who,
sciences
their greatest representative is Hobbes
relatively undisturbed

by these

typically

modern developments,

of antiquity, not out of any
political thought
predilection for the past as such but simply because the separation
of church and state, of religion and politics, had given rise to an

barkened back to the

independent secular,

political

realm such as had been

unknown

Roman Empire. The greatest representative of
was Montesquieu, who, though indifferent
secularism
political
to problems of a
strictly philosophic nature, was deeply aware of
since the fall of the

this

the inadequacy of the Christian

and the philosophers' concept of
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freedom for political purposes. In order to get rid of it, he expressly
distinguished between philosophical and poEtical freedom, and the
difference consisted in that philosophy demands no more of freedom than the exercise of the will (I'exercice de la volonte), inde-

pendent of circumstances and of attainment of the goals the will
has set. Political freedom, on the contrary, consists in being able
to do what one ought to will (la liberte ne peut consister qu' a
pouvoir jaire ce que

3

I

on doit vouloir

the emphasis

is

on pou-

18

For Montesquieu as for the ancients it was obvious that an
voir)
agent could no longer be called free when he lacked the capacity
to do
whereby it is irrelevant whether this failure is caused by
,

exterior or

by

interior circumstances.

I chose the example of self-control because to us this is clearly
a phenomenon of will and of will-power. The Greeks, more than
any other people, have reflected on moderation and the necessity

tame the steeds of the soul, and yet they never became aware of
the will as a distinct faculty, separate from other human capacities.
to

Historically,

men first

when

discovered the will

they experienced its
they said with Paul: "For to will

its
power, when
with
but
how to perform that which is good I find
me;
present
not." It is the same will of which Augustine complained that it

impotence and not

is

seemed "no monstrousness

[for

and although he points out that
also admits that this disease

is,

it]

partly to will, partly to nill";
"a disease of the mind," he

this is

as

it

were, natural for a

mind pos-

sessed of a will: "For the will commands that there be a will, it
Were the will entire,
commands not something else but itself.
it would not even command itself to be, because it would
already
.

be."

19

In other words,

if

man

has a

.

.

will at all,

it

must always

appear as though there were two wiEs present in the same man,
fighting with each other for power over his mind. Hence, the will is

both powerful and impotent, free and unfree.

When we

speak of impotence and the limits set to will-power, we
usually think of man's powerlessness with respect to the surrounding world. It is, therefore, of some importance to notice that in
these early testimonies the will was not defeated by some overwhelming force of nature or circumstances; the contention which
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conflict between the one
appearance raised was neither the
between
body and mind. On the
against the many nor the strife
the relation of mind to body was for Augustine even the

its

contrary,

in the will:
outstanding example for the enormous power inherent
"The mind commands the body, and the body obeys instantly; the

mind commands
this

itself,

and

is

context the exterior world and

one's

self. It is

within one's

self,

20

The body represents in
means identical with
no
by

resisted."
is

in the "interior dwelling" (interior

domus}, where Epictetus still believed man to be an absolute
broke out and
master, that the conflict between man and himself

was defeated. Christian will-power was discovered as
an organ of self-liberation and immediately found wanting. It is as

that the will

though the

the
immediately paralyzed the I-can, as though
willed freedom, they lost their capacity to be free. In

I-will

moment men

the deadly conflict with worldly desires and intentions from which
liberate the self, the most willing
will-power was supposed to
seemed able to achieve was oppression. Because of the will's imits constant depotence, its incapacity to generate genuine power,
feat in the struggle with the self, in which the power of the I-can

exhausted

itself,

the will-to-power turned at once into a will-to-

the fatal consequences for politioppression. can only hint here at
cal theory of this equation of freedom with the human capacity to
will; it was one of the causes why even today we almost automatiI

cally equate

power with oppression

at least, with rule

or,

over

others.

what we usually understand by will and
out
of this conflict between a willing and a
will-power has grown
performing self, out of the experience of an I-will-and-cannof,
which means that the I-will, no matter what is willed, remains sub-

However

that

may

ject to the self, strikes

ruined by
if

it.

be,

back

at

it,

spurs

it

on, incites

it

However far the will-to-power may reach

somebody possessed by

it

begins to

further, or is
out,

and even

conquer the whole world,

always remains bound to
This
bondage to the self disbondage.
the
I-will
from
also is carried on bethe
which
I-think,
tinguishes
tween me and myself but in whose dialogue the self is not the obthe I-will can never rid itself of the

it

and, indeed, under

its

self; it

What
ject of the activity of thought.

so power-thirsty, that will
cally identical, is

The
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fact that the I-wiU has

become

Is

and will-to-power have become practito its having been first experienced in

perhaps due

impotence. Tyranny at any rate, the only form of government
which arises directly out of the I-will, owes its greedy cruelty to an
egotism utterly absent from the Utopian tyrannies of reason with
its

which the philosophers wished to coerce men and which they conceived on the model of the I-think.
have said that the philosophers first began to show an interest in
the problem of freedom when freedom was no longer experienced
I

in acting and in associating with others but in willing and in the
intercourse with one's self, when, briefly, freedom had become free
will.
first

Since then, freedom has been a philosophical problem of the
it was
applied to the political realm and thus

order; as such

has become a political problem as well. Because of the philosophic
shift from action to will-power, from freedom as a state of being
manifest in action to the liberum arbitrium, the ideal of freedom

ceased to be virtuosity in the sense we mentioned before and became sovereignty, the ideal of a free will, independent from others

and eventually prevailing against them. The philosophic ancestry of
of freedom is still quite manifest in
political notion

our current

eighteenth-century political writers, when, for instance, Thomas
Paine insisted that "to be free it is sufficient [for man] that he wills

a word which Lafayette applied to the nation-state: "Pour
qu'une nation salt libre, il suffit qu'elle veuille Vetre"
it,"

Obviously such words echo the political philosophy of JeanJacques Rousseau, who has remained the most consistent representative of the theory of sovereignty, which he derived directly
will, so that he could conceive of political power in the

from the

image of individual will-power. He argued against Montesquieu that power must be sovereign, that is, indivisible, because
strict

would be inconceivable." He did not shun the conextreme individualism, and he held that in an

"a divided

will

sequences

of this

ideal state "the citizens

had no communications one with another,"

that in order to avoid factions "each citizen should think only his
own thoughts." In reality Rousseau's theory stands refuted for the
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simple reason that

absurd for the will to bind

"it is

itself

for the

21

a community actually founded on this sovereign will
future";
would be built not on sand but on quicksand. All political business
is,

and always has been, transacted within an elaborate framework
such as laws and constitutions,

of ties and bonds for the future

and

treaties

alliances

of

all

which derive in the

last instance

from

the faculty to promise and to keep promises in the face of the
essential uncertainties of the future.

there

man

is

no communication between

thinks only

Ms own

thoughts

A

state,

moreover, in which
and where each

the citizens

by definition a tyranny. That
and by itself, unconnected with

is

the faculty of will and will-power in
any other faculties, is an essentially nonpolitical and even antipolitical capacity is perhaps nowhere else so manifest as in the
absurdities to

which Rousseau was driven and in the curious cheer-

which he accepted them.
Politically, this identification of freedom with sovereignty is perhaps the most pernicious and dangerous consequence of the phifulness with

losophical equation of freedom and free will. For it leads either to a
denial of human freedom
namely, if it is realized that whatever

men may

be, they are never sovereign

or to the insight that the

freedom of one man, or a group, or a body

politic

can be purchased

only at the price of the

freedom, Le., the sovereignty, of all others.
Within the conceptual framework of traditional
philosophy, it is in-

how freedom and non-sovereignty
another
put
way, how freedom could
have been given to men under the condition of
non-sovereignty.
Actually it is as unrealistic to deny freedom because of the fact of
deed very

can

difficult to

understand

exist together or, to

human
be free

non-sovereignty as

it

it is

dangerous to believe that one can

as an individual or as a

The famous

he is sovereign.
group only
of
bodies
has
sovereignty
political
always been an illuif

moreover, can be maintained only by the instruments
of violence, that is, with
essentially nonpolitical means. Under
sion, which,

human conditions, which are determined by
men live on the earth, freedom and

but

the fact that not

sovereignty are so

man
little

identical that
they cannot even exist simultaneously. Where men
wish to be sovereign, as individuals or as
organized groups, they

What
must submit

Is

be

to the oppression of the will,
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this the individual

with which I force myself, or the "general will" of an organized
group. If men wish to be free, it is precisely sovereignty they must
will

renounce.

IV
Since the whole problem of freedom arises for us in the horizon
of Christian traditions on one hand, and of an originally antitradition
political philosophic
realize that there

may

exist

on the

other,

a freedom which

we
is

find

it

difficult to

not an attribute of

the will but an accessory of doing and acting. Let us therefore go
back once more to antiquity, i.e., to its political and pre-philosophical traditions, certainly not for the sake of erudition and not even

because of the continuity of our tradition, but merely because a

freedom experienced in the process of acting and nothing
though, of course,

mankind never

else

lost this experience altogether

has never again been articulated with the same classical clarity.
However, for reasons we mentioned before and which we cannot
discuss here, this articulation

is

nowhere more

difficult to

grasp than

in the writings of the philosophers. It would of course lead us too
far to try to distill, as it were, adequate concepts from the body of

non-philosophical literature, from poetic, dramatic, historical, and
writings, whose articulation lifts experiences into a realm
political

of splendor which

our purposes

Greek

is

this is

not the realm of conceptual thought. And for
not necessary. For whatever ancient literature,

as well as Latin, has to tell us about these matters

is ulti-

mately rooted in the curious fact that both the Greek and the Latin
language possess two verbs to designate what we uniformly call
"to act."

The two Greek words

to rule;
finally,

and

are apxew: to begin, to lead, and,
The cor-

Trpdrruvi to carry something through.

responding Latin verbs are agere: to set something in motion; and

which is hard to translate and somehow means the enduring
and supporting continuation of past acts whose results are the res
gestae, the deeds and events we call historical. In both instances
gerere,
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action occurs in two different stages; its first stage is a beginning by
which something new comes into the world. The Greek word apxav >

which covers beginning, leading, ruling, that is, the outstanding
free man, bears witness to an experience in which
qualities of the
new coincided. Freebeing free and the capacity to begin something
as we would say today, was experienced in spontaneity. The
manifold meaning of Spx&v indicates the following: only those could
rulers (i.e., household heads
begin something new who were already

dom,

who

ruled over slaves and family) and had thus liberated themfrom the necessities of life for enterprises in distant lands or

selves

in either case, they no longer ruled, but
citizenship in the polis;
were rulers
rulers,
among their peers, whose help

among

moving

to begin something new, to start a
they enlisted as leaders in order
new enterprise; for only with the help of others could the apxwv >

the ruler, beginner and leader, really act, irpdrrav, carry through

whatever he had started to do.
In Latin, to be free and to begin are also interconnected, though
ia a different way. Roman freedom was a legacy bequeathed by the
founders of Rome to the Roman people; their freedom was tied to

by founding the
to manage, whose conhad
descendants
city,
had to
sequences they had to bear, and whose foundations they
"augment." All these together are the res gestae of the Roman
the beginning their forefathers had established

whose

republic.

as

affairs the

Roman

historiography therefore, essentially as political
historiography, never was content with the mere narra-

Greek

tion of great deeds and events; unlike Thucydides or Herodotus,

the

Roman historians

always

felt

bound

to the beginning of

Roman

history, because this beginning contained the authentic element of

Roman freedom
they had

and thus made

their history political;

whatever

to relate, they started ab urbe condita, with the founda-

tion of the city, the
guaranty of Roman freedom.
I have
mentioned that the ancient

concept of freedom
role in Greek philosophy precisely because of its exclusively political origin. Roman writers, it is true, rebelled occaalready

played no

sionally against the anti-political tendencies of the Socratic school,

but their strange lack of philosophic talent apparently
prevented

What
their finding a theoretical
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concept of freedom which could have

to their own
experiences and to the great institutions
of liberty present in the Roman res publica. If the history of ideas
were as consistent as its historians sometimes imagine, we should

been adequate

have even

hope of finding a valid political idea of freedom in
the
great Christian thinker who in fact introduced Paul's
Augustine,
free wiH, along with its perplexities, into the history of philosophy.
less

Yet we

find in Augustine not only the discussion of freedom as
liberum arbitrium, though this discussion became decisive for the
tradition, but also an entirely differently conceived notion which
characteristically appears in his only political treatise, in

Dei. In the City of God Augustine, as
from the background of specifically

any of his other

writings,

and freedom

is

De

Civitate

only natural, speaks more
experiences than in

Roman
is

conceived there not as an

human

disposition but as a character of human existence in
the world. Man does not possess freedom so much as he, or better

inner

his

coming

dom

into the world,

in the universe;

was so created

man

is
is

had already come into existence:
homo, ante quern nemo fuit. 22 In the

after the universe

[Inltium] ut esset, creatus est
birth of each

equated with the appearance of freefree because he is a beginning and

man

this initial

beginning

is

reaffirmed, because in

each instance something new comes into an already existing world
which will continue to exist after each individual's death. Because
a beginning, man can begin; to be human and to be free are
one and the same. God created man in order to introduce into the

he

is

world the faculty of beginning: freedom.

The

strong anti-political tendencies of early Christianity are so
familiar that the notion of a Christian thinker's having been the
first

to formulate the philosophical implications of the ancient
idea of freedom strikes us as almost paradoxical. The only

political

was a Roman as
explanation that comes to mind is that Augustine
well as a Christian, and that in this part of his work he formulated
the central political experience of Roman antiquity, which was that
freedom qua beginning became manifest in the act of foundation.
Yet I am convinced that this impression would considerably change
Nazareth were taken more seriously in
if the
sayings of Jesus of
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their philosophic implications.

We

find in these parts of the

New

Testament an extraordinary understanding of freedom, and particuthe power inherent in human freedom; but the human
larly of
to this power, which, in the words of
capacity which corresponds
the Gospel, is capable of removing mountains, is not will but faith.
The work of faith, actually its product, is what the gospels called
the New Testament
"miracles," a word with many meanings in
difficulties here and
the
and difficult to understand. We can neglect
refer only to those passages

where miracles are clearly not super-

natural events but only what

all

no

less

miracles, those

than those performed by a divine

performed by

men

must be,
agent, always
of events, of some auto-

namely, interruptions of some natural
matic process, in whose context they constitute the wholly unexseries

pected.

No

doubt

human

placed on the earth,

life,

is

surrounded by

automatic processes by the natural processes of the earth, which,
and we ourselves are
torn, are surrounded by cosmic processes,
a part of organic
are
too
we
as
insofar
forces
similar
driven

m

by

moreover, despite its being the realm of
call
action, also takes place in the midst of processes which we
or
as
natural
automatic
as
become
tend
to
which
and
historical
nature.

Our

political life,

cosmic processes, although they were started by men. The truth
is that automatism is inherent in all processes, no matter what their
origin

may be

which

is

why no

single act,

and no

single event,

can ever, once and for all, deliver and save a man, or a nation, or
mankind. It is in the nature of the automatic processes to which

man

and against which he can assert himself
life. Once
through action, that they can only spell ruin to human
become
have
historical
automatic,
man-made,
they are
processes

no

is

subject, but within

less ruinous

than the natural

ism and which in

its

own

life

process that drives our organ-

terms, that

is,

being to non-being, from birth to death.
know only too well such cases of petrified

biologically, leads

The

from

historical sciences

and hopelessly declining

where doom seems foreordained, like a biological
since such historical processes of stagnation can
and
necessity,
last and
creep on for centuries, they even occupy by far the largest
civilizations
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space in recorded Mstoiy; the periods of being free have always

been

relatively short in the history of

mankind.

What

usually remains intact in the epochs of petrification and
foreordained doom is the faculty of freedom itself, the sheer capacity to begin,

which animates and inspires

all

human

activities

and

the hidden source of production of all great and beautiful things.
But so long as this source remains hidden, freedom is not a worldly,
tangible reality; that is, it is not political. Because the source of
is

freedom remains present even when political life has become petrified and political action impotent to interrupt automatic
processes,
freedom can so easily be mistaken for an essentially nonpolitical
freedom is not experienced
kind
its own
of "virtue" and virtuosity, but
which only man, of all earthly creatures, seems to

in such circumstances,

phenomenon;
as a

mode

of being with

as a supreme gift
have received, of which

we can

find traces

and

signs in almost all

his activities, but which, nevertheless, develops fully only

action has created
hiding, as

Every

it

act,

process in
terrupts,

is

were,

own worldly space where
and make its appearance.
its

it

when

can come out of

seen from the perspective not of the agent but of the
it occurs and whose automatism it in-

whose framework
a "miracle"

that

is,

something which could not be ex-

pected. If it is true that action and beginning are essentially the
same, it follows that a capacity for performing miracles must likewise be within the range of human faculties. This sounds stranger

than
that

it

it

actually is. It is in the very nature of every new beginning
breaks into the world as an "infinite improbability," and yet

precisely this infinitely improbable which actually constitutes
the very texture of everything we call real. Our whole existence

it is

rests, after all,

on a chain of miracles,

as

it

were

the coining into

being of the earth, the development of organic life on it, the evolution of mankind out of the animal species. For from the viewpoint
of the processes in the universe and in nature, and their statistically
overwhelming probabilities, the coming into being of the earth

out of cosmic processes, the formation of organic life out of inorganic processes, the evolution of man, finally, out of the processes of organic life are

all

"infinite improbabilities,"

they are
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"miracles" in everyday language. It is because of this element of
the "miraculous" present in all reality that events, no matter how
well anticipated in fear or hope, strike us with a shock of surprise
once they have come to pass. The very impact of an event is never
transcends in principle all anticipaits
factuality

wholly explicable;

The experience which

tion.

tells

us that events are miracles

is

is, on the contrary, most
neither arbitrary nor sophisticated;
natural and, indeed, in ordinary life almost commonplace. Without

it

to
commonplace experience, the part assigned by religion
would be well-nigh incomprehensible.
supernatural miracles

this

chose the example of natural processes which are interrupted
in order to illustrate
by the advent of some "infinite improbability"
that what we call real in ordinary experience has mostly come into
I

existence through coincidences which are stranger than fiction. Of
has its limitations and cannot be simply apcourse the

example

plied

to the realm of

stition to

hope

human

aSairs. It

would be sheer super-

for miracles, for the "infinitely improbable/' in the

context of automatic historical or political processes, although even
this can never be completely excluded. History, in contradistinction
to nature,

is full

of events; here the miracle of accident

and

in-

so frequently that it seems strange to
improbability occurs
at all But the reason for this frequency is merely
of
miracles
speak

finite

that historical processes are created and constantly interrupted by
human initiative, by the initium man is insofar as he is an acting

not in the least superstitious, it is even a counsel
of realism, to look for the unforeseeable and unpredictable, to be
being.

Hence

it is

prepared for and to expect "miracles" in the

more heavily
more miraculous
the

political realm.

And

the scales are weighted in favor of disaster, the
will the deed done in freedom appear; for it is

not salvation, which always happens automatically and
therefore always must appear to be irresistible.
disaster,

Objectively, that
into account that

that

Not

tomorrow

is,

man

will

be

seen from the outside and without taking
a beginning and a beginner, the chances

is

like yesterday are

always overwhelming.

quite so overwhelming, to be sure, but very nearly so as the
chances were that no earth would ever rise out of cosmic occur-

What
recces, that

no

that

no

life
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would develop out of inorganic processes, and

man would emerge

out of the evolution of animal

life.

The

decisive difference between the "infinite improbabilities" on which
the reality of our earthly life rests and the miraculous character
inherent in those events which establish historical reality is that, in

human affairs, we know the author of the "miracles."
men who perform them men who because they have received

the realm of
It is

the twofold
their

own.

gift

of

freedom and action can establish a

reality

of

THE

CRISIS IN

EDUCATION

r-r-<HE general crisis that has overtaken the
JL

where and in almost every sphere of

life

modern world everymanifests

itself differ-

ently in each country, involving different areas and taking on different forms. In America, one of its most characteristic and suggestive

the recurring crisis in education that, during the last decade at least, has become a political problem of the first magnitude,
aspects

is

reported on almost daily in the newspapers. To be sure, no great
imagination is required to detect the dangers of a constantly progressing decline of elementary standards throughout the entire
school system, and the seriousness of the trouble has been properly
underlined by the countless unavailing efforts of the educational
authorities to stem the tide.

Still, if

one compares

this crisis in

educa-

tion with the political experiences of other countries in the twentieth
century, with the revolutionary turmoil after the First World War,

with concentration and extermination camps, or even with the profound malaise which, appearances of prosperity to the contrary not173
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of
Europe ever since the end
in
crisis
a
take
to
difficult
somewhat

withstanding, has spread throughout

World War,

the Second

it is

education as seriously as it deserves. It is tempting indeed to regard
issues of
it as a local phenomenon, unconnected with the larger
life
in the
of
to be blamed on certain
the
century,

United States which are not

peculiarities
a counterpart in other
find
to
likely

world.
parts of the
if

Yet,

this

were

have become a

our school system would not

true, the crisis in

political

issue

and the educational authorities would

not have been unable to deal with

it

in time. Certainly

more

is

in-

can't read.

volved here than the puzzling question of why Johnny
dealMoreover, there is always a temptation to believe that we are
confined within historical and national
ing with specific problems
boundaries and of importance only to those immediately affected.
It is precisely this belief that in

One can

our time has consistently proved
rule in this century that what-

it as a general
in one country may in the foreseeable future be
possible
in almost any other.
equally possible
Aside from these general reasons that would make it seem ad-

false.

ever

take

is

visable for the

layman

to

be concerned with trouble in

fields

about

which, in the specialist's sense, he may know nothing (and this,
since I am not a professional educator, is of course my case when I
deal with a

crisis in

education), there

is

another even more cogent

reason for his concerning himself with a critical situation in which
he is not immediately involved. And that is the opportunity, provided by the very fact of
obliterates prejudices

been

crisis

to explore

tears

away fagades and

and inquire

into whatever has

which

laid bare of the essence of the matter,

education
world.

The

lost the

and the essence of

fact that human beings are born into the
natality, the
disappearance of prejudices simply means that we have

is

answers on which

we

ordinarily rely without even realizing

A

crisis forces us back
originally answers to questions.
to the questions themselves and requires from us either new or old

they were

A

crisis becomes a
answers, but in any case direct judgments.
when we respond to it with preformed judgments,
that is, with prejudices. Such an attitude not only sharpens the

disaster only
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but makes us forfeit the experience of reality and the op-

crisis

portunity for reflection it provides.
However clearly a general problem

may present itself in a
nevertheless
to
isolate completely the
ever
crisis,
impossible
universal element from the concrete and specific circumstances in
it is

which

it

makes

its

Though

appearance.

whole world,

affect the

it is

the crisis in education

characteristic that

we

find

its

may

most ex-

treme form in America, the reason being that perhaps only in

America could a
politics.

crisis in

education actually become a factor in
fact, education plays a differ-

In America, as a matter of

ent and, politically, incomparably more important role than in other
countries. Technically, of course, the
explanation lies in the fact
that America has always been a land of immigrants; it is obvious
that the enormously difficult melting together of the

most diverse

never fully successful but continuously succeedcan only be accomplished through the
ing beyond expectation
schooling, education, and Americanization of the immigrants' chil-

ethnic groups

dren. Since for most of these children English is not their mother
tongue but has to be learned in school, schools must obviously

assume functions which in a nation-state would be performed

as a

matter of course in the home.

More decisive, however, for our considerations is the role that
continuous immigration plays in the country's political consciousness and frame of mind. America is not simply a colonial country
in

need of immigrants to populate the land, though independent
the determining factor
its
political structure. For America

of them in

has always been the motto printed on every dollar bill: Novus
Ordo Seclorum,
New Order of the World. The immigrants, the

A

represents the new
founding of a new world

newcomers, are a guarantee to the country that
order.

The meaning

against the old,
sion.

But

at the

of this

was and

is

same time

new

order, this

the doing
its

it

away with poverty and oppres-

magnificence consists in the fact that

from the beginning this new order did not shut itself
side

world

Utopias

as has elsewhere

in order to confront

off

from the out-

been the custom in the founding of
it with a
perfect model, nor was its

purpose to enforce imperial claims or to be preached as an evangel
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to others.

acterized

Rather

Its

from the

relation to the outside world has

start

by the fact that

this republic,

been char-

which planned

the poor and enslaved
to abolish poverty and slavery, welcomed
that
in 1765
of the earth. In the words spoken by John Adams
consider
"I
always
before the Declaration of
ail

Independence

is,

the settlement of

as the opening of a

America

grand scheme and

for the iEumination and emancipation of the
design in Providence
is the basic intent
slavish part of mankind all over the earth." This

her
or the basic law in accordance with which America began
historical

and

existence.

political

for what is new, which is shown
extraordinary enthusiasm
concomitant
in almost every aspect of American daily life, and the
which
Tocqueville noted as
trust in an "indefinite perfectibility"

The

the credo of the

common

"uninstracted

man" and which

as such

antedates by almost a hundred years the development in other counhave resulted in any case in
would
tries of the West
greater attention paid
comers
birth, that

presumably
and greater significance ascribed to the new-

by

is,

the children,

whom, when

they had out-

community of
adults as young people, the Greeks simply called ot wi, the new
ones. There is the additional fact, however, a fact that has become

grown

their childhood

decisive for the

and

were about to enter the

meaning of education, that

this

pathos of the new,

considerably older than the eighteenth century, only
and politically in that century. From this
developed conceptually
source there was derived at the start an educational ideal, tinged
it is

though

with Rousseauism and in fact directly influenced by Rousseau, in
which education became an instrument of politics, and political
activity itself

was conceived of

as a

form of education.

from ancient
The
political Utopias
new
world with
a
times onward shows how natural it seems to start
those who are by birth and nature new. So far as politics is conrole played by education in

all

cerned, this involves of course a serious misconception; instead of
in assuming the effort of persuasion and
joining with one's equals
the risk of failure, there is dictatorial intervention, based

running

the absolute superiority of the adult, and the attempt to produce the new as a fait accompli, that is, as though the new already

upon

The
existed.

For

Europe, the belief that one must begin
one wishes to produce new conditions has re-

if

principally the

tyrannical cast which,

away from
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this reason, in

with the children

mained

Crisis in

monopoly of revolutionary movements of

when they came

to power, took the children

and simply indoctrinated them. Education
in politics we always have to
politics, because

their parents

can play no part in

who

are already educated. Whoever wants to educate adults really wants to act as their guardian and prevent them
from political activity. Since one cannot educate adults, the word

deal with those

"education" has an evil sound in politics; there is a pretense of education, when the real purpose is coercion without the use of force.

He who

seriously wants to create a new political order through eduthat
is, neither through force and constraint nor through
cation,

persuasion, must draw the dreadful Platonic conclusion: the banishment of all older people from the state that is to be founded. But
even the children one wishes to educate to be citizens of a Utopian

own future role in the body polifrom
the
the
of
new ones, whatever new the
tic., for,
standpoint
adult world may propose is necessarily older than they themselves.
morrow

are actually denied their

It is in the

very nature of the

human

condition that each

new

an old world, so that to prepare a new generageneration grows
tion for a new world can only mean that one wishes to strike from
into

the newcomers' hands their

All this

is

own chance

by no means the case

at the

new.

in America, and

it is

exactly this

makes

it so hard to
judge these questions correctly here.
that
role
education
actually plays in a land of impolitical
schools
the
fact
that
not only serve to Americanize
the
migrants,

fact that

The

the children but affect their parents as well, that here in fact one
helps to shed an old world and to enter into a new one, encourages

the illusion that a

new world

being built through the education of
the children. Of course the true situation is not this at all. The world

into

is

which children are introduced, even in America,

is

an old

world, that is, a pre-existing world, constructed by the living and
the dead, and it is new only for those who have newly entered it by
stronger than reality because it
a basic American experience, the experience

immigration. But here illusion
springs directly

from

is
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that a

new

order can be founded, and what

is

more, founded with

full consciousness of a historical continuum, for the phrase

"New

World" gains its meaning from the Old World, which, however
admirable on other scores, was rejected because it could find no
solution for poverty and oppression.
to education itself the illusion arising from the
Now in
respect

its most serious consequences only
pathos of the new has produced
in our own century. It has first of all made it possible for that com-

plex of

modem

Europe and

educational theories which originated in Middle
an astounding hodgepodge of sense and

consists of

nonsense to accomplish, under the banner of progressive educaof education.
tion, a most radical revolution in the whole system

What

in

there in

out here and
Europe has remained an experiment, tested
isolated educational institutions and
single schools and

then gradually extending its influences in certain quarters, in America about twenty-five years ago completely overthrew, as though

from one day to the next, all traditions and all the established
methods of teaching and learning. I shall not go into details, and I
leave out of account private schools and especially the Roman
Catholic parochial school system. The significant fact is that for
the sake of certain theories, good or bad, all the rules of sound hu-

man

reason were thrust aside. Such a procedure is always of great
and pernicious significance, especially in a country that relies so
life. Whenever in
extensively on common sense in its political

sound human reason fails or gives up the attempt
to supply answers we are faced by a crisis; for this kind of reason
which we and our five inis
really that common sense by virtue of
political questions

dividual senses are fitted into a single world

by

the aid of which

we move about

in

it.

common

to us all

and

The disappearance

of

common sense in the present day is the surest sign of the presentday crisis. In every crisis a piece of the world, something common
destroyed. The failure of common sense, like a divining
rod, points to the place where such a cave-in has occurred.
In any case the answer to the question of why Johnny can't read
to us

all, is

more general
average American

or to the
the

question of why the scholastic standards of
school lag so very far behind the average
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Europe is not, unfortunately, simply that this country is young and has not yet caught
up with the standards of the Old World but, on the contrary, that
this country in this
particular field is the most "advanced" and
standards in actually

all

the countries of

most modern in the world. And this is true in a double sense: nowhere have the education problems of a mass society become so
acute, and nowhere else have the most modern theories in the realm
of pedagogy been so uncritically

and

slavishly accepted.

Thus the

American education, on the one hand, announces the
bankruptcy of progressive education and, on the other, presents a

crisis in

problem of immense difficulty because it has arisen under the conditions and in response to the demands of a mass society.

we must bear in mind another more general
factor which did not, to be sure, cause the crisis but which has
In this connection

aggravated

it

to a remarkable degree,

and

this is the

unique role

the concept of equality plays and always has played in American
life. Much more is involved in this than
equality before the law,

more too than
what

is

the leveling of class distinctions, more even than
expressed in the phrase "equality of opportunity," though

that has a greater significance in this connection because in the

American view a
rights.

right to education is

one of the inalienable

civic

This last has been decisive for the structure of the public-

school system in that secondary schools in the European sense exist
only as exceptions. Since compulsory school attendance extends to
the age of sixteen, every child must enter high school, and the high
school therefore is basically a kind of continuation of primary
school.

As

selves,

whose

a result of this lack of a secondary school the preparation for the college course has to be supplied by the colleges them-

which in turn

from a chronic
work done there.

curricula therefore suffer
affects the quality of the

overload,

At first glance one might perhaps think that this anomaly lies in
the very nature of a mass society in which education is no longer a
glance at England, where, as
privilege of the wealthy classes.

A

everyone knows, secondary education has also been

made

available

in recent years to all classes of the population, will show that this is
not the case. For there at the end of primary school, with students
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at the age of eleven, has

been instituted the dreaded examination

but some ten per cent of the scholars suited for
selection was not accepted even
higher education. The rigor of this
in England without protest; in America it would have been simply
that

weeds out

all

England is "meritocracy,** which is
more the establishment of an oligarchy, this time not
clearly once
birth but of talent. But this means, even though peoor
of
of wealth
impossible.

What

is

aimed

at in

about it, that the counEngland may not be altogether clear
under a socialist government will continue to be governed
try even
from time out of mind, that is, neither as a monarchy
been
as it has
ple in

nor as a democracy but as an oligarchy or aristocracy the latter
in case one takes the view that the most gifted are also the best,

which

is

by no means

America such an almost physwould be congifted and ungifted

a certainty. In

ical division of the children into

sidered intolerable. Meritocracy contradicts the principle of equalof an equalitarian democracy, no less than any other oligarchy.
Thus what makes the educational crisis in American so especially
of the country, which of itself struggles
acute is the

ity,

political

temper

to equalize or to erase as far as possible the difference
young and old, between the gifted and the uagifted, finally

between
between

adults, particularly between pupils and teachers. It is
obvious that such an equalization can actually be accomplished only
at the cost of the teacher's authority and at the expense of the gifted

children and

among

equally obvious, at least to
in contact with the American educa-

the students. However,

anyone who has ever come

it

is

tional system, that this difficulty, rooted in the political attitude of

the country, also has great advantages, not simply of a human kind
but educationally speaking as well; in any case these general factors

cannot explain the crisis in which we presently find ourselves nor
that crisis has been precipitated.
justify the measures through which

II

These ruinous measures can be schematically traced back to
three basic assumptions, all of which are only too familiar. The
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and a society formed among
children that are autonomous and must insofar as possible be left

first is

that there exist a child's world

to them to govern. Adults are only there to help with this government. The authority that tells the individual child what to do and
what not to do rests with the child group itself and this produces,

other consequences, a situation in which the adult stands
helpless before the individual child and out of contact with him. He

among

can only

tell

him

to

do what he

likes

and then prevent the worst

from happening. The real and normal relations between children
and adults, arising from the fact that people of all ages are always
simultaneously together in the world, are thus broken off. And so it
of the essence of this first basic assumption that it takes into ac-

is

count only the group and not the individual child.
As for the child in the group, he is of course rather worse off than

For the authority of a group, even a child group, is always
considerably stronger and more tyrannical than the severest authority of an individual person can ever be. If one looks at it from
before.

the standpoint of the individual child, his chances to rebel or to do

anything on his own hook are practically nil; he no longer finds
himself in a very unequal contest with a person who has, to be sure,
absolute superiority over him but in contest with whom he can
nevertheless count

own

on the

kind; rather he

is

solidarity of other children, that

in the position, hopeless

by

is,

of his

definition, of

a

minority of one confronted by the absolute majority of all the
others. There are very few grown people who can endure such a
situation,

even when

it is

not supported by external means of com-

pulsion; children are simply

and

utterly incapable of

it.

Therefore by being emancipated from the authority of adults the
been freed but has been subjected to a much more

child has not
terrifying

and

truly tyrannical authority, the tyranny of the majority.

In any case the result is that the children have been so to speak
banished from the world of grown-ups. They are either thrown
back upon themselves or handed over to the tyranny of their own
group, against which, because of its numerical superiority, they cannot rebel, with whidh, because they are children, they cannot reason, and out of which they cannot flee to any other world because
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the world of adults
to this pressure

quency, and

is

barred to them.

tends to be either

The

reaction of the children

conformlsm or juvenile delin-

of both.
frequently a mixture

is

The second basic assumption which has come into question in the
do with teaching. Under the influence of modpresent crisis has to
ern psychology and the tenets of pragmatism, pedagogy has dein general in such a way as to be
veloped into a science of teaching

A

actual material to be taught.
wholly emancipated from the
who can simply teach anything;
man
a
is
it
was
so
teacher,
thought,
his training is in teaching, not in the

mastery of any particular sub-

This attitude, as we shall presently see, is naturally very closely
connected with a basic assumption about learning. Moreover, it has
resulted in recent decades in a most serious neglect of the training

ject.

of teachers in their

own

in the public high
subjects, especially

schools. Since the teacher does not need to

know

his

own

subject,

one hour ahead of his

it

not infrequently happens that he is just
in knowledge. This in turn means not only that the students are
but that the most legitimate
actually left to their own resources
source of the teacher's authority as the person who, turn
ever

way one

will, still

it

class

what-

knows more and can do more than oneself

Thus the non-authoritarian teacher, who
no longer
would like to abstain from all methods of compulsion because he is
able to rely on Ms own authority, can no longer exist.
effective.

is

role that pedagogy and the teachers' colleges
pernicious
are playing in the present crisis was only possible because of a
about learning. This was, quite simply, the logical
modern

But

this

theory

application of the third basic assumption in our context, an assumption which the modern world has held for centuries and which

found

systematic conceptual expression in pragmatism. This
basic assumption is that you can know and understand only what
its

and its application to education is as
obvious: to substitute, insofar as possible, doing
for learning. The reason that no importance was attached to the
teacher's mastering his own subject was the wish to compel him to

you have done

primitive as

yourself,

it is

the exercise of the continuous activity of learning so that he
not, as they said, pass

on "dead knowledge"

but, instead,

would

would
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constantly demonstrate how It Is produced. The conscious intention
was not to teach knowledge but to inculcate a skill, and the result

was a kind of transformation of
tional institutions

drive a car or

institutes for learning into

which have been as successful

how

the "art" of living,

a typewriter

to use

how

or,

in teaching

voca-

how

to

even more important for
and to be

to get along with other people

popular, as they have been unable to make the children acquire the
normal prerequisites of a standard curriculum.

However,

this

description

is

not only because it obhome a point, but because it

at fault,

viously exaggerates in order to drive

take into account how in this process special
importance was
attached to obliterating as far as possible the distinction between
play and work in favor of the former. Play was looked upon as
fails to

the liveliest and most appropriate way for the child to behave in
the world, as the only form of activity that evolves spontaneously
from his existence as a child. Only what can be learned through

play does justice to this liveliness. The child's characteristic activity,
so it was thought, lies in play; learning in the old sense, by forcing
a child into an attitude of passivity, compelled him to give up his

own

playful initiative.

The

close connection between these

tion of doing for learning
illustrated

by

two things

the substitu-

and of playing for working

the teaching of languages: the child

is

is

directly

to learn

by

speaking, that is by doing, not by studying grammar and syntax; in
other words he is to learn a foreign language in the same way that
as an infant he learned his own language: as though at play and in

the uninterrupted continuity of simple existence. Quite apart from
the question of whether this is possible or not
it is
possible, to a
limited degree, only when one can keep the child all day long in the

foreign-speaking environment

it is

perfectly clear that this pro-

cedure consciously attempts to keep the older child as far as possible at the infant level. The very thing that should prepare the
child for the world of adults, the gradually acquired habit of work
and of not-playing, is done away with in favor of the autonomy of

the world of childhood.

Whatever may be the connection between doing and knowing, or
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to
application
the child learns, tends to make

whatever the validity of the pragmatic formula,
education, that

is,

to the

way

same way

absolute the world of childhood in just the
in the case of the

first

its

that

we noted

basic assumption. Here, too, under the pre-

debarred from
text of respecting the child's independence, he is
so far as that
and
world of
kept in his own,
the

artificially
grown-ups
is artificial
can be called a world. This holding back of the child
between
grown-ups
because it breaks off the natural relationship
in teaching and
other
consists
which
things
and children,
among

learning,

child

is

and because

at the

same time

it

belies the fact that the

a developing human being, that childhood

is

a temporary

a preparation for adulthood.
The present crisis in America results from the recognition of the
destructiveness of these basic assumptions and a desperate attempt
stage,

to reform the entire educational system, that
pletely.

In doing this what

is

is,

to transform

actually being attempted

it

com-

except for

in
the plans for an immense increase in the facilities for training
restoration:
but
is
in
nothing
the physical sciences and
technology

be conducted with authority; play is to
work is once more to be done;

teaching will once more
and serious
stop in school hours,

emphasis will

shift

from extracurricular

skills to

knowledge pre-

scribed by the curriculum; finally there is even talk of transforming
the present curricula for teachers so that the teachers themselves
will have to learn something before being turned loose on the
children.

These proposed reforms, which are still in the discussion stage
and are of purely American interest, need not concern us here. Nor
can I discuss the more technical, yet in the long run perhaps even

more important question of how
mentary and secondary schools in

to

reform the curricula of

ele-

countries so as to bring them
the present world. What is
of
requirements
up
a
twofold question. Which aspects
of importance to our argument is
of the modern world and its crisis have actually revealed themselves
to the entirely

all

new

in the educational crisis, that

is,

what are the true reasons that for

decades things could be said and done in such glaring contradiction
common sense? And, second, what can we learn from this crisis

to
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not in the sense that one can always

for the essence of education

from mistakes what ought not to be done, but rather by reflecting on the role that education plays in every civilization, that is
on the obligation that the existence of children entails for every
learn

human

society.

We shall begin with

the second question.

A crisis in education would at any time give rise to
cern even

if it

more general
belongs

man
itself

did not reflect, as in the present instance it does, a
and instability in modern society. For education

crisis

among

society,

the

most elementary and necessary

which never remains as

it is

through birth, through the arrival of

activities of

hu-

but continuously renews

new human

newcomers, moreover, are not finished but in a

Thus the

serious con-

beings. These

state of

becoming.

child, the subject of education, has for the educator a

double aspect: he

is

new

in a

world that

is

strange to

him and he

is

he is a new human being and he is a becomdouble aspect is by no means self-evident
This
ing
being.
and it does not apply to the animal forms of life; it corresponds to a
double relationship, the relationship to the world on the one hand

in process of becoming,

human

and to

life

on the

other.

The

child shares the state of

human

and

becoming with

development, the child is a
being in process of becoming, just as a kitten is a cat in

living things; in respect to life

all

its

process of becoming. But the child is new only in relation to a
world that was there before him, that will continue after his death,

and in which he

comer

is

to

spend his

life.

If the child

were not a new-

human world but

simply a not yet finished living
creature, education would be just a function of life and would need
to consist in nothing save that concern for the sustenance of life
in this

and that training and practice in

living that all animals

assume in

respect to their young.

Human

have not only summoned their chilthrough conception and birth, they have simultaneously introduced them into a world. In education they assume
dren into

parents, however,

life

Between Past and Future

186

responsibility

for both, for the life

and development of the child

and for the continuance of the world. These two responsibilities

do not by any means coincide; they may indeed come into conflict
with each other. The responsibility for the development of the
child turns in a certain sense against the world: the child requires
and care so that nothing destructive may hapBut the world, too, needs protection
pen to him from
to keep it from being overrun and destroyed by the onslaught of the
special protection

the world.

upon it with each new generation.
Because the child must be protected against the world, his tradiis in the family, whose adult members daily return back
tional

new

that bursts

place

from the outside world and withdraw into the security of private
life within four walls. These four walls, within which people's
the world and
family life is lived, constitute a shield against
private

the public aspect of the world. They enclose a
specifically against
without which no living thing can thrive. This holds
secure
place,

good not only for the
eral.

Wherever the

life

of childhood but for

latter is consistently

exposed

human
to the

life in genworld with-

out the protection of privacy and security its vital quality is deto all, persons count, and
stroyed. In the public world, common
so does work, that is, the work of our hands that each of us contributes to
there.

our

common

world; but

The world cannot be

life

regardful of

qua
it,

life

and

it

does not matter
has to be hidden

and protected from the world.
Everything that lives, not vegetative life alone, emerges from
darkness and, however strong its natural tendency to thrust itself
into the light,

grow

at

all.

it

This

nevertheless needs the security of darkness to

may

indeed be the reason that children of famous

parents so often turn out badly.

Fame

penetrates the four walls,

invades their private space, bringing with it, especially in presentday conditions, the merciless glare of the public realm, which floods
everything in the private lives of those concerned, so that the children no longer have a place of security where they can grow. But
exactly the same destruction of the real living space occurs wherever
the attempt is made to turn the children themselves into a kind of

world.

Among these peer groups then

arises public life of

a sort and,

The
quite apart

it is
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not a real one and that the whole

a sort of fraud, the damaging fact remains that children
beings in process of becoming but not yet comare thereby forced to expose themselves to the light of a

is,

plete

the fact that

Education

is

attempt
that

from

Crisis in

human

public existence.

That modern education, insofar as it attempts to establish a world
of children, destroys the necessary conditions for vital development and growth seems obvious. But that such harm to the developing child should be the result of modern education strikes one
as strange indeed, for this education maintained that its exclusive

aim was

to serve the child

and rebelled against the methods of the

past because these had not
child's inner nature

we may

and

sufficiently

his needs.

taken into account the

"The Century

of the Child," as

was going to emancipate the child and free him from
the standards derived from the adult world. Then how could it
recall,

happen that the most elementary conditions of life necessary for
the growth and development of the child were overlooked or simply
not recognized? How could it happen that the child was exposed
to what more than anything else characterized the adult world, its
public aspect, after the decision had just been reached that the
mistake in all past education had been to see the child as nothing

but an undersized grown-up?
The reason for this strange state of

do with education;

affairs

has nothing directly

rather to be found in the judgments and
prejudices about the nature of private life and public world and
their relation to each other which have been characteristic of modto

it is

ern society since the beginning of modern times and which educators, when they finally began, relatively late, to modernize education,

accepted as self-evident assumptions without being aware of

the consequences they must necessarily have for the life of the
child. It is the peculiarity of modern society, and by no means a
matter of course, that it regards life, that is, the earthly life of the
individual as well as the family, as the highest good; and for this
reason, in contrast to all previous centuries, emancipated this life

preservation and enrichment from the concealment of privacy and exposed them to

and

all

the activities that have to do with

its
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the light of the public world. This is the real meaning of the
not as persons, to be sure,
emancipation of workers and women,
a necessary function in the life-process of
but insofar as they

MM

society.

The

last to

be affected by

this

of emancipation were the
meant a true liberation for

process

and the very thing that had
because they were not only workers
the workers and the women
and women but persons as well, who therefore had a claim on the
to speak and
world, that is, a right to see and be seen in it,
children,

public

be heard
children,

was an abandonment and betrayal in the case of the
who are still at the stage where the simple fact of life and

The more completely
growth outweighs the factor of personality.
discards the distinction between what is private and
modern
society

between what can thrive only in concealment and
what needs to be shown to all in the full light of the public world,
the more, that is, it introduces between the private and the public

what

is

public,

a social sphere in which the private is made public and vice versa,
the harder it makes things for its children, who by nature require
the security of concealment in order to mature undisturbed.
However serious these infringements of the conditions for vital

growth

may

the central

be,

it is

aim of

all

certain that they

were

modern education

of the child, a fact that

is,

of course, no

entirely unintentional;

efforts

has been the welfare

less true

even

if

the efforts

made have not always succeeded in promoting the child's welfare
way that was hoped. The situation is entirely different in the

in the

toward the child
sphere of educational tasks directed no longer
but toward the young person, the newcomer and stranger, who has

been born into an already existing world which he does not know.
These tasks are primarily, but not exclusively, the responsibility of
the schools; they have to do with teaching and learning; the failure
in this field
at the

is

the

most urgent problem in America today. What

lies

bottom of it?

Normally the child is first introduced to the world in school. Now
school is by no means the world and must not pretend to be; it is

we interpose between the private domain
the world in order to make the transition from the

rather the institution that

of

home and

The

Crisis in
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not
family to the world possible at all. Attendance there is required
by the family but by the state, that is by the public world, and so,
in relation to the child, school in a sense represents the world, alnot yet actually the world. At this stage of education
adults, to be sure, once more assume a responsibility for the child,
but by now it is not so much responsibility for the vital welfare of a

though

it is

growing thing as for what

we

of
generally call the free development
characteristic qualities and talents. This, from the general and essential point of view, is the uniqueness that distinguishes every hu-

man being from

every other, the quality by virtue of which he is not
only a stranger in the world but something that has never been here

before.

Insofar as the child is not yet acquainted with the world, he must
be gradually introduced to it; insofar as he is new, care must be
taken that this new thing comes to fruition in relation to the world

In any case, however, the educators here stand in relation
young as representatives of a world for which they must
assume responsibility although they themselves did not make it,
as

it is.

to the

and even though they may,

secretly or openly, wish

than

is

This responsibility

it

were other

not arbitrarily imposed upon educait
is
the
fact
that
in
the young are introduced by adults
tors;
implicit
into a continuously changing world. Anyone who refuses to asit is.

sume joint responsibility for the world should not have children
and must not be allowed to take part in educating them.
In education this responsibility for the world takes the form of
authority. The authority of the educator and the qualifications of
the teacher are not the same thing. Although a measure of qualification

is

indispensable for authority, the highest possible qualification

can never by
sists

in

beget authority. The teacher's qualification conthe world and being able to instruct others about

itself

knowing

but his authority rests on his assumption of responsibility for
that world. Vis-4-vis the child it is as though he were a representa-

it,

tive of all adult inhabitants, pointing

the child: This

Now we

all

is

our world.

know how

Whatever one's

out the details and saying to

attitude

things stand today in respect to authority.

toward

this

problem may be,

it is

obvious
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at all
that in public and political life authority either plays no role
totalitarian counfor the violence and terror exercised by the
tries

have, of course, nothing to do with authority

or at most

escontested role. This, however, simply means, in
plays a highly
do not wish to require of anyone or to entrust
sence, that

people

for
to anyone the assumption of responsibility for everything else,
wherever true authority existed it was joined with responsibility

from
for the course of things in the world. If we remove authority
and public life, it may mean that from now on an equal
political
of everyfor the course of the world is to be required
responsibility
the reand
world
the
of
also mean that the claims
one. But it

may

are being consciously or unconsciously
the
all responsibility for the world is being rejected,
repudiated;
them.
for
for giving orders no less than
obeying
responsibility
of
loss
modem
the
in
that
authority both intenThere is no doubt

order in
quirements of

tions play a part

it

and have often been simultaneously and inextrica-

bly at work together.
In education, on the contrary, there can be no such ambiguity in
loss of authority. Children cannot throw
regard to the present-day
as though they were in a position of opoff educational
authority,

an adult majority though even this absurdity of treatpression by
has
in^ children as an oppressed minority in need of liberation
been tried out in modern educational practice. Authority
has been discarded by the adults, and this can mean only one
that the adults refuse to assume responsibility for the world
actually

thing:

which they have brought the children.
There is of course a connection between the

into

loss of authority in

life and in the private pre-political realms of the
public and political
The more radical the distrust of authority
family and the school.

becomes

in the public sphere, the greater the probability naturally

becomes

that the private sphere will not remain inviolate. There is
that from
it is
likely the decisive one,

this additional fact, and

time out of mind

very

we have been accustomed

in our tradition of

of parents over children,
thought to regard the authority
to understand politwhich
model
the
as
over
of teachers
by
pupils,
political

ical authority. It is just this

model, which can be found as early as

The
Plato and Aristotle, that
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makes the concept of

authority in politics
of all, on an absolute

so extraordinarily ambiguous.

It is based, first
such
as
can
exist among adults and which, from
never
superiority
the point of view of human dignity, must never exist. In the sec-

model of the nursery, it is based on a
purely temporary superiority and therefore becomes self-contra-

ond

place, following the

applied to relations that are not temporary by nature
such as the relations of the rulers and the ruled. Thus it lies in

dictory

if it is

both in the nature of the present
crisis in
authority and in the nature of our traditional political
thought that the loss of authority which began in the political
sphere should end in the private one; and it is naturally no accident
the nature of the matter

that

is,

that the place where
was first undermined, that is,
political authority
in America, should be the place where the modern crisis in education

makes

itself

most strongly

felt.

general loss of authority could, in fact, hardly find more
by its intrusion into the pre-poUtical sphere,
where authority seemed dictated by nature itself and independent

The

radical expression than

of

all historical

changes and political conditions.

modern man could

find

no

On

the other hand,

clearer expression for his dissatisfac-

tion with the world, for his disgust with things as they are, than

by

his refusal to assume, in respect to his children, responsibility for
as though parents daily said: "In this world even we
are not very securely at home; how to move about in it, what to
know, what skills to master, are mysteries to us too. You must try
all this. It is

to

make out

as best

us to account.

any case you are not entitled to
innocent, we wash our hands of you."

you can;

We are

in

call

This attitude has, of course, nothing to do with that revolutionary
new order in the world Novus Ordo Seclorum

desire for a

which once animated America; it is rather a symptom of that
modern estrangement from the world which can be seen every-

where but which presents itself in especially radical and desperate
form under the conditions of a mass society. It is true that modem
educational experiments, not in America alone, have struck very
revolutionary poses, and this has, to a certain degree, increased the
difficulty of clearly recognizing the situation

and caused a certain
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conin the discussion of the problem; for in
degree of confusion
fact that
tradiction to all such behavior stands the unquestionable
never
she
that
spirit
so long as America was really animated by
conthe
the new order with education but, on
dreamed of
initiating

trary,

To

in educational matters.

remained conservative
avoid misunderstanding:

the sense of conservation,

is

it

seems to

me

that conservatism, in

of the essence of the educational

and protect something
always to cherish
the child, the new
the child against the world, the world against
the old, the old against the new. Even the comprehensive
whose task

activity,

is

against

of
thereby assumed implies,
the
this holds good only for
course, a conservative attitude. But
relations between grown-ups
the
for
realm of education, or rather
for the world that

responsibility

and

children,

is

and not for the realm of

politics,

where we act among

and equals. In politics this conservative attitude
which accepts the world as it is, striving only to preserve the
can only lead to destruction, because the world, in
status quo
in detail, is irrevocably delivered up to the ruin of time
gross and

and with

unless

what
spite

every

adults

human beings

are determined to intervene, to alter, to create

new. Hamlet's words, "The time is out of joint. O cursed
that ever I was born to set it right," are more or less true for
since the beginning of our century
new
is

generation, although

a more persuasive validity than before.
they have perhaps acquired
for a world that is or is beBasically we are always educating

coming out of

this is
joint, for

the basic

human

situation, in

which

for a limited
the world
by mortal hands to serve mortals
it
wears out;
mortals
made
is
time as home. Because the world
by
is

and because
of becoming
mortality of

created

it

continuously changes

its

creators

and

its

inhabitants

it

runs the risk

To

preserve the world against the
inhabitants it must be constantly set

as mortal as they.

is
simply to educate in such a way that a
right anew. The problem
even though it can, of
setting-right remains actually possible,

course, never be assured. Our hope always hangs on the new
which every generation brings; but precisely because we can base
our hope only on this, we destroy everything if we so try to control

the

new

that we, the old, can dictate

how

it

will look. Exactly for

The
the sake of what

its

as a

new

actions

tion,

Education
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new and

is

must be conservative;
it

Crisis in

it

revolutionary in every child, education
must preserve this newness and introduce

an old world, which, however revolutionary
always, from the standpoint of the next genera-

thing into

may be,

is

superannuated and close to destruction.

IV
The
spite

modern education
fashionable talk about a new

real difficulty in

all

the

minimum

is

the fact that, de-

conservatism, even that

and the conserving

of conservation

which education

lies in

simply not possible

is

attitude

in our time extraordinarily
crisis of

hard to achieve. There are very good reasons for this. The
authority in education is most closely connected with the
tradition, that is with the crisis in

the past. This aspect of the

educator to bear, because

crisis of

our attitude toward the realm of

modern

it is

without

crisis is

especially

his task to mediate

hard for the

between the old

that his very profession requires of him an extraorthe past. Through long centuries, i.e., throughfor
dinary respect
out the combined period of Roman-Christian civilization, there was

and the new, so

no need for him

to

become aware

of this special quality in himself

because reverence for the past was an essential part of the Roman
frame of mind, and this was not altered or ended by Christianity,
but simply shifted onto different foundations.
It

was

of the essence of the

no means true of every

Roman

civilization or

attitude (though this was by
even of the Western tradition

taken as a whole) to consider the past qua past as a model, ancestors,

in

every instance,

as

guiding

examples for their dewhat has been, and

scendants; to believe that all greatness lies in

age is old age, the man grown
an ancestor, may serve as a
almost
already
All this stands in contradiction not only to

therefore that the most fitting
old, who, because he

model

for the living.

our world and to the

human

is

modem

age from the Renaissance on, but, for

example, to the Greek attitude toward life as well. When Goethe
said that growing old is "the gradual withdrawal from the world
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of appearances/' his was a

Greeks, for

whom

comment made

being and appearing

in the spirit of the

coincide.

The Roman

atti-

tude would have been that precisely in growing old and slowly disthe community of mortals man reaches his most
appearing from
of
characteristic form of being, even though, in respect to the world
for only now can
of
he is in the
disappearing;

process

appearances,

he approach the existence in which he

will

be an authority for

others.

With the undisturbed background of such a tradition, in which
function (and this was a unique case), it
education has a
political

in fact comparatively easy to do the right thing in matters of education without even pausing to consider what one is really doing,

is

so completely is the specific ethos of the educational principle in
accord with the basic ethical and moral convictions of society at
large.

To

educate, in the words of Polybius,

was simply "to

let

you

see that you are altogether worthy of your ancestors," and in this
business the educator could be a "fellow-contestant" and a 'fellow-

workman" because he too, though on

a different level, went through

with his eyes glued to the past. Fellowship and authority were
in this case indeed but the two sides of the same matter, and the
life

in the encompassing
authority was firmly grounded
as such. Today, however, we are no longer in
authority of the past
that position; and it makes little sense to act as though we still were
and had only, as it were, accidentally strayed from the right path
moment to find our way back to it. This means
and were free at
teacher's

that

any
wherever the crisis has occurred in the modern world, one

cannot simply go on nor yet simply turn back. Such a reversal will
never bring us anywhere except to the same situation out of which
the crisis has just arisen.

formance

though

The

return

would simply be a repeat perform, since there are no

perhaps different in

limits to the possibilities of

be decked out as the

nonsense and capricious notions that can

last

word

in science.

simple, unreflective perseverance, whether

it

On

the other hand,

be pressing forward

in the crisis or adhering to the routine that blandly believes the

not engulf its particular sphere of life, can only, because
surrenders to the course of time, lead to ruin; it can only, to be

crisis will
it

The

more

we

Crisis in

precise, increase that estrangement

are already threatened

on

all sides.
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from the world by which

Consideration of the prin-

ciples of education must take into account this process of estrangement from the world; it can even admit that we are here presumably
confronted by an automatic process, provided only that it does not

power of human thought and action to
such
interrupt
processes.
The problem of education in the modern world lies in the fact
that by its very nature it cannot forgo either authority or tradition,
forget that

it

and

lies

within the

arrest

and yet must proceed

in

a world that

thority nor held together

by

is

tradition.

neither structured

by au-

That means, however, that

not just teachers and educators, but all of us, insofar as we live in
one world together with our children and with young people, must
take toward them an attitude radically different from the one we
must decisively divorce the realm of

take toward one another.

We

education from the others, most of

all

from the realm of

public,

alone a concept of authority
political
and an attitude toward the past which are appropriate to it but
have no general validity and must not claim a general validity in
the world of grown-ups.
life,

in order to apply to

it

In practice the first consequence of this would be a clear understanding that the function of the school is to teach children what the

world

is

like

the world

and not

to instruct

them

in the art of living. Since

always older than they themselves, learning inwill
evitably turns toward the past, no matter how much living
the
line drawn between children
itself in the
Second,
spend
is old,

present.

and adults should

signify that

one can neither educate adults nor

treat children as though they were grown up; but this line should
never be permitted to grow into a wall separating children from
the adult community as though they were not living in the same

world and as though childhood were an autonomous human state,
childcapable of living by its own laws. Where the line between

hood and adulthood
a general rule;

it

falls in

each instance cannot be determined by

changes often, in respect to age,

from country

to

country, from one civilization to another, and also from individual
to individual. But education, as distinguished from learning, must
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have a predictable end. In our civilization this end probably coincides with graduation from college rather than with graduation

from high school, for the professional

to

do with educa-

always has something
nevertheless in itself a kind of specialization.

technical schools, though
tion, is

or
training in universities

it

It

no longer

aims to introduce the young person to the world as a whole, but
rather to a particular, limited segment of it. One cannot educate
without at the same time teaching; an education without learning
and therefore degenerates with great ease into moralis

empty

emotional rhetoric. But one can quite easily teach without educatand one can go on learning to the end of one's days without
ing,

howbecoming educated. All these are particulars,
the
pedagogues.
ever, that must really be left to the experts and
What concerns us all and cannot therefore be turned over to the

for that reason

of
special science

pedagogy

is

the relation between grown-ups and

children in general or, putting

it

in even

more

general and exact

terms, our attitude toward the fact of natality: the fact that
all

stantly

into the world

decide whether
for

it

we have

by being born and that this world is conrenewed through birth. Education is the point at which we

come

we

love the world enough to assume responsibility

and by the same token save

it

from that ruin which, except
new and young, would be

for renewal, except for the coming of the
inevitable.

And education,

too, is

where we decide whether we love

our children enough not to expel them from our world and leave

them

to their

own

devices,

nor to

strike

from

their

hands their

chance of undertaking something new, something unforeseen by us,
but to prepare them in advance for the task of renewing a common

world

THE
Its

CULTURE

CRISIS IN

Social

and

Its Political

Significance

in OR more
JL

than ten years now, we have witnessed a still growing
concern among intellectuals with the relatively new phenomenon

of mass culture.

The term

older term "mass

society"; the tacit

cussions of the matter,
is

the culture of

itself clearly

mass

is

that

mass

society.

derives

from the not much

assumption, underlying

and

inevitably,,

significant fact

about the

culture, logically

The most

all dis-

short history of both terms is that, while even a few years ago they
were still used with a strong sense of reprobation implying that
mass society was a depraved form of society and mass culture a

contradiction in terms

they

now have become

respectable, the
research projects whose chief

subject of innumerable studies and
effect, as Harold Rosenberg pointed out,

is

"to

add to kitsch an

intellectual dimension." This "intellectualization of kitsch"
fied

on the grounds

that

mass

society,

whether we like

it

is

justi-

or not,

is

going to stay with us into the foreseeable future; hence its "culture,"
x
"popular culture [cannot] be left to the populace." However, the
197
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mass society is true for mass
beit another way, whether the relationship
same
the
and culture will be, mutatis mutandis,

whether what

question is
culture also, or, to put

tween mass society

is

true for

it.
as the relation of society toward culture which preceded
and
another
all
of
first
of mass culture raises
The

more

question

fundamental problem, namely, the highly problematic relationship
to what an extent
of society and culture. One needs only to recall
vehement rebela
with
the entire movement of modern art started

(and not against a still unknown mass society) in order to become aware how much this
must have left to be desired and thus to beware
earlier

lion of the artist against society as such

relationship

of the facile yearning of so

many

critics

of

mass

culture for a

Golden

much more wide-

good and genteel society. This yearning
America than it is in Europe for the simple reason
spread today in

Age

is

of

that America, though only too well acquainted with the barbarian

the nouveaux-riches, has only a nodding acquaintPhilistinism of
ance with the equally annoying cultural and educated philistinism of

has acquired snob-value, where it
European society, where culture
has become a matter of status to be educated enough to appreciate
culture; this lack of
may even explain why American
experience

and painting has suddenly come to play such a decisive
role in the development of modern art and why it can make its influence felt in countries whose intellectual and artistic vanguard has
literature

adopted outspoken anti-American

attitudes. It has,

however, the

unfortunate consequence that the profound malaise which the very
word "culture" is likely to evoke precisely among those who are

foremost representatives may go unnoticed or not be understood in its symptomatic significance.
Yet whether or not any particular country has actually passed
since the rise of the
through all stages in which society developed
its

modern

age,

mass society

clearly

comes about when "the mass of

2
the population has become incorporated into society." And since
those parts of
society in the sense of "good society" comprehended

the population which disposed not only of wealth but of leisure
time, that is, of time to be devoted to "culture," mass society does

indeed indicate a new state of

affairs in

which the mass of the popu-

The
lation has

been so

far liberated
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from the burdfen of physically ex-

too disposes of enough leisure for "culture."
society and mass culture seem to be interrelated
but
their common denominator is not the mass but
phenomena,
rather the society into which the masses too have been incorporated.

hausting labor that

it

Hence, mass

was preceded by
than
mass society;
society, and society is no more a generic term
it too can be dated and described
historically; it is older, to be sure,
Historically as well as conceptually,

mass

society

than mass society, but not older than the modern age. In fact, all the
traits that crowd
psychology has meanwhile discovered in mass

man:

his loneliness

and loneliness

is

neither isolation nor soli-

regardless of his adaptability; his excitability and lack of
standards; his capacity for consumption, accompanied by inability

tude

to judge, or even to distinguish; above all, his egocentricity and that
from the world which since Rousseau is mistaken

fateful alienation

all these traits first
appeared in good society,
where there was no question of masses, numerically speaking.
Good society, as we know it from the eighteenth and nineteenth

for self-alienation

had its origin in the European courts of the age
of absolutism, especially the court society of Louis XIV, who
knew so well how to reduce French nobility to political insignificenturies, probably

cance by the simple means of gathering them

forming them

into courtiers,

other through the intrigues,

at Versailles, trans-

and making them entertain one ancabals, and endless gossip which this

perpetual party inevitably engendered. Thus the true forerunner
of the novel, this entirely modern art form, is not so much the

picaresque romance of adventurers and knights as the Memoires
of Saint-Simon, while the novel itself clearly anticipated the rise
of the social sciences as well as of psychology, both of which are
still centered around conflicts between
society and the "individual."

The

true forerunner of

modern mass man

is this

individual,

who

was defined and indeed discovered by those who, like Rousseau in
the eighteenth century or John Stuart Mill in the nineteenth century,
found themselves

in open rebellion against society. Since then, the
between society and its individuals has repeated
of
a
conflict
story
itself time and again in
reality no less than in fiction; the modern,
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and no longer so modern, individual forms part and parcel of the
and which always
society against which he tries to assert himself
gets the better of him.

however, an important difference between the earlier
to the situation of
stages of society and mass society with respect

There

is,

As long as society itself was restricted to certain
classes of the population, the individual's chances for survival
simultaneous
against its pressures were rather good; they lay in the

the individual.

strata into
presence within the population of other non-society

which the individual could escape, and one reason why these individuals so frequently ended by joining revolutionary parties was
that they discovered in those who were not admitted to society
certain traits of humanity which had become extinct in society.

the novel, in the weE-known
its
expression in
more
and
workers
the
of
proletarians, but also,
glorifications
in
instance
Proust)
subtly, in the role assigned to homosexuals (for

This again found

or to Jews, that

is,

to groups

which society had never quite ab-

sorbed The fact that the revolutionary elan throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was so much more violently directed
against society than against states

and governments

is

not only due

predominance of the social question in the sense of the twoneed only to read
fold predicament of misery and exploitation.
to the

We

the record of the French Revolution, and to recall to

what an extent

the very concept of le peuple received its connotations from an outas Rousseau and even Robespierre would
rage of the "heart"

have said
realize

century.
tions of

are

against the corruption

what the true

and hypocrisy of the salons, to
was throughout the nineteenth

role of society

A

good part of the despair of individuals under the condimass society is due to the fact that these avenues of escape

now

closed because society has incorporated

all strata

of the

population.

Here we are not concerned with the
dividual

and

society,

however, although

to note that the last individual left in a

Our concern

conflict
it is

mass

of

between the

in-

some importance

society

seems to be the

with culture, or rather with what happens to
culture under the different conditions of society and of mass society,
artist.

is

The

and our

interest in the artist, therefore,
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does not so

his subjective individualism as the fact that

he

is,

much concern
after

all,

the

authentic producer of those objects which every civilization leaves
behind as the quintessence and the lasting testimony of the spirit

which animated

That precisely the producers of the highest culnamely works of art, should turn against society,

tural objects,

it.

whole development of modern art which together with
the scientific development will probably remain the greatest achievethat the

of our age
should have started from and remained comto
this
an existing
mitted
hostility against society demonstrates
antagonism between society and culture prior to the rise of mass

ment

society.

The charge

the

artist,

as distinguished

tionary, has laid to society was

from the

summed up

of the eighteenth century, in the one

political

revolu-

quite early, at the turn

word which has

since

been

repeated and reinterpreted by one generation after the other. The
word is "philistinism." Its origin, slightly older than its specific use,
is

of

no great

significance;

it

was

first

used in German student

slang to distinguish between town and gown, whereby, however,
the Biblical association indicated already an enemy superior in
numbers into whose hands one may fall. When first used as a term
I think by the German writer Clemens von Brentano, who wrote
a satire on the philistine bevor, in und nach der Geschichte it
designated a mentality which judged everything in terms of imme-

diate usefulness

and "material values" and hence had no regard
and occupations as are implied in culture

for such useless objects

All this sounds fairly familiar even today, and it is not
without interest to note that even such current slang terms as

and

art.

"square" can already be found in Brentano's early pamphlet
If matters had rested there, if the chief reproach leveled against
society

had remained

its

lack of culture and of interest in

art,

the

we

deal here would be considerably less
phenomenon
it
actually is; by the same token, it would be all
complicated than
but incomprehensible why modern art rebelled against "culture" in-

with which

stead of fighting simply and openly for its own "cultural" interests*
The point of the matter is that this sort of philistinism, which
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"uncultured" and commonplace, was very
simply consisted in being
on the conanother
development in which,
quickly succeeded by
interested in all these so-called
began to be only too
its own
cultural values. Society began to monopolize "culture" for
to do
much
had
This
status.
and
such as social position
purposes,
which
middle classes,
of
inferior
with the

trary, society

Europe's
position
soon as they acquired the necessary wealth
the aristocracy and its con-

socially

found themselves

as

in an uphill fight against
sheer moneymaking. In this fight for
the
for
vulgarity of
tempt
of the
social position, culture began to play an enormous role as one
and
oneself
advance
socially,
if not the best-suited one, to

and

leisure

weapons,

to "educate oneself" out of the lower regions,

where supposedly
where

into the higher, non-real regions,

was

located, up
were at home. This escape from
the
and
spirit supposedly
beauty
of art and culture is important, not only because
reality by means

reality

the cultural or educated philistine its
gave the physiognomy of
most distinctive marks, but also because it probably was the de-

it

newly found
from
the danger of being expelled
reality into
patrons; they smeLled
a sphere of refined talk where what they did would lose all meandubious compliment to be recognized by a
ing. It was a rather
had grown so "polite" that, for instance, during the
society which
cisive factor in the rebellion of the artists against their

would not debase itself or risk being associated with so unpleasant a reality by normal usage of the word,
Irish potato famine,

it

much eaten vegetable by saying
"that root/' This ancedote contains as in a nutshell the definition of

but would henceforth refer to that

the cultured philistine.

No

doubt what is

3

here is much more than the psychologithe objective status of the cultural world,

at stake

cal state of the artists;

it is

which, insofar as

contains tangible things

it

ings, statues, buildings,

mony

and music

books and paintcomprehends, and gives testi-

ultito, the entire recorded past of countries, nations, and
criterion
authentic
mankind. As such, the only nonsocial and

mately

is their relative permaeven
eventual immortality. Only what will last through
nence and
the centuries can ultimately claim to be a cultural object. The point

for judging these specifically cultural things

The
of the matter

came

is that,

which

it,

works of the past beand individual refinement and the status

as soon as the immortal

the object of social

accorded to
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they lost their most important and elemental quality,
and move the reader or the spectator over the

to grasp

is

The very word "culture" became suspect precisely beindicated that "pursuit of perfection" which to Matthew

centuries.

cause

it

Arnold was

identical with the "pursuit of sweetness

and

light."

The

misused when they serve purposes of
self-education or self-perfection than when they serve any other

great works of

art are

no

less

purposes; it may be as useful and legitimate to look at a picture in
order to perfect one's knowledge of a given period as it is useful
and legitimate to use a painting in order to hide a hole in the wall.

In both instances the art object has been used for ulterior purposes.
is well as
long as one remains aware that these usages, legiti-

All

constitute the proper intercourse with art. The
trouble with the educated philistine was not that he read the classics

mate or

not,

do not

but that he did so prompted by the ulterior motive of self-perfection, remaining quite unaware of the fact that Shakespeare or
Plato might have to tell him more important things than how to
educate himself; the trouble was that he fled into a region of "pure

poetry" in order to keep reality out of his life for instance, such
or to look at it through a veil
"prosaic" things as a potato famine
of "sweetness and light."

We

know

the rather deplorable art products which this attitude inspired and upon which it fed, in short the kitsch of the nineteenth century, whose historically so interesting lack of sense for
all

form and

style is closely

from

reality.

own

century,

connected with the severance of the

The astounding recovery of
and a perhaps

less

apparent but no

of the greatness of the past, began to assert
society

had

lost its

dominant position

monopolizing grip

on

arts

the creative arts in our
less real

itself

recovery

when

genteel

culture, together with its

in the population as a whole.

What had hap-

pened before and, to an extent, continued, of course, to happen
even after the first appearance of modern art, was actually a disintegration of culture whose "lasting monuments" are the neo~
Classic, neo-Gothic, neo-Renaissance structures that are strewn all
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over Europe. In

this disintegration, culture,

more even than other

then people began to call "value,"
realities, had become what only
could be circulated and cashed in in
i.e., a social commodity which
social

exchange for all kinds of other values,
In other words, cultural objects were

first

and

individual.

useless by
despised as

as a
the philistine until the cultural philistine seized upon them
a higher position in society or accurrency by which he bought

of self-esteem higher, that is, than in his
quired a higher degree
own opinion he deserved either by nature or by birth. In this prolike any other values, they were
cess, cultural values were treated

what values always have been, exchange values; and in passing
from hand to hand they were worn down like old coins. They lost
the
the faculty which is originally peculiar to all cultural things,
had
this
When
us.
our attention and moving
faculty of arresting

come about, people began to talk of the "devaluation of values" and
the end of the whole process came with the "bargain sale of values"
thirties in Ger(Ausverkauf der Werte) during the twenties and
when cultural and moral
many, the forties and fifties in France,

"values" were sold out together.
Since then cultural philistinism has been a matter of the past in
and while one may see in the "bargain sale of values" the

Europe,

it is still an open
melancholy end of the great Western tradition,
difficult to discover the great authors
question whether it is more
of any tradition than it is to rescue
the
without
of the

help

past

them from the rubbish

of educated philistinism.

And

the task of

the help of tradition, and often even
preserving the past without
and interpretations, is the same for
against traditional standards

the whole of Western civilization. Intellectually, though not socially,

America and Europe are in the same situation: the thread of
tradition is broken, and we must discover the past for ourselves
that is, read its authors as though nobody had ever read them before. In this task

mass

society is

much

less in

our way than good

and educated society, and I suspect that this kind of reading was
not uncommon in nineteenth-century America precisely because
this

country was

many American

still

that "unstoried wilderness"

writers

and

artists tried to

from which so

escape. That

American

The
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and poetry have so richly come into their own ever since
Whitman and Melville may have something to do with this. It would
fiction

be unfortunate indeed

if

out of the dilemmas and distractions of

mass culture and mass society there should arise an altogether unwarranted and idle yearning for a state of affairs which is not better
but only a bit more old-fashioned.

Perhaps the chief difference between society and mass society

is

that society wanted culture, evaluated and devaluated cultural
things into social commodities, used and abused them for its own

purposes, but did not "consume" them. Even in their most
worn-out shapes these things remained things and retained a cerselfish

tain objective character; they disintegrated until they looked like

a

heap of rubble, but they did not disappear. Mass society, on the
contrary, wants not culture but entertainment, and the wares

by the entertainment industry are indeed consumed by
society just like any other consumer goods. The products needed

offered

for entertainment serve the life process of society, even though they
may not be as necessary for this life as bread and meat. They serve,
as the phrase
whiled away
in

is,

is

which we are

to while

away

time,

not leisure time,
free

from

all

cares

and the vacant time which

strictly

and

speaking

time, that

activities necessitated

is
is,

by the

process and therefore free for the world and its culture it is
rather left-over time, which still is biological in nature, left over
after labor and sleep have received their due. Vacant time which
life

entertainment

is

supposed to

ditioned cycle of labor
as

Marx used

fill

is

a hiatus in the biologically conman with nature,"

in the "metabolism of

to say.

Under modern conditions, this hiatus is constantly growing;
is more and more time freed that must be filled with entertainment, but this enormous increase in vacant time does not
there

change the nature of the time. Entertainment,
is

irrevocably part of the biological

life

like labor

process.

And

and

sleep,

biological life

always, whether laboring or at rest, whether engaged in consumption or in the passive reception of amusement, a metabolism feeding on things by devouring them. The commodities the entertainis

ment industry

offers are

not "things," cultural objects, whose ex-
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cellence

is

their ability to withstand the life process

measured by

and become permanent appurtenances of the world, and they should
not be judged according to these standards; nor are they values

which

exist to

be used and exchanged; they are consumer goods,

destined to be used up, just like any other consumer goods.
for
Panis et circenses
belong together; both are necessary
truly

and both vanish in the
preservation and recuperation,
must
that
both
course of the life process
is,
constantly be profor

life,

its

The

duced anew and offered anew,

lest this
process cease entirely.
standards by which both should be judged are freshness and novelty,
and the extent to which we use these standards today to judge cul-

tural

and

main

in the

artistic

objects as well, things

world even

after

we have

which are supposed

left

it,

to re-

indicates clearly the

extent to which the need for entertainment has begun to threaten

the cultural world. Yet the trouble does not really stem from mass
which caters to its needs. On
society or the entertainment industry
not want culture but only
it
does
the contrary, mass society, since

entertainment,

is

probably

less

of a threat to culture than the

malaise of
philistinism of good society; despite the often described
artists

and

intellectuals

partly perhaps

due

to their inability to

penetrate the noisy futility of mass entertainment
the arts and sciences, in contradistinction to all

it

is

precisely

political matters,

At any event, as long as the entertainment industry produces its own consumer goods, we can no more
reproach it for the non-durability of its articles than we can rewhich continue to

flourish.

proach a bakery because it produces goods which, if they are not to
spoil, must be consumed as soon as they are made. It has always

been the mark of educated philistinism to despise entertainment
and amusement, because no "value" could be derived from it. The
truth

is

we

all

stand in need of entertainment and

amusement

in

some form or

other, because we are all subject to life's great cycle,
sheer hypocrisy or social snobbery to
deny that we can be
amused and entertained by exactly the same things which amuse
and entertain the masses of our fellow men. As far as the survival

and

it is

of culture

is

concerned,

it

certainly is less threatened

by those who

The
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vacant time with entertainment than by those who fill it with
in order to improve their

fill

some haphazard educational gadgets
social standing.

And

as far as artistic productivity

should not be more

is

concerned,

withstand the massive temptations of mass culture, or to
from
being thrown out of gear by
keep
the noise and humbug of mass society, than it was to avoid the more
it

difficult to

sophisticated temptations

and the more insidious noises of the

cul-

tural snobs in refined society.

Unhappily, the case is not that simple. The entertainment industry is confronted with gargantuan appetites, and since its wares
disappear in consumption, it must constantly offer new commodiIn this predicament those who produce for the mass media

ties.

ransack the entire range of past and present culture in the hope of
finding suitable material. This material, moreover, cannot be offered
as

it is; it

must be

altered in order to

become

entertaining,

it

must

be prepared to be easily consumed.

Mass

culture

cultural objects,

(which like

comes
and

into being

its

danger

all biological

available into the cycle of

the cultural objects, eat

is

when mass

society seizes

upon

that the life process of society

processes insatiably draws everything
its

metabolism)

will literally

them up and destroy them. Of

consume

course, I

am

not referring to mass distribution. When books or pictures in reproduction are thrown on the market cheaply and attain huge sales,
this

does not affect the nature of the objects in question. But their
is affected when these
objects themselves are changed

nature

rewritten, condensed, digested, reduced to kitsch in reproduction,

or in preparation for the movies. This does not mean that culture
spreads to the masses, but that culture is being destroyed in order
to yield entertainment. The result of this is not disintegration but
decay, and those who actively promote it are not the Tin Pan Alley
composers but a special kind of intellectuals, often well read and
well informed, whose sole function

is

to organize, disseminate,

change cultural objects in order to persuade the masses that

and

Hamlet

can be as entertaining as My Fair Lady, and perhaps educational
as well. There are many great authors of the past who have sur-
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it is still an open quesan entertaining version of

vived centuries of oblivion and neglect, but
tion whether they will

what they have

be

able to survive

to say.

Culture relates to objects and is a phenomenon of the world;
entertainment relates to people and is a phenomenon of life. An
object

cultural to the extent that

is

it

can endure;

its

durability

is

the very opposite of functionality, which is the quality which makes
world by being used and
it
disappear again from the phenomenal

used up. The great user and consumer of objects is life itself, the
life of the individual and the life of society as a whole* Life is indifferent to the thingness of

must be functional,

when

all

fulfill

an object;

it

insists that

some needs. Culture

is

every thing
being threatened

worldly objects and things, produced by the present or

the past, are treated as

mere functions for the

as though they are there only to

fulfill

life

process of society,

some need, and

for this

functionalization
almost irrelevant whether the needs in question are of a high or a low order. That the arts must be functional,
that cathedrals fulfill a religious need of society, that a picture is
it is

born from the need for self-expression in the individual painter and
that it is looked at because of a desire for self-perfection in the
spectator, all these notions are so unconnected with art and histori-

new that one is tempted simply to dismiss them as modern
prejudices. The cathedrals were built ad maiorem gloriam Dei;
cally so

while they as buildings certainly served the needs of the community,
their elaborate
beauty can never be explained by these needs, which

could have been served quite as well by any nondescript building.
Their beauty transcended all needs and made them last through the
centuries; but while beauty, the beauty of a cathedral like the

beauty of any secular building, transcends needs and functions, it
never transcends the world, even if the content of the work
hapto
be
the
On
it
is
the
of
relipens
religious.
contrary,
very beauty
gious art which transforms religious and other-worldly contents
and concerns into tangible
worldly realities; in this sense all art is
secular,

and the

"secularizes"

distinction of religious

art is merely that it
and transforms into an "objective," tangible,
what had existed before outside the world,

reifies

worldly presence

The

whereby

it is

localize this

irrelevant

209

Crisis in Culture

whether we follow traditional religion and

"outside" in the beyond of a hereafter, or follow
localize it in the innermost recesses of

modern explanations and
the

human

Every

heart.

thing,

whether

a use object, a consumer good, or a

it is

work

of art, possesses a shape through which it appears,
to the extent that something has a
shape can we say that it

and only

a thing
at all. Among the things which do not occur in nature but only
in the man-made world, we distinguish between use
objects and
art works,

is

both of which possess a certain permanence ranging from

ordinary durability to potential immortality in the case of works of
art.

As

such, they are distinguished from consumer goods on one
in the world scarcely exceeds the time neces-

hand, whose duration

sary to prepare them, and, on the other hand, from the products of
action, such as events, deeds, and words, all of which are in themselves so transitory that they
in the world,

would hardly survive the hour or day
if
they were not preserved first by

they appeared
man's memory, which weaves them into
his fabricating abilities.

From

stories,

and then through

the viewpoint of sheer durability, art

works

clearly are superior to all other things; since they stay longer
in the world than anything else, they are the worldliest of all things.

Moreover, they are the only things without any function in the

life

process of society; strictly speaking, they are fabricated not for
men, but for the world which is meant to outlast the life-span of

coming and going of the generations. Not only are
not
consumed
like consumer goods and not used up like use
they
are
deliberately removed from the processes of conobjects; they

mortals, the

sumption and usage and isolated against the sphere of human life
This removal can be achieved in a great variety of ways;

necessities.

and only where

it is

done does

culture, in the specific sense,

come

into being.

The question here

is

not whether worldliness, the capacity to

is
part and parcel of human "nature,"
of the existence of worldless people as we know unworldly men; human life as such requires a world only insofar as
it needs a home on earth for the duration of its stay here. Certainly

fabricate

aad create a world,

We know
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every arrangement men make to provide
even the tents of nomadic tribes
over their heads
shelter

home on

who happen

earth for those

and put a roof
can serve as a

to be alive at the time; but

that such arrangements beget a world, let
alone a culture. This earthly home becomes a world in the proper
when the totality of fabricated things is so
sense of the word

by no means implies

this

only

life
process of the
such surwhere
them.
Only
people dwelling in it, and thus outlast
vival is assured do we speak of culture, and only where we are confronted with things which exist independently of all utilitarian and

organized that

it

can

resist

functional references, and

the

whose

consuming

the same,
quality remains always

do we speak of works of art.
For these reasons any discussion of culture must somehow take
as

its

starting point the

phenomenon of

art.

While the thingness

a
things by which we surround ourselves lies in their having
for
made
art
are
works
of
which
shape through
they appear, only
of

all

the sole purpose of appearance.

judge appearances

is

if

The proper

we wanted

criterion

by which

to

to judge objects, even

beauty;
ordinary use-objects, by their use-value alone and not also by their
appearance that is, by whether they are beautiful or ugly or somewe would have to pluck out our eyes. But in
thing in between

order to become aware of appearances we first must be free to
establish a certain distance between ourselves and the object, and

more important

the sheer appearance of a thing is, the more
distance it requires for its proper appreciation. This distance cannot arise unless we are in a position to forget ourselves, the cares

the

and urges of our lives, so that we will not
we admire but let it be as it is, in its appearance. This

and

interests

seize

what

attitude of

disinterested joy (to use the Kantian term, urdnteressiertes

Wohlgecan be experienced only after the needs of the living organism have been provided for, so that, released from life's necesmen may be free for the world.
sity,
fallen)

The

trouble with society in

its earlier

stages

was that

its

mem-

even when they had acquired release from life's
necessity,
could not free themselves from concerns which had much to do
bers,

with themselves, their status and
position in society and the re-

The
flection of this

upon
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their individual selves,
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but bore no relation

whatsoever to the world of objects and objectivity they moved in.
The relatively new trouble with mass society is perhaps even more
but not because of the masses themselves, but because this
society is essentially a consumers' society where leisure time is used
no longer for self-perfection or acquisition of more social status,
serious,

but for more and more consumption and more and more entertainment. And since there are not enough consumer goods around to
satisfy the

growing appetites of a

life

process whose vital energy,

no longer spent in the toil and trouble of a laboring body, must be
used up by consumption, it is as though life itself reached out and
helped itself to things which were never meant for it. The result is,
of course, not mass culture which, strictly speaking, does not exist,
but mass entertainment, feeding on the cultural objects of the
world. To believe that such a society will become more "cultured"

on and education has done its work, is, I think, a fatal
The point is that a consumers' society cannot possibly

as time goes

mistake.

know how

world and the things which belong exclusively to the space of worldly appearances, because its central
attitude toward all objects, the attitude of consumption,
ruin
spells
to take care of a

to everything

I said

it

touches.

before that a discussion of culture

phenomenon

of art as

tween them

bound

to take the

Yet while culture and

art are closely

by no means the same. The

distinction be-

tural objects par excellence.
interrelated, they are

is

starting point because art works are cul-

its

no great importance for the question of what happens to culture under the conditions of society and mass society;
it is relevant, however, for the
problem of what culture is and in
is

of

what relationship it stands to the
Culture, word and concept, is
ture" derives from colere

tend and preserve

and

it

political realm.

Roman

in origin.

The word

"cul-

to cultivate, to dwell, to take care, to
relates primarily to the intercourse of
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man with nature in the
it

becomes

fit

for

and tending nature until
such, it indicates an atti-

sense of cultivating

human

As

habitation.

tude of loving care and stands in sharp contrast to all efforts to sub4
Hence it does not only apply
ject nature to the domination of man.
to tilling the soil but can also designate the "cult" of the gods, the
It seems it was Cicero
taking care of what properly belongs to them.

who

first

used the word for matters of

spirit

and mind.

He

speaks

of excolere animum, of cultivating the mind, and of cultura animi
in the same sense in which we speak even today of a cultured mind,

we

no longer aware of the full metaphorical content
of this usage. For as far as Roman usage is concerned, the chief
with nature; culture
point always was the connection of culture
was
held
in
which
very high regard in
originally meant agriculture,
only that

are

5

Rome in opposition to the poetic and fabricating

arts.

Even

Cicero's

cultura animi, the result of training in philosophy and therefore
coined, as has been suggested, to translate the Greek

perhaps
6

TroiSaa,

meant the very opposite of being a fabricator or creator of
was in the midst of a primarily agricultural people

art works. It

that the concept of culture first appeared, and the artistic connotations which might have been connected with this culture concerned the incomparably close relationship of the Latin people to

nature, the creation of the

to the

Romans,

art

famous

was supposed

Italian landscape.

According

to rise as naturally as the country-

ought to be tended nature; and the spring of all poetry
was seen in "the song which the leaves sing to themselves in the
it

side;

7
green solitude of the woods." But though this may be an eminently poetic thought, it is not likely that great art would ever have

sprung from
duces art

The

great

pact of the

Greeks,

It is

hardly the mentality of gardeners which pro-

Roman

and poetry came into being under the imheritage, which the Romans, but never the

it.

Greek

knew how

art

to take care of

how to preserve. The reason
the Roman concept of culture

and

is no Greek
equivalent to
the predominance of the fabricating arts in Greek civilization. While the Romans tended to
regard even art as a kind of

why

there

lies in

agri-

culture, of cultivating nature, the

Greeks tended to consider even
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and parcel of fabrication, as belonging to the
cunning, skillful, "technical" devices with which man, more aweinspiring than all that is, tames and rules nature. What we, still
agriculture as part

under the

spell of the

Roman

heritage, consider to

be the most

natural and the most peaceful of man's activities, the tilling of the
soil, the Greeks understood as a daring, violent enterprise in which,
year in year out, the earth, inexhaustible and indefatigable, is dis-

turbed and violated. 8 The Greeks did not

know what

culture

is

be-

cause they did not cultivate nature but rather tore from the womb
of the earth the fruits which the gods had hidden from men

(Hesiod) and closely connected with
;

this

was

that the great

Roman

reverence for the testimony of the past as such, to which we owe
not merely the preservation of the Greek heritage but the very
continuity of our tradition, was quite alien to them. Both together,
culture in the sense of developing nature into a dwelling place for a
people as well as in the sense of taking care of the monuments of

the past, determine even today the content
have in mind when we speak of culture.

and the meaning we

Yet the meaning of the word "culture" is hardly exhausted by
these strictly Roman elements. Even Cicero's cultura animi is suggestive of something like taste and, generally, sensitivity to beauty,

who

not in those

fabricate beautiful things, that

is,

in the artists

themselves, but in the spectators, in those who move among them.
And this love for beauty the Greeks possessed, of course, to an

extraordinary degree. In this sense we understand by culture the
attitude toward, or, better, the mode of intercourse prescribed by
civilizations

things, the
forth. If

with respect to the least useful and most worldly of

works of

poets, musicians, philosophers, and so
culture the mode of intercourse of man with

artists,

we mean by

the things of the world, then
ture (as distinguished
saying,

from Greek

9
ju,aAa/aa<r.

What we

try to understand

art)

reported by Thucydides and

as follows*

tion.

we may

by

recalling a

Greek

much quoted

attributed to Pericles,

faXoKoXovpcv yap ^cr"

eureActas Kal

cul-

which

<jjkiAo<ro<jkoi'ftev

The

sentence, utterly simple, almost defies translaunderstand as states or qualities, such as love of

beauty or love of wisdom (called philosophy)

is

described here as
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though to "love beautiful things" is no less an
Our translation of the qualifying words,
activity than to make them.
furthermore, "accuracy of aim" and "effeminacy," fails to convey

an

activity,

as

that both terms were strictly political, effeminacy being a barbarian vice and accuracy of aim the virtue of the man who knows

how

like this:

to act. Pericles therefore

is saying something
and
of
limits
the
within
love beauty
political judgment,
vice of effeminacy."
phize without the barbarian

we

"We

philoso-

Once

the meaning of these words, which are so difficult to

liberate

upon us,
hackneyed translation, begins to
much to be surprised at. First, we are told distinctly that it

there

is

from

dawn

their

the polis, the realm of politics, which sets limits to the love of
wisdom and of beauty, and since we know that the Greeks thought
is

it

was the

polis

and

"politics"

(and by no means superior

artistic

achievements) which distinguished them from the barbarians, we
must conclude that this difference was a "cultural" difference as
well,

a

a difference in their mode of intercourse with "cultural" things,
toward beauty and wisdom, which could be

different attitude

loved only within the limits set by the institution of the polis. In
other words, it was a kind of over-refinement, an indiscriminate
sensitivity

which did not know

it

to choose that

was deemed

to

we un-

and neither any
nor any specific quality in the cultural things themselves.
primitive lack of culture as

be barbarian
derstand

how

Even more

the vice of
surprising perhaps is that the lack of virility,
effeminacy, which we would associate with too great a love of beauty

or aestheticism,

is

mentioned here as the

specific

danger of phi-

losophy; and the knowledge of how to aim or, as we said, of
how to judge, which we would have expected to be a qualification

of philosophy, which must know how to aim at truth, is considered
here to be necessary for the intercourse with the beautiful.

Could it be that philosophy in the Greek sense which begins
with "wonder," with 0<u?juiaav, and ends (at least in Plato and
Aristotle) in the speechless beholding of

some unveiled

truth

is

more likely to lead
on the other hand,

that love of beauty remains barbarous unless

is

evreXtU,

accompanied by

into inactivity than love of beauty?

Could

it

be,
it

by the faculty to take aim in judgment,
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discernment, and discrimination, in brief, by that curious and illdefined capacity we commonly call taste? And finally, could it be
that this right love of beauty, the proper kind of intercourse with
the cultura animi which makes man fit to take

beautiful things

care of the things of the world and which Cicero, in contradistinchas something to do

tion to the Greeks, ascribed to philosophy

with politics? Could

it

be that

taste belongs

among

the political

faculties?

To

understand the problems which these questions raise it is
important to keep in mind that culture and art are not the same.

One way

aware of the difference between them

to remain

is

to re-

same men who praised love of the beautiful and the
culture of the mind shared the deep ancient distrust of those artists
call that the

and

artisans

who

actually fabricated the things

which then were

dis-

played and admired. The Greeks, though not the Romans, had a
word for philistinism, and this word, curiously enough, derives
from a word for artists and artisans, /Samwos; to be a philistine,
a

man

of banausic

utilitarian mentality,

from

its

function or

indicated, then as today, an exclusively
inability to think and to judge a thing apart

spirit,

an

utility.

But the

artist himself,

being a fidvawos,

was by no means excluded from the reproach of philistinism; on
the contrary, philistinism was considered to be a vice most likely to
occur in those who had mastered a rex^, in fabricators and artists.
To Greek understanding, there was no contradiction between praise
of <tAo/coAetv, the love of the beautiful, and contempt for those who
actually produced the beautiful. The mistrust and actual contempt
of the artists arose

from

political considerations:

fabrication of

things, including the production of art, is not within the range of
it even stands in
opposition to them.
of
the
distrust of fabrication in all forms is that
reason

political activities;

The

chief

it is utili-

by its very nature. Fabrication, but not action or speech, alinvolves
means and ends; in fact, the category of means and
ways
ends derives its legitimacy from the sphere of making and fabricat-

tarian

ing where a clearly recognizable end, the final product, determines
and organizes everything that plays a part in the process the
material, the tools, the activity

itself,

and even the persons

partici-
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all become mere means toward the end and they
pating in It; they
are justified as such. Fabricators cannot help regarding all things

as

means

to their ends or, as the case

their specific utility.

The moment

may

be, judging

this point of

view

all

is

things

by

generalized

and extended to other realms than that of fabrication it will produce
that this
the banausic mentality. And the Greeks rightly suspected
not only the political realm, as it obviously
philistinism threatens
action by the same standards of utility
does because it will

judge

which are valid for fabrication, demand that action obtain a predetermined end and that it be permitted to seize on all means likely
itself beto further this end; it also threatens the cultural realm
leads to a devaluation of things as things which, if the menthem into being is permitted to prevail, will again
tality that brought
and thereby lose
to the standard of
be

cause

it

utility

judged according

their intrinsic,

independent worth, and

finally

degenerate into mere

means. In other words, the greatest threat to the existence of the
finished work arises precisely from the mentality which brought it
into being. From which it follows that the standards and rules which

must necessarily

and building and decorating the
which we move, lose their validity and become
to the finished world
are
when

prevail in erecting

world of things in

they

positively dangerous

applied

itself.

This, to be sure, does not

tween

politics

that artists

and

art.

the whole story of the relation beia her early period was so convinced

tell

Rome

and poets pursued a

childish

game which did not accord

with the gravitas, the seriousness and dignity, proper to a Roman
citizen, that she simply suppressed whatever artistic talents might

have flourished

in the republic prior to

on the contrary, never

Greek

settled the conflict

influence. Athens,

between

politics

and

art

which incidentally may
other
unequivocally in favor of one or the
be one of the reasons for the extraordinary display of artistic genius
and she kept the conflict alive and did not
in classical Greece
out to indifference of the two realms with regard to each
other. The Greeks, so to speak, could say in one and the same

level

it

breath:

"He who has not

seen the Zeus of Phidias at Olympia has

lived in vain" and: "People like Phidias,

namely

sculptors, are un~
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for citizenship." And Pericles, in the same oration in which he
the active intercourse
praises the right <j>tXoa-o<f>eLv and ^tXo/coAetv,
fit

with wisdom and beauty, boasts that Athens will know how to put
"Homer and his ilk" in their place, that the glory of her deeds will

be so great that the

city will

be able to dispense with the professional

fabricators of glory, the poets and artists who reify the living word
and the living deed, transforming and converting them into things

permanent enough

We
and

today are

to carry greatness into the immortality of fame.

more

likely to suspect that the

active participation in public business

realm of

give rise to

politics

phiHstinism

and prevent the development of a cultivated mind which can regard things in their true worth without reflection upon their function

and

utility.

One

of the reasons for this shift of emphasis
the

for reasons outside these considerations

course, that

is,

of

men-

has invaded the political realm to such an exfor granted that action, even more than fabrica-

tality of fabrication

tent that

we

take

it

determined by the category of means and ends. This situahowever, has the advantage that the fabricators and artists

tion, is
tion,

have been able to give vent to

their

own view of these matters and
men of action. There is more

to articulate their hostility against the

behind

this

trouble

is

hostility

that

Homo

to the public realm

than competition for the public eye. The
faber does not stand in the same relationship

and

its

publicity as the things

he makes, with

their appearance, configuration, and form. In order to be in a position to add constantly new things to the already existing world, he
himself must be isolated from the public, must be sheltered and

concealed from

it.

Truly political

activities,

acting and speaking, cannot be performed

on the other hand,
at

all

without the

presence of others, without the public, without a space constituted
by the many. The activity of the artist and of the craftsman is
therefore

subject to

conditions

and

very different from those surquite understandable that the

it is

rounding political activities,
artist, as soon as he begins to speak his mind on things political,
should feel the same distrust for the specifically political realm and
its

publicity as did the polis for the mentality

fabrication, This

is

the true malaise of the

artist,

and conditions of
not in society but

Between Past and Future

218

in politics,

and

less legitimate

of
tality

his scruples

distrust of political activity are

than the mistrust of

Homo

politics arises,

and

jaber.

and

At

this

men

point

this conflict

no

menand
art
between

of action against the

the conflict

cannot and must not be solved.

However, the point of the matter is that the conflict, dividing
the statesman and the artist in their respective activities, no longer
when we turn our attention from the making of art to its
applies

in
to the things themselves which must find their place
products,
the world. These things obviously share with political "products,"
words and deeds, the quality that they are in need of some public

can appear and be seen; they can fulfill their own
space where they
in a world which is common to all;
being, which is appearance, only
art obin the concealment of private life and private possession,
the
attain their own inherent validity, they must, on
jects cannot
the possessiveness of individuals
contrary, be protected against
whether this protection takes the form
whereby it does not matter
in temples and churches, or
in
set
of their

up

being

holy places,

museums and the keepers of monuments, alplaced
is characteristic of our "culthough the place where we put them
with them. Generally
ture," that is, of the mode of our intercourse
in the care of

speaking,
politically

culture indicates that the public realm, which is rendered
of display to
men of action, offers its
secure

space

by

those things whose essence

it is

to

beautiful. In
appear and to be

other words, culture indicates that art and politics, their conflicts
and tensions notwithstanding, are interrelated and even mutually
the background of political experiences
dependent. Seen against
and of activities which, if left to themselves, come and go without
is the very manifestation of
leaving any trace in the world, beauty

The fleeting greatness of word and deed
imperishability.
in the world to the extent that beauty is bestowed upon
the beauty, that
is

made

futile

is,

can endure
it.

Without

the radiant glory in which potential immortality

manifest in the

human

world,

all

human

life

would be

is

that they

and no greatness could endure.

The common element connecting

art

and

politics

both are phenomena of the public world. What mediates the conbetween the artist and the man of action is the cultura animi,

flict

The
that

is,

a

mind
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can be trusted to

tend and take care of a world of appearances whose criterion is
beauty. The reason Cicero ascribed this culture to a training in

philosophy was that to him only philosophers, the lovers of wisdom,
approached things as mere "spectators" without any wish to acquire something for themselves, so that he could liken the philosophers to those who, coming to the great games and festivals, sought
neither "to

win the glorious

distinction of a

crown" nor to make

"gain by buying or selling" but were attracted by the "spectacle
and closely watched what was done and how it was done." They

we would say today, completely disinterested and for this
reason
those best qualified to judge, but also those who were
very
most fascinated by the spectacle itself. Cicero calls them maxime
were, as

ingenuum, the most noble group of the free-born men, for what
they were doing: to look for the sake of seeing only was the freest,
liberalissimurn, of

For lack of a

all

better

10

pursuits*

word

that

would indicate the

discriminating,

that
discerning, judging elements of an active love of beauty
I used the word
<j>tXoKaXdv /xer* ureAeta5 of which Pericles speaks

and in order to justify this usage and, at the same time, to
the one activity in which, I think, culture as such exout
point
presses itself, I should like to draw upon the first part of Kant's
"taste,"

Critique of Judgment, which, as "Critique of Esthetic Judgment,"
contains perhaps the greatest and most original aspect of Kant's
At any rate, it contains an analytic of the
political philosophy.
beautiful primarily from the viewpoint of the judging spectator, as
even the title indicates, and it takes its starting point from the

phenomenon
is

of taste, understood as

an active relationship to what

beautiful.

In order to see the faculty of judgment in its proper perspective
and to understand that it implies a political rather than a merely

we must

what

usually conthe
sidered to be Kant's political philosophy, namely,
Critique of
Practical Reason, which deals with the lawgiving faculty of reason.
theoretical activity,

shortly recall

is

as laid down in the "categorical imperaprinciple of lawgiving,
tive"
"always act in such a manner that the principle of your
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action can

become a general law"

is

based upon the necessity for

rational thought to agree with itself. The thief, for instance, is
for he cannot wish that the princiactually contradicting himself,

other people's property, should become a
ple of his action, steaHng
would immediately deprive him of his own
general law; such a law
This principle of agreement with oneself is very old;
acquisition.
as
it was actually discovered by Socrates, whose central tenet,
I
am
"Since
one,
sentence;
the
formulated
Plato, is contained in

by

it is

better for

me

to disagree with the

whole world than

to

be in

X1
From this sentence both Occidental
disagreement with myself."
in agreement with one's own
ethics, with its stress upon being
with its emphasis upon the axiom
and Occidental

conscience,

logic,

of contradiction, took their starting point.

In the Critique of Judgement, however, Kant insisted upon a
different way of thinking, for which it would not be enough to be in
with one's own self, but which consisted of being able to

agreement

"think in the place of everybody else" and which he therefore called
12
The
an "enlarged mentality" (erne erweiterte Denkungsart)
with
on
a
others, and
potential agreement
power of judgment rests
-

like

the thinking process which is active in judging something
not,
the thought process of pure reasoning, a dialogue between me and
is

always and primarily, even if I am quite
alone in making up my mind, in an anticipated communication
with others with whom I know I must finally come to some agreemyself, but finds

itself

From

this potential agreement judgment derives its specific
This
means, on the one hand, that such judgment must
validity.

ment.

from the "subjective private conditions," that is,
from the idiosyncrasies which naturally determine the outlook of

liberate itself

each individual in his privacy and are legitimate as long as they are
only privately held opinions, but which are not fit to enter the
this enall
validity in the public realm, And
of
to
transcend
as
knows
how
which
larged way
thinking,
judgment
its own individual limitations, on the other hand, cannot function

market place, and lack

in strict isolation or solitude;

whose place"
consideration,

it

must

think,

and without

it

needs the presence of others "in
it must take into

whose perspectives

whom

it

never has the opportunity to
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operate at all. As logic, to be sound, depends on the presence of the
self, so judgment, to be valid, depends on the presence of others.

Hence judgment

is

endowed with a

certain specific validity but

is

never universally valid. Its claims to validity can never extend
further than the others in whose place the judging person has put
himself for his considerations. Judgment, Kant says, is valid "for
13
but the emphasis in the sentence is
every single judging person,"

on "judging";
those

who

it

not valid for those

is

are not

members

who do

not judge or for

of the public realm where the objects

of judgment appear.
That the capacity to judge

a specifically

is

in
political ability

exactly the sense denoted by Kant, namely, the ability to see things
not only from one's own point of view but in the perspective of all

who happen to be present; even that judgment may be one of
the fundamental abilities of man as a political being insofar as it
those

enables

world
political
sight,

him to orient himself in the public realm, in the common
these are insights that are virtually as old as articulated
experience. The Greeks called this ability ^po^o-t?, or in-

and they considered

the statesman in distinction

The

difference

lies in that

sense,

between

this

the former has

which the

it

the principal virtue or excellence of

from the wisdom of the philosopher. 14
judging insight and speculative thought

its

roots in

which the French so suggestively

common

call

Common

call the

discloses to us the nature of the

we owe

what we usually

latter constantly transcends.

le

"good sense,"
world insofar as it is a

sense

bon sens

common

the fact that our strictly private and "subjective" five senses and their sensory data can adjust themselves to a

world;

to

it

nonsubjective and "objective" world which we have in common
and share with others. Judging is one, if not the most, important
activity in

which

this sharing-the-world-with-others

comes

new and even

new

What, however,

is

quite

the Critique of
propositions in

Judgment

startlingly
is

to pass.

in Kant's

that he discovered this

phenomenon in all its grandeur precisely when he was examining
the phenomenon of taste and hence the only kind of judgments
which, since they concern merely aesthetic matters, have always been
supposed to lie outside the political realm as well as the domain of
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Kant was disturbed by the alleged arbitrariness and subde gustibus non disputandum est (which, no doubt, is
jectivity of

reason.

for this arbitrariness ofentkely true for private idiosyncrasies),
fended his political and not his aesthetic sense. Kant, who certainly

was not

oversensitive to beautiful things,

was highly conscious of

the public quality of beauty; and it was because of their public relevance that he insisted, in opposition to the commonplace adage,
that taste judgments are

the

same pleasure

is

to dispute, because

open

to discussion because

"we hope

that

shared by others," that taste can be subject

from

else,"

15

everyone
"expects agreement
Therefore taste, insofar as it, like any other judgment, appeals to
5
common sense, is the very opposite of "private feelings/ In aesthetic

no

though

less

than in

it

judgments, a decision is made, and alalways determined by a certain subjectivity,

political

this decision is

by the simple fact that each person occupies a place of his own
from which he looks upon and judges the world, it also derives from
the fact that the world

mon

to

all its

itself is

inhabitants.

world, independent of

its

an objective datum, something com-

The

utility

activity of taste decides

and our

how

vital interests in

this

it, is

to

look and sound, what men will see and what they will hear in it.
Taste judges the world in its appearance and in its worldliness; its
interest in the world is purely "disinterested," and that means that
neither the life interests of the individual nor the moral interests of

For judgments of taste, the world
not man, neither man's life nor his self.

the self are involved here.

is

the

primary thing,
Taste judgments, furthermore, are currently held to be arbitrary
because they do not compel in the sense in which demonstrable
facts or truth

proved by argument compel agreement. They share
with political opinions that they are persuasive; the judging person
as Kant says
can only "woo the consent of
quite beautifully
everyone else" in the hope of coming to an agreement with him
16
This "wooing" or persuading corresponds closely to
eventually.

what the Greeks

called ir'0ctv, the
convincing and persuading
speech which they regarded as the typically political form of people talking with one another. Persuasion ruled the intercourse of

the citizens of the polis because

it

excluded physical violence; but
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the philosophers knew that it was also distinguished from another
non-violent form of coercion, the coercion by truth. Persuasion ap-

pears in Aristotle as the opposite to

form of speaking,

precisely because

SioAeycotfoi,

the philosophical

this type of dialogue

was con-

cerned with knowledge and the finding of truth and therefore deprocess of compelling proof. Culture and politics, then,

manded a

belong together because it is not knowledge or truth which is at
stake, but rather judgment and decision, the judicious exchange
of opinion about the sphere of public life and the common world,
and the decision what manner of action is to be taken in it, as well

how

as to

in

pear

To

it is

to look henceforth,

what kind of

things are to ap-

it.

classify taste, the chief cultural activity,

ical abilities

sounds so strange that

I

among man's

polit-

may add another much more

familiar but theoretically little-regarded fact to these considerations.

We

know very well how quickly people recognize each other,
and how unequivocally they can feel that they belong to each other,
when they discover a kinship in questions of what pleases and displeases. From the viewpoint of this common experience, it is as
though taste decides not only how the world is to look, but also
who belongs together in it. If we think of this sense of belonging
in political terms, we are tempted to regard taste as an essentially
all

But its political significance
and
at
the
same time more profound.
more
far-reaching
perhaps
Wherever people judge the things of the world that are common to
them, there is more implied in their judgments than these things.
By his manner of judging, the person discloses to an extent also
himself, what kind of person he is, and this disclosure, which is
aristocratic principle of organization.

is

involuntary, gains in validity to the degree that it has liberated itself from merely individual idiosyncrasies. Now, it is precisely the

realm of acting and speaking, that is, the political domain in terms
of activities, in which this personal quality comes to the fore in
public, in

which the "who one

is"

becomes manifest rather than

the qualities and individual talents he may possess. In this respect,
the political realm is again opposed to the domain in which the
artist

and fabricator

live

and do

their

work and

in

which ultimately

Between Past and Future

224
It is

the talents of the maker and the
always quality that counts,
of the thing he makes. Taste, however, does not simply

quality

judge this quality.

no

On

the contrary, quality

less compellingly evident

cisions of judgment,

agreement, although

is

beyond

it is

dispute,

than truth and stands beyond the de-

and wooing
beyond the need of persuasion
there are times of artistic and cultural decay

left who are still receptive to the self-evidence
only few are
cultura
of quality. Taste as the activity of a truly cultivated mind

when

animi

comes into play only where quality-consciousness

is

widely

for taste disdisseminated, the truly beautiful easily recognized;
and its evertaste
As such,
criminates and decides

among

qualities.

the world sets its own limits to an injudgment of things of
of the merely beautiful; into the
love
discriminate, immoderate
alert

realm of fabrication and of quality it introduces the personal facTaste debarbarizes the
tor, that is, gives it a humanistic meaning.

world of the beautiful by not being overwhelmed by it; it takes
care of the beautiful in its own "personal" way and thus produces a
"culture."

Humanism, like culture, is of course of Roman origin; there is
to the Latin
again no word in the Greek language corresponding
humanitas. 17

not be inappropriate, therefore, if to conclude
I choose a Roman example to illustrate the sense

It will

these remarks
in

which

beautiful

taste is the political capacity that truly

and creates a

culture.

There

exists

humanizes the

an odd statement of

Cicero which sounds as though it were deliberately framed to
counter the then current Roman commonplace: Amicus Socrates,

amicus Plato, sed magis aestimanda veritas. This old adage, whether
one agrees with it or not, must have offended the Roman sense
of humanitas, of the integrity of the person as person; for human
worth and personal rank, together with friendship, are sacrificed
here to the primacy of an absolute truth. Nothing, at any rate,

could be further from the ideal of absolute, compelling truth than
to say;
are, mehercule malo cum Platone
U
I
quam cum istis (sc. Pythagoraeis) vera sentire
prefer before

what Cicero has
heaven
his

to

En

.

.

.

go astray with Plato rather than hold true views with
18

opponents."

The English

translation blurs a certain ambiguity

The
of the text; the sentence can

mean:
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would rather go astray with

I

Platonic rationality than "feel" (sentire) the truth with Pythagorean
irrationality, but this interpretation is unlikely in view of the answer

given in the dialogue: "I should not myself be unwilling to go
astray with such a man" (Ego enim ipse cum eodem is to non

where the stress again is on the person with
one goes astray. Thus, it seems safe to follow the English
translation, and then the sentence clearly says: It is a matter of
invitus erraverim),

whom

company and the company of his thoughts
should lead us astray from truth. Certainly a very bold,
even an outrageously bold statement, especially because it con-

taste to prefer Plato's

even

if

this

cerns truth; obviously the same could be said and decided with
respect to beauty, which for those who have trained their senses as

much

as

most

than truth.

of us have trained our

What

Cicero in fact says

minds

is

is

no

less

compelling

that for the true humanist

neither the verities of the scientist nor the truth of the philosopher
nor the beauty of the artist can be absolutes; the humanist, because
is
specialist, exerts a faculty of judgment and taste which
us.
This
the
coercion
which
each
beyond
specialty imposes upon
Roman humanitas applied to men who were free in every respect,

he

is

not a

whom

the question of freedom, of not being coerced, was the
decisive one
even in philosophy, even in science, even in the arts.

for

Cicero says: In what concerns my association with men and things,
1*
I refuse to be coerced even by truth, even by beauty.
This humanism is the result of the cultura animi, of an attitude
that

knows how

the world.

As

and preserve and admire the things of
has the task of arbitrating and mediating

to take care
it

such,

between the purely political and the purely fabricating activities,
which are opposed to each other in many ways. As humanists, we
can
as

rise

above these

we can

rise in

conflicts

between the statesman and the

freedom above the

specialties

which we

all

artist

must

We

can rise above specialization and philistinism
learn and pursue.
of all sorts to the extent that we learn how to exercise our taste
freely.

Then we

shall

superseded;

we

know how

to reply to those

who

so frequently

great author of the past has been
that even if all criticism
be
understand
able
to
shall

teU us that Plato or

some other
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of Plato

may still be better company than his critics.
we
remember
what the Romans the first people
rate,
may
that took culture
thought a cultivated
seriously the way we do
to
be:
one
who
how
to
choose his company
knows
person ought
is

right, Plato

At any

among men, among
as in the

past

things,

among

thoughts, in the present as well

NOTES

Preface
For

and the following, see Rene Char, Feuillets
1946.
Written
d'Hypnos, Paris,
during the last year of the Resistance,
1943 to 1944, and published in the Collection Espoir, edited by Albert
1.

this quotation

Camus, these aphorisms, together with later pieces, appeared in English
title Hypnos Waking; Poems and Prose, New York, 1956.
2. The quotation is from the last chapter of Democracy in Amer-

under the
ica,

New

York, 1945,

vol. II, p. 331. It

reads in

full:

"Although the

taking place in the social condition, the laws, the
and
the
feelings of men is still very far from being terminated,
opinions,
its results
already admit of no comparison with anything that the
yet
revolution that

is

I go back from age to
age up to the
remotest antiquity, but I find no parallel to what is occurring before my
eyes; as the past has ceased to throw its light upon the future, the mind

world has ever before witnessed.

man wanders in obscurity." These lines of Tocqueville anticipate not
only the aphorisms of Ren6 Char; curiously enough, if one reads them
textually, they also anticipate Kafka's insight (see the following) that it
of

is

the future that sends man's

mind back into the

past "up to the remotest

antiquity."

The

is the last of a series of "Notes from the year 1920,"
"HE." Translated from the German by Willa and Edwin
Muir, they appeared in this country in The Great Wall of China, New
York, 1946. I followed the English translation except in a few places
where a more literal translation was needed for my purposes. The German original in vol. 5 of the Gesammelte Schriften, New York, 1946

3.

under the

story

title

reads as follows:
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Modern Age

hat zwei Gegner: Der erste bedrangt ihn von hinten, vom
Ursprung her. Der zwelte verwehrt ihm den Weg nach vorn. Er
kdmpft mit beiden. Eigentlich unterstiitzt ihn der erste im Kampf
mit dem Zweiten, denn er will ihn nach vorn drdngen und ebenso
unterstiitzt ihn der zweite im Kampf mit dem Ersten; denn er
treibt ihn dock zurilck. So ist es aber nur theoretisch. Denn es sind
ouch noch er selbst, und
ja nicht nur die zwei Gegner da, sondern
wer kennt eigentlich seine Absichten? Immerhin ist es sein Traum,
dazu gehdrt
dass er einmal in einem unbewachten Augenblick
aus der
allerdings eine Nacht, so finster me noch keine war
seiner
zum
und
Kampf
eserfahrung
wegen
Kampflinie ausspringt
Richter fiber seine miteinander kdmpfenden Gegner erhoben wird.

Er

Tradition

1.

1.

and

the

Modern Age

Laws 775.

For Engels, see his Anti-Duhring, Zurich, 1934, p. 275. For
Nietzsche, see Morgenrote, Werke, Munchen, 1954, vol. I, aph, 179.
3. The statement occurs in Engels* essay on "The Part played by
2.

Labour

Marx

from Ape to Man," in Marx and Engels, Sevol. II, p. 74. For similar formulations by
see especially "Die heilige Familie" and "Nationaloko-

in the Transition

lected Works,

London, 1950,

himself,

nomie und Philosophic" in Jugendschriften, Stuttgart, 1953.
4. Quoted here from Capital, Modern Library Edition,
p. 824.
5.

See Gotzendammerung, ed. K. Schlechta, Munchen,

vol.

II,

p. 963.
6.

In

Das Kapital,

7. I refer

truth

means
8.

Op.

Zurich, 1933, vol. Ill, p. 870.
here to Heidegger's discovery that the Greek word for

literally "disclosure"

d-A^cto.

cit, Zurich, p. 689.

697-698.
That "the Cave is comparable with Hades" is also suggested by
F. M. Cornford in his annotated translation of The
Republic, New
9.

Ibid., pp.

10.

York, 1956, p. 230.
11. See Jugendschriften,

2.

p.

The Concept

Cicero, De legibus I, 5;
historian, did not yet have at his
I.

274.

De

of History

oratore

disposal a

II,

word

55. Herodotus, the first
for history.

He used the

Notes: The Concept of History

word
to

toTopciv,
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but not in the sense of "historical narrative." Like

know, the word

io-ropia is

derived from

IB-,

to see,

and lar^p means

originally "eyewitness," then the one who examines witnesses and obtains truth through inquiry. Hence, toropav has a double meaning: to
testify

and to

inquire.

(See

Max

Pofalenz, Herodot,

der erste Ge-

schichtsschreiber des Abendlandes, Leipzig and Berlin, 1937, p. 44.)
For recent discussion of Herodotus and our concept of history, see especially C. N. Cochrane, Christianity and Classical Culture, New York,

1944, ch. 12, one of the most stimulating and interesting pieces in the
on the subject. His chief thesis, that Herodotus must be reas
belonging to the Ionian school of philosophy and a follower
garded

literature

of Heraclitus, is not convincing. Contrary to ancient sources, Cochrane
construes the science of history as being part of the Greek develop-

ment of philosophy. See note 6, and also Karl Reinhardt, "Herodots
Persegeschichten" in Von Werken und Formen, Godesberg, 1948.
2. "The Gods of most nations claim to have created the world.
The Olympian gods make no such claim. The most they ever did was to
conquer it" (Gilbert Murray, Five Stages of Greek Religion, Anchor
one sometimes argues that Plato
Timaeus introduced a creator of the world. But Plato's god is no
real creator; he is a demiurge, a world-builder who does not create out
of nothing. Moreover, Plato tells his story in the form of a myth invented by himself, and this, like similar myths in his work, are not proposed as truth. That no god and no man ever created the cosmos is
beautifully stated in Heraclitus, fragment 30 (Diels), for this cosmical
order of all things "has always been and is and will be an ever-living
fire that blazes up in proportions and dies away in proportions."
3. On the Soul, 415bl3. See also Economics, 1343b24: Nature
edition, p. 45). Against this statement

in the

the being-forever with respect to the species through recurrence
but cannot do this with respect to the individual. In our con(Tre/otoSos)
text, it is irrelevant that the treatise is not by Aristotle but by one of
fulfills

his pupils, for

we

find the

same thought

in the treatise

On

Generation

Becoming, which moves in a cycle
331a8.
The same thought of an "immortal
ycVeat? l dAA^W KVK\<*>,
human species" occurs in Plato, Laws, 721. See note 9.
4. Nietzsche, Wille zur Macht, Nr. 617, Edition Kroner, 1930.
5. Rilke, Aus dem Nachlass des Grafen C. W., first series, poem X.

and Corruption

in the concept of

is untranslatable, the content of these verses
might
be expressed as follows: "Mountains rest beneath a splendor of stars,
but even in them time flickers. Ah, unsheltered in my wild, darkling heart

Although the poetry

lies

owe this translation to Denver Lindley.
1448b25 and 1450al6-22. For a distinction between

immortality." I
6.

Poetics,

poetry and historiography, see

ibid., ch. 9.
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7.

For tragedy

as

an imitation of action, see

ibid,, ch. 6,

L

Griechische Kulturgeschichte, Edition Kroner, II, p. 289.
9. For Plato, see Laws 121, where he makes it quite clear that he
thinks the human species only in a certain way to be immortal
namely
8.

its successive generations taken as a whole are "growing towith
the entirety of time; mankind as a succession of generagether"
tions and time are Coeval: yeVos otiv avOp^Tr^v lari n vfj,<j>v$ rov 7ravTO<s
rovra) r<5 rpOTnw aOdyarov
Xpovov, o SUL reAou? avrw fwcVerat /cat truvet^erat,

insofar as

QV In other words, it is mere deathlessness aOavao-ia in which the
mortals partake by virtue of belonging to an immortal species; it is not
in whose neighborhood the
the da dvai
the timeless being-forever
but a mortal. For Aristotle,
philosopher is admitted even though he is
see Nicomachean Ethics, 1177b30~35 and further in what follows.
1143a36.
Seventh Letter.

10. Ibid.,

11.

W. Heisenberg, Philosophic Problems of Nuclear Science,
York, 1952, p. 24.
13. Quoted from Alexandra Koyre, "An Experiment in Measure-

12.

New

ment," Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, vol. 97, no.
2, 1953.
14. The same point was made more than twenty years ago by
Edgar Wind in his essay "Some Points of Contact between History and
Natural Sciences" (in Philosophy and History, Essays Presented to
Ernst Cassirer, Oxford, 1939). Wind akeady showed that the latest developments of science which make it so much less "exact" lead to the
raising of questions by scientists "that historians like to look upon as
their own." It seems strange that so fundamental and obvious an argu-

ment should have played no role in the subsequent methodological and
other discussions of historical science,
15.

Quoted

in Friedrich

Meinecke,

Vom

geschichtlichen Sinn

und

vom Sinn

der Geschichte, Stuttgart, 1951.
16. Erwin Schroedinger, Science and

Humanism, Cambridge,

1951, pp. 25-26.
17.

De

nostri temporis studiorum ratione, iv.
Wesen und
by W. F. Otto,

bilingual edition

Vom

Quoted from the

Weg

der geistigen

Bildung, Godesberg, 1947, p. 41.
18. No one can look at the remains of ancient or medieval towns

without being struck by the

finality with which their walls separated
their natural surroundings, whether these were landscapes
or wilderness. Modern city-building, on the contrary, aims at the land-

them from

scaping and urbanization of whole areas, where the distinction between
town and country becomes more and more obliterated. This trend could
possibly lead to the disappearance of cities even as

we know them

today.
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19. In

20.

De

De

21. See

doctrina Christiana, 2, 28, 44.

Civitate Dei, XII, 13.

Theodor Mommsen,

"St.

Augustine and the Christian Idea

A

close
of Progress," in Journal of the History of Ideas, June 1951.
excontent
of
this
a
the
shows
between
reading
striking discrepancy
cellent article and the thesis expressed in its title. The best defense of the

Christian origin of the concept of history is found in C. N. Cochrane,
op. cit, p. 474. He holds that ancient historiography came to an end
because it had failed to establish "a principle of historical intelligibility"

and that Augustine solved this problem by substituting "the logos of
Christ for that of classicism as a principle of understanding."
22. Especially interesting is Oscar Cullman, Christ and Time, Lon1951. Also Erich Frank, "The Role of History in Christian
in Knowledge, Will and Belief, Collected Essays, Zurich,

don,

Thought"
1955.

23. In

Die Entstehung des Historismus, Miinchen and

Berlin,

1936, p. 394.

The

24.

John

25.

De Re

26.

The word seems

Baillie,

Belief in Progress, London, 1950.

Publica, 1.7.

been rarely used even

to have

in

Greek.

It

occurs in Herodotus (book IV, 93 and 94) in the active sense and apa tribe that does not believe in death. The
plies to the rites performed by
point is that the word does not mean "to believe in immortality," but
"to act in a certain way in order to assure the escape from dying." In the
passive sense (a0avcm'ecr0ai, "to be rendered immortal") the word also
occurs in Polybius (book VI, 54, 2); it is used in the description of
Roman funeral rites and applies to the funeral orations, which render

immortal through "constantly making new the fame of good men."
equivalent, aeternare, again applies to immortal fame. (Horace, Carmines, book IV, c. 14, 5.)
Aristotle was the first and perhaps the last to use this word
Clearlyj,

The Latin

for the specifically philosophic "activity" of contemplation. The text
reads as follows: ov xprj Se Kara rovs TrapawovvTas avOpwrnva (fipovdv,
av&po>7rov OVTO, ovBe, Ovrjra rov Ovyrov, dAA"
,

,

.

those

(Nichomachean

Ethics,

<jk*

ocrov cvSe^crai adavarifcew*

1177b31). "One should not think as do

who recommend human

things for those

who

are mortals, but

." The medieval Latin translation
immortalize as far as possible.
does
not
use
the old Latin word aeternare but
Lectio
XI)
(Eth. X,
.

translates

.

"immortalize" through immortalem facere

to

make im-

(Oportet autem non secundum suadentes
humana hominem entem, neque mortalia mortalem; sed inquantum
contingit immortalem facere. . . ,) Modern standard translations fall

mortal, presumably one's

self,
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same error (see for instance the translation by W. D. Ross, who
make ourselves immortal")- In the Greek
"we must
word ^omr, is an intransitive verb,
text, the word Mavarifav, like the
and Latin references to the kind
it has no direct object. (I owe the Greek
Kristeller
of Professors John Herman Randall, Jr., and Paul Oscar

into the

translates:

.

.

.

help
for
of Columbia University. Needless to say, they are not responsible

and

translation

interpretation.)

used
rather interesting to note that Nietzsche, who once
the passage in
remembered
he
because
"eternize"
term
the
probably
to the spheres of art and religion. In Vom Nutzen
Aristotle
applied it
und Nachteil der Historic fur das Leben, he speaks of the "aeternisieren27.

It is

den Mdchten der Kunst und Religion"
28. Thucydides II, 41.
29. How the poet, and especially

upon mortal men and

futile deeds,

Homer, bestowed immortality
still read in Pindar's Odes

we can

rendered into English by Richmond Lattimore, Chicago, 1955.
IV: 10, and VI: 50-55.
for
instance, "Isthmia" IV: 60 ff.; "Nernea"
See,
30. De Civitate Dei, XIX, 5.

now

(1882), Miinchen and
den
Pflanzen ihr GattungsBerlin, 1937, para. 82: "Was den Tieren,
rov
Qeiov
denn die Gattung ist, Iva TOV act /ecu
^Te^axrw das 1st
begriff
author or
not
mention
does
den Menschen die Geschichte." Droysen
31. Johannes Gustav Droysen, Historik

source of the quotation. It sounds Aristotelian,
32. Leviathan, book I, ch. 3.
33.

Democracy

in

America, 2nd part,

last chapter,

and

1st part,

"Author's Introduction," respectively.
34. The first to see Kant as the theorist of the French Revolution
zu dem Rasonnement des Herrn
was Friedrich Gentz in his
Prof.

Kant

"Nachtrag
zwischen Theorie und Praxis" in Ber-

liber das Verhaltnis

liner Monatsschrift,

35. Idee

December 1793.

zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte

in

weltburgerlicher

Absicht, Introduction.
36. Op. cit, Third Thesis.
37. Hegel in The Philosophy of History, London, 1905, p. 21.
38. Nietzsche, Wille zur Macht, no. 291.
39. Martin Heidegger once pointed to this weird fact in a public
discussion in Zurich (published under the title: "Aussprache mit Martin

Heidegger am 6. November 1951," Photodruck Jurisverlag, Zurich,
der Satz: man kann alles beweisen [ist] nicht eln Freibrief,
1952) ".
sondern eln Hinweis auf die Moglichkeit, doss dort, wo man beweist im
Sinne der Deduktion aus Axiomen, dies jederzeit in gewissem Sinne
:

moglich

.

ist.

.

Das

ist

das unheimlich Ratselhafte, dessen Geheimnis ich
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an einem Zipfel aufzuheben vermochte, dass
modernen Naturwissenschaft stimmt,"

bisher auch nicht

Verfahren
40.

in der
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dieses

Werner Heisenberg in recent publications renders this same
number of variations. See for example Das Naturbild der

thought in a

heutigen Physik, Hamburg, 1956.

What

5.

1.

The formulation
"

the 'Study of History,'
New York, 1955, p. 35.

is

Is Authority?

Lord Acton's

on
on Freedom and Power,

in his "Inaugural Lecture

reprinted in Essays

2. Only a detailed description and analysis of the very original
organizational structure of totalitarian movements and the institutions
of totalitarian government could justify the use of the onion image. I

must refer to the chapter on "Totalitarian Organization" in my book
The Origins of Totalitarianism, 2nd edition, New York, 1953,
3. This was already noticed by the Greek historian Dio Cassius,
who, when writing a history of Rome, found it impossible to translate
the word auctoritas: IXXyvivai avro /caflcwraf dSwarov ecm. (Quoted from
Theodor Mommsen, Romisches Staatsrecht, 3rd edition, 1888, vol. Ill,
one need only compare the Roman Senate, the
p. 952, n. 4.) Moreover,
republic's specifically authoritarian institution, with Plato's nocturnal
council in the Laws, which, being composed of the ten oldest guardians

for the constant supervision of the State, superficially resembles it, to
become aware of the impossibility of finding a true alternative for co-

ercion and persuasion within the framework of Greek political experience.
4.

Ti-oXts

5.

Laws, 715.

yap OVK laQ* ijrw avSpos

eo-0*

lvo<s-

Sophocles, Antigone,

737.

Theodor Mommsen, Romische Geschichte, book I, chap, 5.
H. Wallon, Histoire de I'Esdavage dans rAntiquite, Paris, 1847,
vol. Ill, where one still finds the best description of the gradual loss of
Roman liberty under the Empire caused by the constant increase of
power of the imperial household. Since it was the imperial household
and not the emperor who gained in power, the "despotism" which always had been characteristic of the private household and family life
6.

7.

began to dominate the public realm.
8. A fragment from the lost dialogue On Kingship states that "it
was not only not necessary for a king to become a philosopher, but actu-
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a hindrance to his work; that, however,

it

was necessary

[for a

good

and to be agreeable to their adking] to listen to the true philosopher
vice." See Kurt von Fritz, The Constitution of Athens, and Related

and
Texts, 1950. In Aristotelian terms, both Plato's philosopher-king
was
this
and
own
their
of
interest,
the Greek tyrant rule for the sake
for Aristotle, though not for Plato, an outstanding characteristic of
Plato was not aware of the resemblance, because for him,
tyrants.

Greek current opinion, the principal characteristic of the tyrant
that he deprived the citizen of access to a public realm, to a "market place" where he could show himself, see and be seen, hear and be
as for

was

confined the
heard, that he prohibited the dyopeuav and TroAtraJeo-^at,
to be the
demanded
citizens to the privacy of their households, and
to be a
ceased
have
not
would
He
only one in charge of public affairs.
his
of
interests
the
in
subjects
tyrant if he had used his power solely
as indeed some of the tyrants undoubtedly did. According to the

Greeks, to be banished to the privacy of household life was tantamount
to being deprived of the specifically human potentialities of life. In
other words, the very features which so convincingly demonstrate to

us the tyrannical character of Plato's republic the almost complete
elimination of privacy and the omnipresence of political organs and institutions
presumably prevented Plato from recognizing its tyrannical
character.

To

him,

it

would have been a contradiction in terms to brand

as tyranny a constitution which not only did not relegate the citizen to
his household but, on the contrary, did not leave him a shred of private
life whatsoever. Moreover, by calling the rule of law "despotic," Plato

For the tyrant was always supthe freedom of a polis and, being deprived of it, were likely to rebel, whereas the despot was assumed
to rule over people who had never known freedom and were by nature
stresses its non-tyrannical character,

posed to rule over

incapable of

it.

men who had known

It is as

though Plato said:

will not deprive you of anything
are adequate to the very nature of

right to rebel against their rule
against his master.
9.

you

My

laws, your

new

despots,

rightfully enjoyed before; they

human

affairs

and you have no more

than the slave has a right to rebel

"Eternal Peace," The Philosophy of Kant, ed. and trans. C.
Modern Library Edition, 1949, p. 456.

J.

Friedrich,
10.

Von

11.

Werner

Fritz, op. cit, p. 54, rightly insists on Plato's aversion to
"also
revealed by the fact that, wherever he did make an atviolence,
to
tempt
bring about a change of political institutions in the direction
of his political ideals, he addressed himself to men already in power,"

II, p.

New

Jaeger's statement in Paideia,
is a
supreme art of

416n; "The idea that there

York, 1943, vol.
measurement and

Notes:
that the philosopher's
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knowledge of values (phronesis)

is
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the ability to

measure, runs through all Plato's work right down to the end" is true
only for Plato's political philosophy. The very word <>p6vr)o-t$ characterizes in Plato and Aristotle the insight of the statesman rather than the

"wisdom" of the philosopher.
12. The Republic, book VII, 516-517.
13. See especially Timaeus, 31, where the divine Demiurge makes
the universe in accordance with a model, a TrapdSeiyjjLa, and The Republic, 596 ff.
14. In Protrepticus, quoted from von Fritz, op. cit.
15.

Laws, 710-711.

This presentation is indebted to Martin Heidegger's great interpretation of the cave parable in Platons Lehre von der Wahrheit,
16.

Bern, 1947. Heidegger demonstrates how Plato transformed the concept
of truth (aX^eta) until it became identical with correct statements

Correctness indeed, and not truth, would be required if the
philosopher's knowledge is the ability to measure. Although he explic(o/o0oT?7$)

itly

.

mentions the

risks the philosopher

runs

when he

is

forced to return

not aware of the political context in which
the parable appears. According to him, the transformation comes to
pass because the subjective act of vision (the ISelv and the ffic'a in the
to the cave,

Heidegger

is

mind of the philosopher)

takes precedence over objective truth
to
Heidegger, signifies Unverborgenheit.
(dX^eta), which, according
17. Symposion, 211-212.

18. Phaedrus, 248: ^tXocro^os r) <iAo/caAos, and 250.
19. In The Republic, 518, the good, too, is called ^avorarov, the
most shining one. Obviously it is precisely this quality which indicates

the precedence which the beautiful originally had over the good in
Plato's thought.
20. The Republic,

475-476. In the tradition of philosophy, the

result of this Platonic repudiation of the beautiful has been that it was
omitted from the so-called transcendentals or universals, that is, those

and which were enumerated
and bonum. Jacques Maritain, in his wonderful book, Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry ,
Bollingen Series XXXV, I, 1953, is aware of this omission and insists
that beauty be included in the realm of transcendentals, for "Beauty is
qualities possessed

by everything that

in medieval philosophy as

the radiance of

all

unum,

is,

alter, ens,

transcendentals united" (p. 162).

21. In the dialogue Politicus: "for the most exact measure of aU
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30.
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spirit as
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p. 194.
39.
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44.
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