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FOREWORD

T
HIS was the last book written by Professor Ernst Cassirer.
It had just been finished and copied from his manuscript
a few days before his sudden and untimely death on April 13,

1945.
There is no need to introduce the author or his philosophy. The

name and work of Professor Cassirer are already well known.
The place he made for himself in American philosophy during the
four years of his life in this country is to be witnessed in the present
Widespread demand for translations of his writings, which fortu­
natelyare appearing in fairly close succession. l There is promised
also a memorial volume, to which many scholars have contributed
and which is to be published in the Library of Living Philosophers
(edited by Paul A. Schilpp, Northwestern University). An author­
ized biography, too, will corne out in that same work. There will
thus be rich opportunity elsewhere to learn more about the man
himself and the significance of his extensive achievements in the
world of learning.

But, though no introduction is necessary, a foreword is appropri­
ate to this last book. All who know Locke's Essay on the Human
Understanding will f(~call the livelier sense of personal interest they
felt when they came to the passage where the author tells how his
book came to be written, speaking particularly of those discussions
with friends who had besought him to present to the world the
thoughts that they had shared in conversation. There is a revealing
detail of the same sort to he told about the present work.

Professor Cassirer came to this country from Goteborg, Sweden,
in the sprin~ of 1941, a scholar and philosopher of distinction, at
the height of his career. He had published a masterly study of the
problem of knowledge, ranging over nearly the whole of Western
thought. ~ The qualification "nearly" is added because a fourth
volume, treating of the subject "from the death of Hegel to the
present"-the "present" being the year 1932-was still in manu-

1. The follOWing translations have recently been published: Rousseau, KlInt,
Goethe, trans. by James Gutmann, PaulO. Kristeller, and John H. Randall, Jr.
(Princeton University Press, 1945); Myth and Language, trans. by Susanne K.
Langer (Harper & Brothers, 1946).

2. Dtu ErkenntnlaproblBm (Berlin, B. CassIrer, 1906, 1907, 1920).3 vola.
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script and actually left behind. a.t ~is departure for America:3
"~en

we Erst welcomed him, as VlSltmg Professor at Yale UmversIty,
we had no knowledge of that unpublished matter nor, indeed, of
many other good things in store for us. What had been published
seemed monumental achievement enough. We knew him as a great
interpreter of the philosophy of Kant. His studies of the Renais­
sance ' and of the eighteenth century r. were indubitable evidence
of historical genius. And since so much of what we knew had treated
of the philosophy, science, and culture of periods in the past, we
tended to admire him above all as a supremely fine historical
scholar. There was another reason for this. We were on the lookout
for that kind of scholarship, as something vcry much needed in
philosophy today, and so we paid more attention to it than to
those other high qualifications of mind and learning that were
soon to be clearly revealed in the teachin~ and conversation of
Professor Cassirer when he was actually working amongst 11S as
a colleague.

Whenever Professor Cassircr treated of any subjC'ct he not only
passed in review with fine understanding what the preceding
philosophers had thongl]t but he also brongllt tO~Nhcr into an
original, !>ynoptic view whatevC'1" I dated to the suhject from every
aspect of human experience-arl. literatnre, reli~ion, science, his­
tory. In all that he undertook there was a constant demonstration
of the relatedness of the difI('rent forms of human knowledge and
culture. He possessed, therefore, thc genius of philosophical syn­
thesis as well as historical imaginatiolJ and sdlOlarship. These were
the things his colleagues aTJd many appreciative students came to
cherish in those rare courses and !o{'minars which he offered suc­
cessively at Yale and Columbia University.

There had, of course, beC']"1 :;illnp. published evidcnce of the
original and systematic thought which \-ve <'Xpect of the true phi­
losopher. Two scholars had taken til{' mitiati\'c years ago in pro­
ducing an English translatinn of Profc's<;or Cassirer's Substance
and Function and Einstein's Theol'Y of Relativity.o That very same

3. This fourth volume on The Problem of Knowledge is being translated into
English and will be published by the Yal!' University Press.

4. For instnnce, lndw/duf4m fmd KO~'mus in der Philosophie der Renatssance
(Teubner. Leipzig, Berlin, 1927).

5. Die Philosophie der Aufkliirung (Tiibingen, J. C. B. Mohr, 1932) and Goethe
find die Geschichtliche Welt (Berlin, B. Cassirer, 1932).

6. William Curtis Swabey and Marie Collins Swabey (Chicago. Open Court
PubllshLag Co., 1928).
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year there had appeared in Germany the first of three volumes
on the subject of "symbolic forms." 7 This was his own adventure
of ideas. The philosophy of symbolic forms was, in a sense, the ful­
filment of Professor Cassirer's ambition as a constructive thinker.
It was an elaborate study of the ways in which the world of human
experience is articulated through the various modes of symbolizing
activity that are characteristic of man. This view amplified the
Kantian insight into the role of certain forms of sensuous intuition
and logical categories in constituting our world of nature; other
forms, it was now argued, have a similar function in constituting
the world that man actually experiences and knows. Language,
myth, art, religion, history, science, all these forms of cultural ex­
pression alike enter into the knowledge man has both of himself
and of his total environment. Here was Professor Cassirer's own
philosophy of man and existence.

But that philosophy of symbolic forms was little known when
Professor Cassircr came over to do his work in American universi­
ties. The three volumes in the German were scarcely accessible to
the student of philosophy in this country. Besidc:~, the demon­
stration of his thcorv involvcd a dctailcd examination of a vast
body of evidence cOl~ccrning the diverse forms of culture, and not
many scholars had the experience of them or were so compre­
hensively informed as to be able to appreciate tIl(' argument. A
brief and simple versiun of that "philosophical anthropology," as
he called it, was thus vcry much needf'cl in order to s:ltisf} the
interest of an ever-widening circle of friends and students who
dcsired to know his philosophy. lIe liked his students, too, and his
many new associates, and he wanted, for his part, to he bettcr
known to them all. So he very mod('stl~', amI almost without a word
about it, set to work to compose a short essay in English which
became his Essay on Man.s

But in writing that E'lsay the philosopher was also looking be­
yond the immediate circle of his friends and students. lIe discerned
a universal need of the time. In those wartime days the question
"What is man?" had a poignant force that no one could avoid. It
was plain to be seen that much morf> had to be attempted than
what Loeke had undertaken or Kant or many another fine spirit

7. Die Phllosophie dBf' Symbolischen Formen. Berlin. B. Cassirer, 1923-29.
See also Naturalistische und HlImanistische Begrondung der KlIlturpllilosophie
(COteborg. Flanders Boktryckerei Aktiebolag. 1939).

8. Yale University Press, 1944.
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of that eighteenth century which Professor Cassirer loved so well.
Other aspects had to be reckoned with besides the phenomena
of the human understanding or reason. In that new Essay on Man
Professor Cassirer recalled the still unexhausted imperative of wis­
dom uttered by Socrates: Know thyself. The argument of the book
showed the course of that quest for self-knowledge through his­
tory and brought us to a better comprehension of the condition
of man today. Thus the Essay served a large, general purpose as
well as meeting the need of his friends. While it communicated
to them the essentials of his philosophy of symbolic forms it also
contributed to the wisdom of this day about man himself.

Still that was not the whole of Professor Cassirer's concern with
the dark, troubled times in which we were living. 1\·10st people
talked easily about the fact that we were going through a crisis
of world history. It was natural to expect a confused welter of
ideas in tIle public mind about the philosophy of history or about
the nature of our own civilization. All sorts of quasi-philosophies
were likely to spring up in such conditions, inspired by some ideol­
ogy or tIle political interests of those who enuIlciated them. On
this occasion, the friends of Professor Cassirer looked to him as
the man who could speak with the wisest jud~nwJJt. since he could
interpret the situatioIl of our time in the two great perspectives
of history and philosophy. Some of those wllO were dose to him
ventured to ask: "\VOll't you tell the meaning of what is happen­
ing today, instca(~ of writing about pa~t history, science. and cul­
tnre? You have so milch knowkdcp and wisdom-wc' who arc
workin~ with yon know that so well--·but you should ~i\'e others,
too, the benefit of it." He then sPl to work, in the' winter of 194'3-44,
on a sketch of a hook 011 the theme "tIle m\·th of the state." The
magazine Fortune issued in JUlIC'. VJtl, an ahbreviated version of
what he had so far written. The pr("~('nthook, which was composed
subsequently, during the years ]!,H4---1.5. is the complete realization
of this work of occasion hegun originally n. response to an appcal
of his closest friends.

Profcssor Cassirer had ~l.~kcd me to ~erve as critic and editor of
both the Essay 011 'Man and this present book. My responsibility
is now all the greater became this work appears posthumously.
What I wish to make clear, in giving an accounting here of my
friendly office, is that the hook is presented practically as it was
written by him. This is possihle because it was one of his many
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remarkable powers that he could, unaided, write English clearly,
fluently, and with a nice sense of the meanings of the language.

In the case of the previous work, the Essay on Man, it had been
the practice of the author to submit a first draft of the book for
criticism. He always wanted criticism of his philosophical argu­
ment as well as of his use of language. He received any suggested
corrections or improvements gratefully. With delicate courtesy he
would weigh and appreciate every observation and query. He took
it as axiomatic that if a friendly critic could not see the matter
clearly or logically as he had presented it, the fault must be his
own, an assumption which links him with David Hume. who had
the same respect for the mind of his reader. As it happened, in­
deed, by far the greater number of the suggestions made had to
do merely with the need of abhreviation and succinctness. It was
necessary, for instance, to limit the ~enerous amplitude of his
quotations, for he always wanted to ]et an author cited speak fully
for himself, which not on]~' increased the size of the volume unduly
but also diminished proportionately what he himself had to say
in it. Aside from such considerations there were merelv minor
points of criticism and alteration which he always accepted with
good grace.

The present work has heen prepared for publication in the same
fashion as the Essay on Man. There is on]~' this difference-that
the author himself never saw Part III exact1) as it is here presented.
The changes that seemed necessary in the text of Parts I and II
were practically all scrutinized by him, and most of them we had a
chance actually to discuss in person. I hope that in editing the third
and last part, without having the comforting assurance of his own
final review of it, I have not altercd anything that would have mat­
tered to him. I am resting my faith in this respect upon the perfect
understanding we had during our all-tao-few ~'('ars of association.

Before finishing the preparation of the text I was appointed, in
July, 1945, to serve with the United States Army in England and
to teach philosophy at an Army University. The editing of Chap­
ter XVII on Hegel was not in (Iuite satisfactory form at the time
of my departure. I wish to acknowledge the kind services of my
conea~ue, Professor Brand Blanshard of Yale University, who
looked over the copy and made final eorrections hefore it went
to press.

Grateful acknowledgment must also be made for the faithful
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and accurate work done by Dr. Friedrich W. Lenz, formerly of
New Haven, who verified all the quotations and references and
raised many questions about usage which had to be attended to
and decided by an editor. Thanks. to these services we can be sure
that the work has a scholarly character in detaU befitting a book
issued under the name of Professor Ernst Cassirer.

It would be very much amiss on my part if I did not take this
opportunity, on behalf of the friends and the family of Professor
Cassirer, to tell of the generous personal interest shown by Mr.
Eugene A. Davidson, Editor of the Yale University Press, whose
relationship to this work is not merely a business one but much
more that of flne, sympathetic appreciation. The author would
have wanted this said, because that sort of interest was one of the
things he was ever grateful for in his American experience.

CHAm.ES W. HENDEL
New Haven, Connecticut
April 18, 1946.
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WHAT IS MYT1I?



The Myth of tJ:,e State

I

THE STRUCTURE OF MYTHICAL THOUGHT

I
N TIlE last thirty years, in the period between the first and the
second World Wars, we have not only passed through a se­
vere crisis of our political and social life but have also been

confronted with quite new theoretical problems. We experienced
a radical change in the forms of political thought. New questions
were raised and new answers were given. Problems that had
been unknown to the political thinkers of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries came suddenly to the fore. Perhaps the most
important and the most alarming feature in this development of
modem political thought is the appearance of a new power:
the power of mythical thought. The preponderance of mythical
thought over rational thought in some of our modem political
systems is obvious. After a short and violent struggle mythical
thought seemed to win a clear and definitive victory. How was
this victory possible? How can we account for the new phe­
nomenon that so suddenly appeared on our political horizon and
in a sense seemed to reverse all our former ideas of the character
of our intellectual and our social life?

If we look at the prescnt state of our cultural life we feel at
once that there is a deep chasm between two different fields.
When it comes to political action man seems to follow rules quite
different from tIlOse recognized in all his mere theoretical activi­
ties. No one would think of solving a problem of natural science
or a technical problem by the methods that are recommended
and put into action in the solution of political questions. In the
first case we never aim to use anything but rational methods.
Rational thought holds its ground here imd seems constantly to
enlarge its field. Scientific knowledge and technical mastery of
nature daily win new and unprecedented victories. But in man's
practical and social life the defeat of rational thought seems to
be complete and irrevocable. In this domain modem man is sup­
posed to forget everything he has learned in the development of
his intelIectuallife. He is admonished to go back to the first rudi-
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mentary stages of human culture. Here rational and scientific
thought openly confess their breakdown; they surrender to their
most dangerous enemy.

In order to find the explanation of this phenomenon that at
first sight seems to derange all our thoughts and defy all our logi­
cal standards we must begin with the beginning. Nobody can
hope to understand the origin, the character, and influence C?f
our modern political myths without first answering a pl'eliminary
question. We must know what myth is before we can explain how
it works. Its special effects can only be accounted for if we have
attained a clear insight into its general nature.

What does myth mean? And what is its function in man's cul­
tural life? As soon as we raise this question we are plunged into
a great battle between conflicting views. In this case the most
disconcerting feature is not the lack but the abundance of our
empirical material. The problem has been approached from every
angle. Both the historical development of mythical thought and
its psychological foundations have been carefully studied. Phi­
losophers, ethnologists, anthropologists, psychologists, sociologists
have their share in these studies. We seem now to be in posses­
sion of all the facts; we have a comparative mythology that ex­
tends over all the parts of the world and that leads us from the
lll'Ost elementary forms to highly developed and sophisticated
conceptions. As regards our data the chain seems to be closed;
no essential link is missing. But the theory of myth is still highly
controversial. Every school gives us a different answer; and some
of these answers are in flagrant contradiction of each other. A
philosophical theory of myth must begin at this point.

Many anthropologists have asserted that myth is, after all, a
very simple phenomenon-for which we hardly need a compli­
cated psychological or philosophical explanation. It is simplicity
itself; for it is nothing but the sancta simplicitas of the human
race. It is not the outcome of reflection or thought, nor is it
enough to describe it as a product of human imagination. Imagi­
nation alone cannot account for all its incongruities and its fan­
tastic and bizarre elements. It is rather the Urdummheit of man
that is responsible for these absurdities and contradictions. With­
out this "primeval stupidity" there would be no myth.
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At first sight such an answer may seem to be very plausible; yet
as soon as we begin to study the development of mythical thought
in human history we are confronted with an important difficulty.
Historically we find no great culture that is not dominated by and
pervaded with mythical elements. Shall we say that all these cul­
tures-Babylonian, Egyptian, Chinese, Indian, Greek-are noth­
ing but so many masks and disguises for man's "primeval stupid­
ity," that, at bottom, they lack any positive value and significance?

The historians of human civilization could never accept this
view. They had to look for a better and more adequate explana­
tion. But their answers were, in most cases, as divergent as their
scientific interests. We can perhaps best illustrate their attitude
by a simile. There is a scene in Goethe's Faust in which we see
Faust in the witch's kitchen waiting for her drink by virtue of
which he shall regain his youth. Standing before an enchanted
glass he suddenly has a wonderful vision. In the glass appears the
image of a woman of supernatural beauty. He is enraptured and
spellbound; but Mephisto, standing at his side, scoffs at his en­
thusiasm. He knows better; he knows that what Faust has seen
was not the form of a real woman; it was only a creature of his
own mind.

We may remember this scene when studying the various the­
ories that, in the nineteenth century, vied with each other in their
explanations of the mystery of myth. The Romantic philosophers
and poets were the first who had drunk from the magic cup of
myth. They felt refreshed and rejuvenated. From now on they
sawall things in a new and transfonned shape. They could not
return to the common world-to the world of the profanum vul­
gus. To the true romanticist there could be no sharp difference
between myth and reality; just as little as there was any separa­
tion between poetry and truth. Poetry and truth, myth and reality
interpenetrate each other and coincide with each other. "Poetry,"
said Navalis, "is what is absolutely and genuinely real. That is
the kernel of my philosophy. The more poetic the more true." 1

The consequences of this romantic philosophy were drawn by
Schelling in his System of Transcendental Idealism and, later on,
in his Lectures on the Philosophy of Mythology and Revelation.
There can be no sharper contrast than that between the views

1. Navalis, Fr. 31, In "Schriften;' ed. Jacob Minor (Jena. E. Diederichs, 1907),
U1,l1.
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expressed in these lectures and the judgment of the philosophers
of the Enlightenment. What we find here is a complete change
of all fonner values. Myth that had occupied the lowest rank was
suddenly elevated to the highest dignity. Schelling's system was
a "system of identity." In such a system no clear-cut distinction
could be made between the "subjective" and the "objective"
world. The universe is a spiritual universe-and this spiritual uni­
verse forms a continuous unbroken organic whole. It is a false
tendency of thought, a mere abstraction, that has led to the sep­
aration of the "ideal" from the "real." They are not opposed the
one to the other; they coincide with each other. Starting from
this presupposition Schelling developed in his lectures an entirely
new conception of the role of myth. It was a synthesis of philoso­
phy, history, myth, poetry, such as had never appeared before.

Later generations took a much more sober view of the charac­
ter of myth. They were no lon~er interested in its metaphysics.
They approached the problem from the empirical side and tried
to solve it by empirical methods. But the old spell was never
completely broken. Every scholar still found ~n myth those ob­
jects with which he was most familiar. At bottom the different
schools saw in the magic mirror of myth only their own faces.
The linguist found in it a world of words and names-the philoso­
pher found a "primitive philosophy"-the psychiatrist a highly
complicated and interesting neurotic phenomenon.

From the scientist's point of view there were two different ways
to fonnulate the question. The mythical world could be explained
according to the same principles as the theoretical world-the
world of the scientist. Or the stress could be laid on the opposite
side. Instead of seeking for any similarity between the two worlds,
their incommensurability, their radical and irreconcilable differ­
ence could be insisted upon. To decide this struggle between the
diHerent schools by mere logical criteria was hardly possible. In
an important chapter of his Critique of Pure Reason Kant deals
with a fundamental opposition in the method of scientific inter­
pretation. According to him there are two groups of scholars and
scientists. The one is following the principle of "homogeneity";
the other the principle of "specification." The first endeavors to
reduce the most disparate phenomena to a common denominator
whereas the other refuses to accept this pretended unity or simi-
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larity. Instead of emphasizing the common features it is always
looking for the differences. According to the principles of the
Kantian philosophy itself both attitudes are not really in conflict
with each other. For they do not express any fundamental onto­
logical difference; a difference in the nature and essence of "things
in themselves." They rather represent a twofold interest of hu­
man reason. Human knowledge can only attain its end by follow­
ing both ways and by satisfying both interests. It must act ac­
cording to two diverse "regulative principles"-the principles of
similarity and dissimilarity, of homogeneity and heterogeneity.
For the functioning of human reallon both maxims are equally in­
dispensable. The logical principle of genera which postulates
identity is balanced by another principle, namely, that of species,
which requires manifoldness and diversity in things and which
prescribes to the understanding that it should pay no less atten­
tion to the one than to the other. "This distinction," says Kant,
shows itself in the different manner of thought among students of nature,
some of them . . . being ahnost averse to heterogeneousness, and al­
ways intent on the unity of genera; while others . . . are constantly
striving to divide nature into so much variety that one might lose almost
all hope of being able to distribute its phenomena according to general
principles.-

What Kant says here about the study of natural phenomena
holds just as much for the study of cultural phfmomena. If we
trace the various interpretations of mythical thought given by the
scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries we find strik­
ing examples of both attitudes. There were always scholars of
high authority who were apt to deny that there is any sharp dif­
ference between mythical and scientific thought. Of course the
primitive mind is highly inferior to the scientific mind as regards
the mere mass of known facts, the bulle of empirical evidence.
But as to the interpretation of these facts it is in complete agree­
ment with our own ways of thinking and reasoning. This view
is, for instance, maintained in a work that more than any other
is representative of the new science of empirical anthropology
which began to develop in the second half of the nineteenth
century.

I. Kant, Critique of Pure HeMon. English trans. by F. Max Miiller (London,
Macmillan & Co., 1881), II, 561 f.
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We need not enter here into the details of Tylor's well-known
theory of animism; what interests us is not so much the results
of Tylor's work as its method. Tylor pushed to extremes the
methodological principle that in the Critique of Pure Reason had
been termed the "principle of homogeneity." In his book the
difference between the primitive mind and the mind of civilized
man is almost obliterated. The primitive acts and thinks like a
real philosopher. He combines the data of his sense-experience
and tries to bring them into a coherent and systematic order. If
we accept Tylor's description we must say that between the crud­
est forms of animism and the most advanced and sophisticated
philosophical or theological systems there is only a difference of
degree. They have a common starting point and move around the
same center. The standing miracle and the standing terror for
man-both for the savage and for the philosopher-was at all
times the phenomenon of death. Animism and metaphysics are
only different attempts to come to terms with the fact of death;
to interpret it in a rational and understandable way. The meth­
ods of the interpretation are widely divergent; bqt the end aimed
at is always the same.

In the Srst place, what is it that makes the difference between a living
body and a dead one; what causes waking, sleep, trance, disease, death?
In the second place, what are those human shapes which appear in
dreams and visions? Looking at these two groups of phenomena, the
ancient savage philosophers probably made their first step by the ob­
vious inference that every man has two things belonging to him, namely,
a life and a phantom. These two are evidently in close connexion with
the body, the life as enabling it to feel and think and act, the phantom
as being its image or second self; both, also, are perceived to be things
separable from the body, the life as able to go away and leave it insensi­
ble or dead, the phantom as appearing to people at a distance from it.
The second step would seem also easy for savages to make, seeing how
extremely difficult civilized men have found it to unmake. It is merely
to combine the life and the phantom. As both belong to the body, why
should they not also belong to one another, and be manifestations of
one and the same soul? Let them then be considered as united, and the
result is that well-known conception which may be described as an ap­
paritional-soul, a ghost-soul. . . . Far from these world-wide opinions
being arbitrary or conventional products, it is seldom even justifiable to
consider their uniformity among distant races as proving communica­
tion of any sort. They are doctrines answering in the most forcible way
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to the plain evidence of men's senses, as interpreted by a fairly consistent
and rational primitive philosophy.s

We Bnd the very reverse of this conception in Levy-Bruhl's
well-known description of "primitive mentality." According to
Levy-Bruhl the task that fonner theories had set themselves was
impossible-a contradiction in terms. It is vain to seek for a
common measure between primitive mentality and our own. They
do not belong to the same genus; they are radically opposed the
one to the other. The rules which to the civilized man seem to
be unquestionable and inviolable are entirely unknown and con­
stantly thwarted in primitive thought. The savage's mind is ,not
capable of all those processes of arguing and reasoning that were
ascribed to it in Frazer's or Tylor's theories. It is not a logical, but
a "prelogical" or a mystic mind. Even the most elementary prin­
ciples ot our logic are openly defied by this mystic mind. The
savage lives in a world of his own-in a world which is impermea­
ble to experience and unaccessible to our forms of thought.G

How shall we decide this controversy? If Kant was right we
must say that there is no strictly objective criterion to guide us
in this decision. For the question is not an ontological or factual
but a methodological one. Both the principle of "homogeneity"
and the prinCiple of "specification" only describe diverse tend­
encies of scientific thought and interests of human reason. "'Vhen
purely regulative principles," said Kant,

are taken for constitutive, they may become contradictory, as objective
principles. If, however, they are taken for ma%ims only, there is no real
contradiction, but it is only the different interest of reason which cawes
different modes of thought. In reality, reason has one interest only, and
the conflict of its maxims arises only from a difference and a mutual
limitation of the methods, in which that interest is to be satisfied. In
this manner one philosopher is influenced more by the interest of di­
versity (according to the principle of specification), another by the
interest of unity (according to the principle of aggregation). Each be­
lieves that he has derived his judgment from his insight into the object,
and yet founds it entirely on the greater or smaller attachment to one
of the two principles, neither of which rests on objective grounds, but
only on an interest of reason, and should therefore be called maxims

5. Tylor, op. cit., I, 428 f.
6. See Lucien Uvy-Brohl, Les fonctions mentales dam les socUtes infBneures

(Paris, F. AlcBD, 1910), Introduction. English trans.• How Natives Think (London
BDd New York, George Allen 6: Unwin, 1926).
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rather than principles. • • • It is nothing but the twofold interest of
reason, one party cherishing the one, another party the other.... But
this difference of the two maxims of manifoldness or unity in nature
may easily be adjusted, though as long as they are taken for objective
knowledge they cause not only disputes, but actually create impedi­
ments which hinder the progress of truth, until a means is found of recon­
ciling the contradictory interests, and thus giving satisfaction to reason.r

As a matter of fact it is impossible to come to a clear insight
into the character of mythical thought without combining the
two seemingly opposite tendencies of thought that are represented
by Frazer and Tylor on the one hand and by Levy-Bruhl on the
other. In Tylor's work the savage was described as a "primitive
philosopher" who develops a system of metaphysics or theology.
Animism was declared to be the groundwork of the philosophy
of religion from that of savages to that of civilized man. "Although
it may at first sight seem to afford but a bare and meagre defini­
tion of a minimum of religion, it will be found practically suffi­
cient; for where the root is, the branches will generally be pro­
duced. . . ." Animism is, indeed, a "world-wide philosophy of
which belief is the theory and worship is the practice." 8 It is
common to the "ancient savage philosophers" and to the most
refined and sophisticated concepts of metaphysical thought.s

It is obvious that in this description mythical thought has lost
one of its principal characteristics. It is thoroughly intellectual­
ized. If we accept its premises we must accept all its conclusions;
for these conclusions follow in a completely natural and, indeed,
inevitable way from the original data. By virtue of this concep­
tion myth becomes, as it were, a chain of syllogisms which follow
all the well known syllogistic rules. What is entirely lost out of
Sight in this theory is the "irrational" element in myth-the emo­
tional background in which it originates and with which it stands
or falls.

On the other hand it is easy to see that Levy-BruhI's theory
fails in the opposite direction. If this theory were right, any analy­
sis of mythical thought would become impossible. For what is
such an analysis but an attempt to understand myth-that is to
say, to reduce it to some other known psychological facts or logi-

7. Kant. Krlttk du retnen Vemunft. "Werkc," ed. E. Cassirer, III, 455. F.
Max Muller trans. (see p. 7, n. 2), 11, 571 f.

8. TyIor, op. cU., pp. 426 f.
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cal principles? If these facts or principles are missing; if there is
no point of contact between our own mind and the prelogical or
mystic mind, then we have to give up all hopes of finding an ap­
proach to the mythical world. This world would forever remain
to us a sealed book. But was not Levy-Bruhl's own theory an
endeavor to read this book, to decipher the hieroglyphs of myth?
We cannot expect, indeed, any one-to-one correspondence be­
tween our logical forms of thought and the forms of mythical
thought. But if there were no connection at all, if they were
moving on entirely different planes, every attempt to understand
myth would be doomed to failure.

And there are still other reasons that convince us that the de~

scription of primitive mentality given in the works of Levy-Bruhl P

remains, in one essential point, inadequate and inconclusive.
Levy-Bruhl admits and emphasizes that there is a close relation­
ship between myth and language. A special part of his work deals
with linguistic problems, with the languages spoken by savage
tribes. In these languages Levy-Bruhl finds all those character­
istics that he had ascribed to primitive mentality. They too are
full of elements that are diametrically opposed to our own modes
of thought. But this judgment is not in keeping with our lingUistic
experience. The best experts in this field, the meu who have spent
their lives in the investigation of the lan~uages of savage tribes,
have come to the opposite conclusion. In modem linguistics the
very term and concept of a primitive language has become highly
questionable. A. Meillet, who has written a book on the languages
of the world, has told us that no known idiom can give us the
slightest idea of what a primitive language may be. Language al­
ways shows us a definite and thorough-going logical structure,
both in its sound system and in its morphological system. We have
no evidence whatever for a "prelogical" language-the only onc
that, according to Levy-Bruhl's theory, would correspond to the
prelogicill state of mind. Of course we must not understand the
term "logic" in too narrow a sense. We cannot expect the Aris­
totelian categories of thought or the elements of our parts-of­
speech system, the rules of our Greek and Latin syntax, in lan­
guages of aboriginal American tribes. These expectations are
bound to fail; but this does not prove that these languages are in

9. See also La mentallt6 prImltice (Paris, 1922), and L'dme prlmlHve (Paris,
1928).
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any sense "illogical" or even less logical than ours. If they are
unable to express some differences that to us seem to be essential
and necessary, on the other hand they often surprise us by the
variety and subtlety of distinctions that we do not find in our
own languages and that are by no means insignificant. Franz
Boas, the great linguist and anthropologist, who died two years
ago, in one of his last published essays, "Language and Culture,"
Wittily remarked that we could read our newspapers with much
greater satisfaction if our language, like the Indian idiom Kwa­
kiutl, compelled us to say whether a report is based on self­
experience, on inference, or on hearsay, or whether the reporter
has dreamed it.10

What holds for "primitive" languages holds also for primitive
thought. Its structure may seem to us to be strange and paradoxi­
cal; but it never lacks a definite logical structure. Even the un­
civilized man cannot live in the world without a constant eHort
to understand that world. And for this purpose he has to develop
and to use some general fonns or categories of thought. To be
sure we cannot accept Tylor's description of ~he "savage phi­
losopher" who reaches his conclusions in a merely speculative
way. The savage is no discursive thinker and no dialectician. Nev­
ertheless we find in him, in an undeveloped and impliCit state,
the same capability of analysis and synthesis, of discernment and
unification, that, according to Plato, constitute and characterize
the dialectic art. When studying some very primitive fonns of
religious and mythical thought-for instance the religion of to­
temistic societies-we are surprised to find to what a high de­
gree the primitive mind feels the desire and the need to discern
and divide, to order and classify the elements of its environment.
There is hardly anything that escapes its constant urge for clas­
sification. Not only is human society divided into diverse classes,
bibes, clans which have diHerent functions, different customs,
diHerent social duties. The same division appears every.where in
nature. The phYSical world is, in this respect, the exact duplicate
and counterpart of the social world. Plants, animals, organic be­
ings and objects of inorganic nature, substances and qualities are
equally aHected by this classification. The four points of the com­
pass, the North, the East, the South. the West; the diHerent col-

10. See Roman JakobsoD, "Franz Boas' Approach to Language," IntBrTltltlonal
lournal of American LInguistics, Vol. X, No.4 (October, 1944).
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ors, the heavenly bodies-all of them belong to a special class.
In some Australian tribes in which all men and women belong
either to the Kangaroo clan or to the Snake clan, the clouds are
said to belong to the first clan, whereas the sun belongs to the
second. All this may seem to us to be entirely arbitrary and fan­
tastic. But we must not forget that every division presupposes a
funclamentum divisionis. This leading principle is not given us by
the nature of things in themselves. It depends upon our theoreti­
cal and practical interests. Obviously these interests are not the
same in these first primitive divisions of the world as in our sci­
entific classifications. But that is not the point in question. What
matters here is not the content, but the fann of classification; and
this form is entirely logical. What we find here is by no means a
lack of order; it is rather a certain hypertrophy, a preponderance
and exuberance of the "classifying instinct." 11 The results of these
mst attempts to analyze and systematize the world of sense­
experience are far diHerent from ours. But the processes them­
selves are very similar; they express the same desire of human
nature to come to terms with reality, to live in an ordered uni­
verse, and to overcome the chaotic state in which things and
thoughts have not yet assumed a definite shape and structure.

11. Concrete examples of these "primitive" methods of classification are given
in my essay. DUJ Begriffsform 1m mythuchen Denken, "Studien der Bibliothek
Warburg" (Leipzig. 1922). I. See also Emile Durkheim et Marcel Mauss. "De
quelques formes primitives de classification," Anlllie 8oclologique, VI (Paris.
1901-2).



II

MYTH AND LANGUAGE

T
YLOl\'s Primitive Culture propounded an anthropological
theory based upon general biological principles. He was
one of the first to apply the principles of Darwin to the

cultural world. The maxim Natura non tacit saltus admits of no
exception. It holds just as much for the world of human civiliza­
tion as for the organic world. The civilized and the uncivilized
man belong to the same species-to the species homo sapiens.
The fundamental characteristics of this species are the same in
every variant. H the theory of evolution is true we cannot admit
any hiatus between the lower and higher stages of human civili­
zation. We pass from the one to the others by very slow and al­
most imperceptible transitions, and we never find a break of
continuuy. .

A diHerent conception of the process of human civilization had
been developed in an essay that was published in 1856-three
years before the appearance of Darwin's book, The Origin of
Species. In "Compw:ative Mythology" 1 F. Max Muller started
from the principle that it is impossible to come to a true under­
standing of myth so long as we think of it as an isolated phenome­
non. Yet, on the other hand, no natural phenomenon, no biologi­
cal principle can gUide us in our investigation. There is no real
analogy between natural and cultural phenomena. Human cul­
ture must be studied according to specific methods and principles.
And where could we find a better guide for this study than in
human speech-the element in which man lives, moves aDd has
his being? As a linguist and philologist Muller was convinced that
the only scientific approach to a study of myth was a linguistic
approach. But this end could not be attained until linguistics it­
self had found its own way and until grammar and etymology
were founded upon a firm scientific basis. It was not until the first
half of the nineteenth century that this great step was made.

1. First published in Orford E88fJljs (London, John W. Parker &: Son, 1856),
pp. 1-87. Reprinted in Selected Essays on Language, Mythology and Religion
(London, Longmans, Creen &: Co., 1881), pp. 299-451.
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Between language and myth there is not only a close relationship
but a teal solidarity. If we understand the nature of this solidarity
we have found the key to the mythical world.

The discovery of the Sanskrit language and literature was a
crucial event in the development of our historical ~nsciousness,

and in the evolution of all cultural sciences. In its importance
and influence it may be compared to the great intellectual revolu­
tion brought about through the Copernican system in the field
of natural science. The Copernican hypothesis reversed the con­
ception of the cosmic order. The earth was no longer in the cen­
ter of the universe; it became a "star among stars." The geocen­
tric conception of the physical world was discarded. In the same
sense the acquaintance with Sanskrit literature made an end to
that conception of human culture which saw its real and only
center in the world of classical antiquity. Henceforward the
Greco-Roman world could only be regarded as a single province,
a small sector of the universe of human culture. The philosophy
of history had to be built upon a new and larger basis. Hegel
called the discovery of the common origin of Greek and Sanskrit
the discovery of a new world. The students of comparative gram­
mar in the nineteenth century saw their work in the same light.
They were convinced that they had found the mdgic word which
alone could open the doors of understanding to the history of
human civilization. Comparative philology, declared Max Miiller,
has brought the mythological and mythopoeic age of mankind
that hitherto was veiled in darkness into the bright li~ht of sci­
entific research and within the pale of documentary history. It
has placed in our hands a telescope of such power that, where
formerly we could see but nebulous clouds, we now discover
distinct forms and outlines; nay, it has given us what we may
call contemporary evidence, exhibiting to us the state of thought,
language, religion, and civilization at a period when Sanskrit
was not yet Sanskrit, Greek not yet Greek, but when both, to­
gether with Latin, German and other Aryan dialects, existed as
yet as one undivided language. The mist of mythology will grad­
ually clear away, and enable us to discover, behind the Boating
clouds of the dawn of thought and language, that real nature
which mythology has so long veiled and disguised.2

2. Mll11ll1', "Comparative Mythology," op. cU., pp. 11, 33, 86. Selected Essays,
I, S15, 858, 449 If.
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On the other hand the connection between language and myth,
which promised a clear and definite solution of the old riddle,
contained a great difficulty. To be sure language and myth have
a common root, but they are by no means identical in their struc­
ture. Language shows us always a strictly logical character; myth
seems to defy all logical rules; it is incoherent, capricious, irra­
tional. How can we bring together these two incompatible ele­
ments?

To answer this question Max Miiller and other writers belong­
ing to the school of comparative mythology devised a very in­
genious scheme. Myth, they declared, is, indeed, nothing but one
aspect of language; but it is rather its negative than its positive
aspect. Myth originates not in its virtues but in its vices. To be
sure language is logical and rational, but on the other hand it is
also a source of illusions and fallacies. The greatest achievement
of language itself is a source of defect. Language consists of
general names-but generality always means ambiguity. The poly­
onymy and synonymy of words are not an accidental feature of
language; they fonow from its very nature. As most objects have
more than one attribute. and as, under different aspects, one or
the other attribute might seem more appropriate to the act of
denomination, it happened by necessity, that most objects, during
the early period of human speech, had more than one name. The
more ancient a language, the richer it is in synonyms. On the
other hand these synonyms, if used constantly, must naturaIly
give rise to a number of homonyms. If we may can the sun by
fifty names expressive of different qualities, some of these names
will be applicable to other objects also which happen to possess
the same qualities. These diHerent objects would then be called
by the same name-they would become homonyms. That is the
vulnerable point in language-and it is, at the same time, the
historical origin of myth. How can we account, asks Max Muller,
for that phase of the human mind which gave birth to the ex­
traordinary stories of gods and heroes-of gorgons and chimaeras
-of things that no human eye had ever seen, and that no human
mind in a healthy state could ever have conceived? Unless this
question can be answered our belief in a regular and consistent
progress of the human intenect, through all ages and in all coun­
tries, must be given up as a false theory. Yet after the discovery
of comparative linguistics we are ill a position to avoid this skep-
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ticism and to remove this shnnbling block. We see that the prog­
ress of language itseH--one of the greatest facts in human civili­
zation-inevitably led to another phenomenon, to the phenome­
non of myth. Where two names existed for the same object, two
persons could-quite naturally and, indeed, inevitably-spring
up out of the two names, and as the same stories could be told
of either, they would be represented as brothers and sisters, as
parent and child.8

If we accept this theory the difficulty is removed. We can ex­
plain very well how the rational activity of human speech has led
to the irrationalities and incomprehensibilities of myth. The mind
of man always acts in a rational way. Even the primitive mind
was a sound and normal mind; but on the other hand, it was an
undeveloped and inexperienced mind. If this inexperienced mind
was constantly exposed to a great temptation-to the fallacy and
ambiguity of words-it is not to be wondered at that it suc­
cumbed. That is the true source of mythical thought. Language
is not only a school of wisdom but also a school of foUy. Myth
reveals the latter aspect to us; it is nothing but the dark shadow
cast by language on the world of human thought.

Mythology is thus represented as pathological both in its origin
and in its essence. It is a disease that begins in the field of lan­
guage and, by a dangerous infection, spreads over the whole
body of human civilization. But though it be madness, there is
method in it. In Greek mythology, as in many other mythologies,
we find, for instance, the story of a great flood by which the hu­
man race was destroyed. Only one couple, Deucalion and his
wife Pyrrha, were saved from the deluge sent by Zeus over
Hellas. They landed on Mount Parnassus and here they were ad­
vised by an oracle to cast behind themselves the "bones of their
mother." Deucalion found the true interpretation of the oracle;
he picked up stones from the field and cast them behind his back.
From these stones there arose the new race of men and women.
What is more ridiculous, asks Max ~·1iiller, than this mythological
account of the creation of the human race? And yet it becomes
easily understandable with the key given us by the science of
comparative etymology. The whole story turns out to be a mere
pun-a confusion of two homonymous terms--of Aao~ and Acia~.4

8. See MUller. up. at., pp. 44 £. Selected Essays, I. 378.
4. "Comparative Mythology; up. cU., p. 8. Selected E,say" I, 810.
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That, according to this view, is the entire secret of mythology.
H we analyze this theory we find that it is a strange mixture

of rationalism and romanticism. The romantic element is obvious;
and it seems to be preponderant. Max Mtiller speaks in a sense
as a pupil of Novalis or Schleiennacher. He rejects the theory that
the origin of religion is to be sought in animism or in the worship
of the great natural powers. There is, indeed, a natural or physi­
cal religion-an adoration of the fire, the sun, the moon, the
bright sky-but this physical religion is only a single aspect and
a derivative phenomenon. It does not give us the whole and it
does not lead us to the first and principal source. The real origin
of religion is to be sought in a deeper stratum of thought and
feeling. What first fascinated men were not the objects of his
surroundings. Even the primitive mind was much more impressed
by the great spectacle of nature taken as a whole. Nature was the
unknown as distinguished from the lwown-the infinite as dis­
tinguished from the finite. It was this feeling that from the ear­
liest times supplied tile impulse to religious thought and language.
The immediate perception of the Infinite has.from the very be­
ginning formed an ingredient and a necessary complement to all
finite knowledge. The rudiments of later mythological, religious
and philosophical expressions were already present in the early
pressure of the Infinite upon our senses-and this pressure is the
first source and the real origin of all our religious beliefs.6 Why
should we wonder at the ancients, asked Max Miiller, with their
language throbbing with life and reveling in color, if instead of
the gray outlines of our modern thought, they threw out those
living forms of nature, endowed with human powers, nay with
powers more than human, inasmuch as the light of the sun was
brighter than the light of a human eye, and the roaring of the
storms louder than the shouts of a human voice? 6 That sounds
very romantic; but we must not allow ourselves to be deceived
by Max Muller's picturesque and romantic style. His theory, taken
as a whole, is still strictly rationalistic and intellectualistic.

At bottom his conception of myth is not so very far from the
5. See F. Max Miiller. Natural Religion, The Gifford Lectures, 1888 (London

and New York, Longmans, Green & Co., 1889), Lect. v. "My Own Definition
of Religion," pp. 103-140; Physical Religion, The Gifford Lectures, 1890 (Long­
mans, Green & Co., 1891), Lect. VI, "Physical Religion: The Natural and tlie
Supernatural," pp. 119 If.

6. "Comparative Mythology," op. cit., p. 37. Selected E_y', I, 865.
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eighteenth century, from the thinkers of the Enlightenment.1 To
be sure he sees no longer in myth and religion a mere arbitrary
invention-a trickery of a cunning priesthood. But he agrees that
myth, after all, is nothing but a great illusion-not a conscious
but an unconscious deception, a deception brought about by the
nature of the human mind, and, first and foremost, by the nature
of human speech. Myth always remains a pathological case. But
we are now in a position to understand the pathology of myth
without taking recourse to the hypothesis of an inherent defect
of the human mind itseH. If language is recognized as the source
of myth-then even the incongruities and contradictions of myth­
ical thought are reduced to a universal and objective and thus to
a thoroughly rational power.

It added very much to the inHuence of this doctrine that, with
some critical reservations, it was accepted by the philosopher
who first endeavored to create a "synthetic philosophy," a coher­
ent and comprehensive survey of all activities of the human mind
based on strictly empirical principles and on the general theory
of evolution. Herbert Spencer found the first and principal source
of all religion in ancestor-worship. The first cult, he declared, was
not the cult of natural powers, but the cult of the dead.8 Yet in
order to understand the passage from ancestor-worship to the
worship of personal gods, we must introduce a new hypothesis.
According to Spencer it was the power and the perduring influ­
ence of speech that made this step possibl", and even necessary.
Human speech is metaphorical in its very essence; it is filled with
similes and analogies. The primitive mind is unable to under­
stand these similes in a merely metaphorical sense. It takes them
for realities and it thinks and acts according to this principle. It
is this literal interpretation of metaphorical names that from the
first elementary forms of ancestor-worship, from the worship of
human beings, led to a worship of plants and aninlals, and finally
of the great powers of nature. In primitive society it is a common
and wide-spread habit to name a new-born child after plants,
animals, stars or other natural objects: A boy is called "Tiger" or

7. It ill a remarkable fact that the first elements of Max Muller's theory are
to be fouod in the writings of one of the great rationalists. 10 his satire Sur
feqaWoqlle Boileau had propounded the theory that the ambiguity of words is
the real source of mythology.

8. See H. Spencer, The Principle. of Sociology (1816), chap. xx (New York,
D. Appleton 6: Co., 1901), I, 285ft.
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"Lion," "Raven" or 'WoIi; a girl is called "Moon" or "Star." In
their origin all these names were nothing but epitheta ornantia,
expressing some personal qualities that were attributed to hu­
man beings. According to the tendency of the primitive mind to
understand all terms in a literal sense, the misinterpretation of
these complementary names and metaphorical titles was inevita­
ble. This is the true source of nature-worship. Once "Dawn" had
been used as an actual name for a person; the traditions concem­
ing one of such who became noted would, in the mind of the un­
critical savage,lead to identification with the dawn; and the ad­
ventures would be interpreted in such a manner as the phe­
nomena of the dawn made most feasible. Further, in regions
where this name had been borne either by members of adjacent
tribes, or by members of the same tribe living at different times,
incongruous genealogies and conBicting adventures of the dawn
would result.D

Here again the phenomenon of myth, the whole pantheon of
polytheism is explained as a mere disease. The worship of con­
spicuous objects, conceived as persons, results from linguistic er­
rors. The grave objections to which such a theory is liable are
obvious. Myth is one of the oldest and greatest powers in human
civilization. It is closely connected with all other human activi­
ties-it is inseparable from language, poetry, art and from early
historical thought. Even science had to pass through a mythical
age before it could reach its logical age: alchemy preceded chem­
istry, astrology preceded astronomy. H Max Muller's and Herbert
Spencer's theories were right we should have to conclude that,
after all, the history of human civilization was due to a simple
misunderstanding, to a misinterpretation of words and terms. It
is not a very satisfactory and plausible hypothesis to think of
human culture as the product of a mere illusion-as a juggling
with words and a childish play with names.

9. Idem, chaps. XXII-Urv. I. 329-894.
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MYTH AND THE PSYCHOLOGY OF EMOTIONS

N
OTWITIISTANDING their many and important differences the

theories of myth that we have so far considered have a
common feature. The interpretations of Tylor and Frazer,

of Max Miiller and Herbert Spencer all start from the presuppo­
sition that myth is, first and foremost, a mass of "ideas," of repre­
sentations, of theoretical beliefs and judgments. As these beliefs
are in open contradiction to our sense-experience and as there ex­
ist no physical objects that correspond to the mythical represen­
tations it follows that myth is a mere phantasmagoria. The ques­
tion necessarily arises why men cling so obstinately and forcibly
to such phantasmagoria. Why do they not directly approach the
reality of things and see it face to face; why do they prefer to live
in a world of illusions, of hallucinations and dreams?

A new way to answer this question was indicated by the prog­
ress made in modern anthropology and psycltology. We must
study both aspects side by side; for they illustrate and supple­
ment each other. Anthropological research has led to the resul':
that, in order to come to an adequatf' l:nderstanding of myth, we
must begin the investigation from a diHerent point. Behind and
below the mythical conceptions there has been discovered a
deeper stratum that was formerly overlooked or at least not rec­
ognized in its full importance. Students of Greek literature and
religion were always, more or less, inHuenced by the etymology
of the Greek term P.,;9D'. They saw in myth a tale or a system of
tales-of narratives relating the deeds of the gods or the adven­
tures of heroic ancestors. This seemed to be sufficient as long as
scholars were chieHy concerned with the study and interpretation
of literary sources and as long as their interest was concentrated
upon highly advanced stages of civilization-upon Babylonian,
Indian, Egyptian or Greek religions. Later on it became neces­
sary to enlarge this circle. There are many primitive tribes among
whom we find no developed mythology, no narratives of the deeds
of gods and no genealogy of gods. Nevertheless these peoples
show all the well known characteristics of a fonn of life that is
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deeply penetrated with and wholly determined by mythical mo­
tives. But these motives find their expression not so much in de6.­
nite thoughts or ideas as in actions. The active factor clearly pre­
dominates over the theoretical factor. The maxim that in order
to Wlderstand myth we must begin with the study of rites seems
now to have been generally accepted among ethnologists and
anthropologists. In the light of this new method the savage ap­
pears no longer as a "primitive philosopher." When performing
a religious ritual or ceremony man is not in a mere speculative or
contemplative mood. He is not engrossed in a calm analysis of
natural phenomena. He lives a life of emotions, not of thoughts.
It has become clear that rite is a deeper and much more perdur­
able element in man's religious life than myth. "While creeds
change," says the French scholar E. Doutte, "rite persists as the
fossils of those extinct molluscs which serve to date geological
epochs for us." 1

The analysis of the higher religions confirmed this view. In his
standard work, The Religion of the Semites,2 W. Robertson-Smith
made the most fertile use of the methodological principle that
the right way to study religious representations is to begin with
the study of religious actions. From this vantage ground even
Greek religion appeared in a new and clearer light. "Greek reli­
~ion," wrote Miss Jane Ellen Harrison in the introduction to her
Prolegomena to the Study of Gr~ek Religion,
as set forth in popular handbooks and even in more ambitious treatises,
is an affair mainly of mythology, and moreover of mythology as seen
through the medium of literature. . . . No serious attempt has been
made to examine Greek ritual. Yet the facts of ritual are more easy defi­
nitely to ascertain, more permanent, and at least equally significant.
What a people does in relation to its gods must always be one clue,
and perhaps the safest, to what it thinks. The first preliminary to any
scientific understanding of Greek religion is a minute examination of its
ritual.·

The application of tbis principle met, however, with great ob­
stacles. The emotional character of primitive religious rites is

1. E. Dollttc, MagIe et religIon dans rAfrique du Nord (Alger, Typographie
Adolphe Jourdan, 1909), p. 602.

2. W. Rohertson-Smith, Lectures on the Religion of tlU! Semfles (Edinburgh,
A. and C. Black, 1889).

3. Jane Elleu Harrison. Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (Cam­
bridge, University Press, 19(3), p. vii.
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unmistakable. Yet it was very difficult to analyze and describe
this character in a scientific way, as long as the psychology of the
nineteenth century remained in its traditional state. From ancient
times philosophers and psychologists had endeavored to give a
general theory of emotions. But an these efforts were hampered
and to a great extent made unfruitful by the fact that the only
possible approach seemed to be purely intellectualistic. Affec­
tions, it was generally assumed, were to be defined in terms of
"ideas." This seemed to be the only way to give a reasonable
account of the very fact of emotions. The ethics of Stoicism were
based upon the principle that passions are pathological facts.
They were described as a sort of mental disease. The rationalistic
psychology of the seventeenth century did not go so far. The pas­
sions were no longer regarded as "abnormal"; they were declared
to be natural and necessary eHects of the communion between
body and soul. According to the theories of Descartes and Spi­
noza human affections have their origin in obscure and inadequate
ideas. Even the psychology of the English empiricists did not
change this general intellectualistic view. For even here the
"ideas," understood as copies of sense-impressions, not as logical
ideas, were still the center of psychological interest. In Germany
Herbart and his school gave a mechanistic theory of the emo­
tions according to which they were reduced to certain relations
between perceptions, representations and ideas.

Thus matters remained until Th. Ribot developed a new theory
which in contradistinction to the old intellectualistic thesis he de­
scribed as the physiological thesis. In the preface to his work on
the psychology of the emotions Ribot declared that, when com­
pared to other parts of psychological research, the psychology of
states of feeling was still confused and backward. The preference
had always been given to other studies, such as those of percep­
tion, of memory, of images. According to Ribot the dominant
prejudice which assimilates emotional states to intellectual states,
considering them as analogous or even treating the former as
dependent on the latter, can only lead to error. States of feeling
are not merely secondary and derived; they are not merely the
qualities, modes, or functions of cognitive states. They are, on
the contrary, primitive, autonomous, not reducible to intelligence,
and able to exist outside it and without it. This doctrine was
based on general biological considerations. Ribot tried to connect
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all states of feelings with biological conditions and to regard
them as the direct and immediate expression of the vegetative
life.
From this standpoint feelings and emotions are no longer a super­
ficial manifestation, a simple efBorescence; they plunge into the in­
dividual's depths; they have their roots in the needs and instincts,
that is to say, in movements. . . . To wish to reduce emotional states
to clear and definite ideas, or to imagine that by this process we can
fix them, is to misunderstand them completely and to condemn our­
selves beforehand to failure.'

The same view was upheld by W. James and the Danish psy­
chologist, C. Lange.6 Both of them, on the basis of independent
considerations, had come to the same results. They insisted upon
the prime importance of physiological factors in emotions. In
order to understand the true character of the emotions and to
appreciate their biological function and value, they declared, we
must begin with a description of the physical symptoms. These
symptoms consist in modifications of muscular. innervation and
in vaso-motor modifications. According to Lange the latter are
the primary ones since the slightest circulatory variations pro­
foundly modify the functions of the brain and spinal marrow. A
disembodied emotion is a nonexistent one; it is a mere abstract
entity. The organic and motor manifestations are not accessories;
their investigation is part and parcel of the study of emotions.
What do we find when analyzing an emotion like fear? We Bnd,
first and foremost, changes in the circulation; the blood vessels
contract; the heart beats violently, the breathing becomes shal­
lower and more rapid. The feeling of fear does not precede these
bodily reactions; it succeeds them; it is the consciousness of these
physiological states as they are occurring and after they have
occurred. H, by a sort of mental experiment, we try to take away
from the emotion of fear all the bodily symptoms, the beating of
the pulse, the shivering of the skin, the trembling muscles-noth­
ing remains of fear. As William James expressed it, there is no

4. Th. Ribot, La p'!Jcholo&1e des sentlmenta (Paris, 1896). English trans., The
Psychology '" the Emotkms (New York, Charles Scribner's SODS, 1912) Preface
pp. vii f. ' ,

5. C. Lange, Vber Gemutsbewegungen. Cennan trans. by H. Korella (Leipzig
1887). English trans., The EmotiofIs. "Psychology Classics," Vol. I (Baltimore:
Williams 0\ WilldDs Co., 1922).
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separate and independent "mind-stuff" out of which the emotion
can be constituted. We must, therefore, reverse the order that
hitherto was accepted both by common sense and scientific psy­
chology.

Common-sense says, we lose our fortune, are sorry and weep; we meet
a bear, are frightened and run; we are insulted by a rival, are angry
and strike. The hypothesis here to be defended says that this order of
sequence is incorrect, that the one mental state is not immediately
induced by the other, that the bodily manifestations must 6.rst be inter­
posed between, and that the more rational statement is that we feel
sorry because we cry, angry because we strike, afraid because we
tremble, and not that we cry, strike, or tremble, because we are sorry.
angry, or fearful, as the case may be. Without the bodily states follow­
ing on the perception, the latter would be purely cognitive in form,
pale, colorless, destitute of emotional wannth. We might then see the
bear, and judge it best to run, receive the insult and deem it right to
strike, but we should not actually feel afraid or angry.8

It is, indeed, obvious that, biologically speaking, feeling is a
much more general fact and belongs to an earlier and more ele­
mentary stratum than all the cognitive states of mind. To explain
states of feeling in terms that belong to the latter sphere was,
therefore, in a sense a hysteron proteron. In the case of feeling
the motor states or impulses are primary; the affective manifesta­
tions are secondary. As Ribot points out. the basis, the root of the
aHective life, is to be sought in motor innervation and impulses
not in the consciousness of pleasure and pain. "Pleasure and pain
are only effects which must guide us in the search and detennina­
tion of causes hidden in the region of instincts." It was a radical
error to trust "in the evidence of consciousness" alone, to believe
"that the conscious portion of an event is its prinCipal portion,"
and therefore to assume "that the bodily phenomena which ac­
company all states of feeling are factors that are negligible and
external, foreign to psychology, and without interest for it," 7

By the development of this new approach a gap was filled that
hitherto had existed between psychology and anthropology. In
the traditional psychology which had placed the whole emphaSiS
on the ideational aspect of the states of mind, anthropology could

6. James, The Principles of Psychology (New York, Henry Holt &: Co., 1890),
11,449 f.

7. Ribot, op. cit., p. 8.
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find little help for its new interest in rites rather than in myths.
Rites are, indeed, motor manifestations of psychic life. What they
disclose are some fundamental tendencies, appetites, needs, de-.
sires; not mere "representations" or "ideas." Ana these tendencies
are translated into movements-into rhytlunical solemn move­
ments or wild dances, into orderly and regular ritual actions, or
violent orgiastic outbursts. Myth is the epic element in primitive
religiOUS life; rite is the dramatic element. We must begin with
studying the latter in order to understand the former. Taken in
themselves the mythical stories of gods or heroes cannot reveal
to us the secret of religion, because they are nothing but the
interpretations of rites. They try to give an account of what is
present, what is immediately seen and done in these rites. They
add the "theoretical" view to the active aspect of religious life.
We can scarcely raise the question which of these two aspects is
the "first" or the "second"; for they do not exist separately; they
are correlative and interdependent; they support and explain each
other.

A further step in this direction was made in the psychoanalytic
theory of myth. Wllen Sigmund Freud began to publish his ar­
ticles on "Totem and Taboo" in 1913,8 the problem of myth had
reached a crucial point. Linguists, anthropologists, ethnologists
had oHered their several theories of myth. All these theories were
useful to illuminate a certain sector of the problem; but they did
not cover the whole field. Frazer saw in magic a sort of primitive
science; Tylor described myth as a savage pDilosophy; Max Mul­
ler and Spencer saw in it a disease of language. All these concep­
tions were open to severe criticisms. Their adversaries had no
difficulty in exposing the vulnerable points of these theories. No
theoretical or empirical solution of the problem had yet been
reached. But this state of affairs was changed by the appearance
of the Freudian theory. Here was, after all, a new conception
that opened a wide horizon and promised a better survey. Myth
was no longer regarded as an isolated fact. It was connected with
well-known phenomena which could be studied in a scientific
way and which were capable of empirical verification. Thus myth
became perfectly logical-almost too logical. It was no longer a
chaos of the most bizarre and inconceivable things; it became a
system. It could be reduced to a few very Simple elements. To
be sure, myth still remained a "pathological" phenomenon. But

8. Firat pubbabed iD the periodical Imago. eel. by SJgmaud Freud. Vol. I.
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in the meantime psychopathology itself had made great progress.
Pathologists no longer treated mental or neurotic diseases as if
they were "a state within the state." They had learned to sub­
sume them under the same general rules that hold for the proc­
esses of normal life. When passing from one field to the other the
psychologist did not have to change his point of view. He could
use the same methods of observation and argue upon the same
scientific principles. There was no longer a deep chasm, no in­
surmountable gulf between "normal" and "abnormal" psychic
life.

When applied to myth this principle was pregnant with im­
portant consequences and promises. Myth was no longer wrapped
in mystery; it could be placed in the clear and sharp light of
scientific research. Freud stood at the sickbed of myth with the
same attitude and the same feelings as at the couch of an ordinary
patient. What he found here was not at all surprising or discon­
certing. He saw the same well-known symptoms with which he
had become familiar by long observation. What strikes us most
when we read those first essays of Freud is the clarity and sim­
plicity with which he develops his views. Here we do not find
those highly complicated theories which were introduced later
on Freud's authority by his adherents and pupils. Nor do we
find the dogmatic self-assuredness that is so characteristic of most
of the later psychoanalytical writings. Freud makes no preten­
sion of having solved the old long-!'tanding riddle. He simply
wants to draw a parallel between the psychic lives of savages
and neurotics-a parallel that may be able to elucidate some
facts which otherwise would remain dark and unintelligible.
"The reader need not fear," he declares,

that psychoanalysis . . . will be tempted to derive anything so com­
plicated as religion from a single source. If it necessarily seeks, as in
duty bound, to gain recognition for one of the sources of this institu­
tion, it by no means claims exclusiveness for this source or even first
rank among the concurring factors. Only a synthesis from various fields
of research can decide what relative importance in the genesis of reli­
gion is to be assigned to the mechanism which we are to discuss; but
such a task exceeds the means as well as the intentions of the psycho­
analyst.'

9. Freud, Totem ur&d Tabu (Vienna, 1920, first pUblished in Imago, 1912-13),
chap. IV, English trans. by A. A. A. Brill (New York, Moffat, Yard &: Co., 1918;
DOW Dodd, Mead &: Co., New York), p. 165.
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As a psychologist Freud was, in fact, in a better position to
build up a coherent theory of myth than most of his predecessors.
He was firmly convinced that the only clue to the mythical world
must be sought in the emotional life of man. But on the other
hand he developed a new and original theory of the emotions
themselves. The former theories had favored the view of a "psy­
chology without soul." What is essential in all emotions, said
Ribot, are not thejsychiC states, but the motor manifestations­
the tendencies an appetites translated into movements. For the
explanation of these states we need no "obscure 'psyche' endowed
with attractive or repulsive tendencies:' We must purge our psy­
chology of all anthropomorphic elements and establish it upon
a strictly objective basis-upon chemical and phYSiological facts.
The factor of the so-called "soul" must be eliminated; but after
this elimination "there still remains the physiological tendency,
that is to say, the motor element which, in some degree, from
the lowest to the highest, is never quite wanting." 10

Yet to eliminate all conceptions of the "souf' was by no means
the ambition of Freud. He too defended a strictly mechanistic
view-but he did not think it possible to reduce man's emotional
life to merely chemical or physiological causes. We may and
must, indeed, continue to speak of the mechanism of emotions
as a "psychic" mechanism. But psychic life is not to be confused
with conscious life. Consciousness is not the whole; it is only a
small and vanishing fraction of psychic lifc; it cannot reveal, it
rather masks and disguises its essence.

From the point of view of our problem this appeal to the "un­
conscious" was, to be sure, an important step. It called for a re­
statement of the whole question. In many of the fonner theories
myth appeared, after all, as a very .,hallow thing. It was declared
to be a Simple quid pro quo: a wrung use made of the general
laws of association, or a misinterpretatioll of terms and proper
names. All these rather naive assumptions were swept away by
the Freudian theory. The prohlem was approached in a new way
and seen in a new depth. Myth was deeply rooted in human na­
ture; it was based upon a fundamental and irresistible instinct
the nature and character of which remained to be determined.
But this question was not open to a merely empirical answer. In
his first analyses Freud spoke as a physician and empirical thinker.

10. See Ribot, op. cit., pp. 5 f.
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He seemed to be entirely absorbed in the study of very complex
and highly interesting neurotic cases. But even in his first studies
he was not satisfied with collecting facts. His method was de­
ductive rather than inductive; he asked for a universal principle
from which the facts could be derived. Freud was, indeed, an
unusually keen observer. He discovered phenomena that hitherto
had failed to arouse the physician's interest and at the same time
he began to develop a new psychological technique for the in­
terpretation of these phenomena. But even in these early studies
of Freud there is much more than meets the eye. They were
never meant as mere empirical generalizations. What Freud tried
to reveal was the hidden fOTce that lay behind the observable
facts. For this purpose he suddenly had to change his whole
method. While he continued to speak as a physician and psycho­
pathologist, he thought as a determined metaphysician.

If we are to understand Freud's metaphysics we must trace it
back to its historical origin. Freud lived in the atmosphere of
German philosophy of the nineteenth century. What he found
there were two conceptions of human nature and culture that
were diametrically opposed to each other. The one was repre­
sented by Hegel; the other by Schopenhauer. Hegel had de­
scribed the historical process as a fundamentally rational and
conscious process. "The time must eventually come," says Hegel
in the introduction to his Lectures on the Philosophy of flistOTy,
"for understanding that rich product of active Reason, which the
History of the World offers to us.... It must be observed at the
outset, that the phenomenon we investigate-Universal History­
belongs to the realm of Spirit. . . . On the stage on which we
are observing it-Universal History-Spirit displays itself in its
most concrete reality." 11 Schopenhauer defied and derided this
Hegelian conception. To him such a rationalistic and optimistic
view of human nature and human history seemed to be not only
absurd but nefarious. The world is not a product of reason. It is
irrational in its very essence and principle, being an offspring of
a blind will. The intellect itself is nothing but one outcome of
this blind will that has creatcd it as an instrument to serve its
own purposes. But where do we find the will in our empirical
world, in the world of sense-experience? As a "thing-in-itself' it

11. Hegel, Lectures em the Philosophy of mstory. English trans. by 1- Sibree
(London, Henry G. Balm, 1857), pp. l6f.
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is beyond the reach of hwnan experience; it seems to be entirely
inaccessible. There is, however, one phenomenon in which we
become immediately aware of its nature. The power of the will
-this true principle of the world-appears clearly and wunis­
takably in our sexual instinct. We need no other explanation.
What we find here is easily and immediately understandable, be­
cause it is felt at every moment in its full and irresistible strength.
It is ridiculous to speak of Reason, as Hegel did, as the "substan­
tial power"-the "Sovereign of the World:' The true sovereign­
the center round which the life of nature and the life of man
revolve-is the sexual instinct. As Schopenhauer said, this instinct
is the Genius of the species which makes of the individual an
instrument for the furtherance of its ends. All this had been
developed in a famous chapter of Schopenhauer's World as Will
and ldea,12 which gives us the general metaphysical background,
and in a sense, the nucleus of Freud's theory.

Here we are only concerned with the implications of this theory
for the study of mythical thought. From a purely empirical point
of view the transference of the psychoanalytic~l method to this
field encountered great difficulties. Obviously the matter was not
open to direct observation. All the arguments used by Freud re­
mained highly hypothetical and speculative. The historical origin
of the phenomena studied by him-of the taboo prescriptions and
the totemistic system-was unknown. In order to fill this gap
Freud had to go back to his general theory of emotions. He de­
clared that the ollly source of the totemistic system was the sav­
age's dread of incest. It was this motive that led to exogamy.
Everybody descended from the same totem is consanguineous;
that is, of one family, and in this family the most distant grades
of relationship arc reco~nized as an absolute obstacle to sexual
union. But those anthropologi.~ts who had studied the problem
most carefully had been led to quite different conclusions. Frazer,
who had written a work of four vohmes on the subject, declared
that the two institutions of totemism and exogamy were really
distinct and independent, though they were often conjoined.Is

Among the Arunta the whole religious and social life was deter-

12. "Oher die Melaphysik der Geschlechtsliebe," Die Welt Dis Wille unil
VOf'stellung, Ergiinzungen zum vierten Buch, Kap. 44.

1~._ Frazer. Totemilnn and Erogamy (London, Macmillan &: Co., 1910) I. xii.
4 VlWI.
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mined by their totemistic system but this system had no effect on
marriage and descent. The evidence of tradition 'seems even to
point back to a time when a man always married a woman of his
own totem.14 The best that Frazer could say, after years of study,
was that the ultimate origin of exogamy, and with it the law of
incest, remains a problem nearly as dark as ever. 111

In order to come to his conclusions Freud had to quash this
cautious and critical attitude. What struck him most was the fact
that the two commandments of totemism-not to kill the totem
animal and not to use a woman belonging to the same totem for
sexual purposes-agree in content with the two crimes of Oedipus
who slew his father and took his mother to wife, and, on the other
hand, with the child's two primal wishes whose insufficient re­
pression or whose re-awakening form the nucleus of perhaps all
neuroses.1U Thus the Father-complex and the Oedipus-complex
were declared to be the "Open Sesame" to the mythical world.
This formula seemed to account for everything. According to the
psychoanalytic principle of "displacement" all combinations be­
came possible. Freud himself often expressed his surprise at the
fertility of this principle. He tells us that the first wishes of the
child appear, often in the most remarkable disguises and inver­
sions, in the formation of almost all religions.17

The first question that we have to raise here is not a question
of fact but of method. Let us assume that all the facts upon which
the psychoanalytical theory depends are firmly established. Let
us admit that there is not only a resemblance or analogy but a
fundamental identity between the psychic lives of savages and
neurotics, and that Freud has succeeded in proving his point, that
all the motives of mythical thought are the same as we find in
certain forms of neurosis-compulsion neurosis, dclire de toucher,
animal-phobia, obsessive prohibitions, and so on. Even in this
case the problem would not be solved; it would only recur in a
new shape. For it is not enough simply to know the sub;ect-matter
of myth in order to understand its character and nature.

The method of Freud seems at first sight to be entirely original.
No one before him had looked upon the problem from this angle.

14. Sir Baldwin Spencer and F. J. Gillen. The Native Tribes of Central Australia
(London and New York, Macmillan, 1899. reprinted 1938). p. 419.

15. Frazer, op. elt., I, 165.
16. Freud. op. cit., pp. 236 f.
17. Freud, idem. pp. 24111.
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Nevertheless there is a common feature that connects Freud's con­
ception of myth with that of his predecessors. Like most of them
Freud was convinced that the surest, nay the only, way to under­
stand the meaning of myth was to describe and list and to order
and classify its objects. Yet even supposing we knew and under­
stood all the things that myth is speaking about-would it help
us very much to understand the language of myth? Like poetry
and art, myth is a "symbolic form," and it is a common character­
istic of all symbolic forms that they are applicable to any object
whatsoever. There is nothing that is inaccessible or impermeable
to them: the peculiar character of an object does not affect their
actiVity. What would we think of a philosophy of language, a
philosophy of art or science that began with enumerating all those
things that are poSSible subjects of speech and of artistic repre­
sentation and of scientific inquiry? Here we can never hope to
find a definite limit; we cannot even seek it. Everything has a
"name"; everything may become a theme for a work of art. It is
the same with myth. It can make a likeness of anything "that is
in heaven above, in the earth beneath, or in the water under the
earth:' Thus while the study of the subject-matter of myth may
be highly interesting and may arouse our scientific curiosity, it
cannot itself yield a definite answer. For what we wish to know
is not the mere substance of myth; it is rather its function in
man's social and cultural life.

In this regard most of the previous theories remained inade­
quate because they failed to see the real problem. They went in
all directions but in a sense they were all following the same way.
When comparing the older methods of comparative mythology
with the recent methods of psychoanalysis we find a striking re­
semblance. Among the naturalistic theories of myth there was a
solar mythology-introduced by Max Miiller and later on re­
newed by Frobenius-a lunar mythology, represented by Ehren­
reich or Winckler, a wind and weather m}·thology, represented
by Adalbert Kuhn. Each school was eagerly and obstinately fight­
ing for its speCial object. At first sight we do not feel inclined to
find any resemblance or analogy between the Greek legends of
Selene and Endymion, Eos and Tithonus, Cephalus and Procris,
Daphne and Apollo. But, according to Max Miiller, all of them
mean the same thing. They are many variations of one identical
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mythical theme that is repeated over and over again. This theme
is the rise and setting of the sun and the combat between light
and darkness. Every new myth portrays the same phenomenon
in a new and different perspective. Endymion, for instance, is not
the Sun in the divine character of Phoebus, but a conception of
the Sun in his daily course, as rising early from the womb of
Dawn and, after a short and brilliant career, setting in the eve­
ning, never to return again to his mortal life. And what else is
Daphne persecuted by Apollo than the dawn rushing and trem­
bling through the sky, and fading away at the sudden approach
of the bright sun? The same holds for the legend of the death
of Heracles. The coat which Deianira sends to the solar hero is an
expression for the clouds which rise from the waters and surround
the sun like a dark raiment. Heracles tries to tear it off, but he
cannot do it without tearing his own bod~' to pieces, then at last
his bright body is consumed in a general conflagration.I8

It is a far cry from these old naturalistic interpretations, that
have become completely obsolete, to our modem psychoanalyti­
cal theories. Nevertheless they do not disagree in their procedure
but represent the same general tcndency of thought. And I dare
say that, after a few decades, the sex myths will share the fate
of the solar or lunar myths. For thev are open to the same objec­
tions. It is not a very satisfactory explanation of a fact that has
put its indelible mark upon the whole life of mankind to reduce
it to a special and single motive. Man's p')~lchic and cultural life
is not made of such simple and homogeneous stuff. Freud could
not prove his point any more than Max Miiller and all the other
scholars of the Society for the Comparative Study of Myth. In
both cases we find the samc dogmatism. The students of compara­
tive mythology spoke of the sun, the moon, the stars, the wind
and the clouds as if they were the only subject!': of mythical im­
agination. Freud has Simply shifted the scene of the mythical
tales. According to him they are not representations of the great
drama of naturc. What they tell us is rather the eternal story of
man's sexual life. From prehistoric times to the present man was

18. See F. Max Miiller. "Comparative Mythology," Orford Essays, pp. 5211.
(Selected Essays, I. 39511., 398 if.). and Lectures on tl&e Science of Langllage
(London, LongmlUls, CrL'CD & Co., 1871), II, Lect. XI, "Myths of the Dawn,"
506-571.
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always haunted by the same two fundamental wishes. The wish
to kill one's father and to marry one's mother appears in the child­
hood of the human race just as it appears, in the strangest dis­
guises and transfonnations, in the life of every individual child.



IV

THE FUNCTION OF MYTH IN MAN'S
SOCIAL LIFE

O
F ALL things in the world myth seems to be the most in­

coherent and inconsistent. Taken at its face value it ap­
pears as a confused web woven out of the most incon­

gruous threads. Can we hope to find any bond that connects the
most barbaric rites with the world of Homer-can we trace back
to one and the same source the orgiastic cults of savage tribes,
the magic practices of the shamans of Asia, the delirious whirl of
the dancing dervishes with the calmness and the speculative
depth of the religion of the Upanishads? To describe so widely
divergent and entirely incompatible phenomena by one name and
to subsume them under the same concept seems to be highly arbi­
trary.

The problem appears, however, in a different light when we
approach it from a different angle. The subjects of myth and the
ritual acts are of an infinite variety; they are incalculable and
unfathomable. But the motives of mythical thought and mythical
imagination are in a sense always the same. In all human activi­
ties and in all forms of human culture we find a "unity in the
manifold." Art gives us a unity of intuition; science gives us a
unity of thought; religion and myth give us a unity of feeling.
Art opens to us the universe of "living forms"; science shows us a
universe of laws and principles; religion and myth begin with
the awareness of the universality and fundamental identity of
life.

It is not necessary that this all-pervading life be conceived in a
personal form. Therc are religions that show us an "infra-personal"
or a "supra-personal" conception of the Divine. We find a "pre­
animistic" religion in which the sense of personality is still absent 1

and we find, on thc other hand, highly developed religions in
which the element of personality is overshadowed and at last
totally eclipsed by other motives. In the great religions of the

1. For the problem of Pre-Animism see R. R. Marett, "Pre-Animist Religion,"
The Thre.thold of ReUgWn (London, Methuen & Co., 1909).
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East-Brahmanism, Buddhism, and Confucianism-there appears
this «drift toward the impersonal." 2 The identity conceived in the
religion of the Upanishads is a metaphysical identity; it means
the fundamental unity of the Ego and the Universe, of the "At­
man" and the "Brahman." In primitive belief there is no room
for such an abstract identity. What we find here is something
quite diHerent. It is a deep and ardent desire of the individuals
to identify themselves with the life of the community and with
the life of nature. This desire is satisfied by the religious rites.
Here the individuals are melted into one shape-into an undis­
tinguishable whole. If in a savage tribe the men are engaged in
warfare or in any other dangerous enterprise and the women who
have stayed at home try to help them by their ritual dances-this
seems to be absurd and unintelligible when judged according to
our standards of empirical thought and "causal laws." But it
becomes perfectly clear and comprehensible as soon as we rean
and interpret this act in terms of our social rather than of our
physical experience. In their war dances the women identify
themselves with thcir husbands. They share their hopes and fears,
their risks and dangers. This hond-a bond of "sympathy," not
of "causality"-is not enfeebled by the distance that lies between
them; on the contrary it is strengthened. The two sexes form one
indivisible organism; what is going on in one part of this organ­
ism necessarily affects the other part. A great many positive and
negative demands of prescriptions and taboos, are nothing but
the expreSSion and application of this general rule. The rule holds
not only for the two sexes, but for all the members of the tribes.
When a Dayak village has turned out to hunt in the jungle, those
who stay at home may not touch either oil or water with their
hands; for if they did so the hunters wonld aU be '1Jutter-lingered"
and the prey would slip through their hands.a This is not a
causal but an emotional bond. What matters here are not the
empirical relations between canses and effects, but the intensity
and depth with which human relations are felt. .

The same feature appears. therefore. in all the other forms of
human kinship. In primitive thought blood relationship is not
interpreted in a merely physiological way. The birth of man is

2. CE. A. A. Bowman, Studies In the Philosophy of Religion (LondoD, Macmillan
6: Co., 1938), I, 107.

3. Ths Colden Bough, Pt. I: The Mag«; Art (see above p. 9, D. 3), t, 120.
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a mythical not a physical act. The laws of sexual procreation are
unknown. Birth is, therefore, always regarded as a sort of rein­
carnation. The Arunta in Central Australia assume that the spir­
its of the dead who belonged to their totem wait for their rebirth
in definite localities and penetrate into the bodies of the women
who pass such a spot.' Even the relation between the child and
his father is not regarded as a purely physical relation. Here too
causality is replaced by real identity. In totemic systems the pres­
ent generation not only descends from the animal ancestors; it
is the embodiment of these ancestors. When the Arunta are cele­
brating their most important religious festival, when they per­
form their "Intichiuma" ceremonies, they not only represent or
imitate the life, the deeds, and adventures of their forefathers.
The forefathers reappear in these ceremonies; their presence, their
beneficent influence is immediately seen and felt. Without this per­
manent influence nature and human life would come to a stand­
still. The rain would not fall, the soil would not bear its fruit; the
whole country would be changed into a desert. By a first act of
identification man asserts his fundamental unity with his human
or animal ancestors-by a second act he identifies his own life
with the life of nature. As a matter of fact there can be no sharp
distinction between the two realms. They are on i.he same level;
for to the primitive mind nature itself is not a physical thing
governed by physical laws. One and the same SOCiety-the soci­
ety of life-includes and embraces all animate and inanimate be­
ings.5 According to the Zunis not only physical but even artificial
things, not only the sun, the earth, the sea, but also the instru­
ments made by men belong to one great system of life.8

If this life is to be preserved it must be constantly renewed.
But this renovation is not conceived in mere biological terms.
Even here the persistence of the human race depends upon social
and not upon phYSiological acts. The clearest expression of this
general conviction is to be found in the rites of initiation which
are an important and indispensable element in all primitive so­
cieties. Up to a certain age, the attainment of puberty, the child

4. See Frazer, Totemism and Exogamy, IV, 59 if., and Spencer ond Gillen,
op. cit., chap. xv.

5. For further details see E. Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven, Yale
UniverSity Press. 1944), pp. 82 if.

6. See Frank Hamilton Cushing. "Outlines of Zuiii," 131/0 Annual Report of the
Bureau of American Ethnology (WashIngton, 1891-92), p. 9.
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is still regarded and treated as a merely "natural" being. It is in
the care of its mother who takes charge of all its physical needs.
But then comes a sudden reversal of this physical order. The
child has to become an adult-a member of the society. That
is a crucial point in man's life, an event which is marked by the
strongest ana most incisive religious and ritual ceremonies. If the
new social being is to be born the physical being has, in a sense,
to die. The young men that are to be initiated have, therefore,
to pass the most severe trials. The neophyte has to leave his fam­
ily; he lives for a time in perfect seclusion; he has to endure the
greatest pains and cruelties. Sometimes he even has to assist in
the ritual of his own burial. But when he has stood all these tests
there comes the great moment in which he is admitted to the
communion of men and the great mystery of society. This ad­
mission means a real regeneration, the beginning of a new and
higher form of life.7

The same cycle of life that appears in human society and con­
stitutes its very essence also appears in nature. The cycle of the
seasons is not brought about by mere phYSical forces. It is indis­
solubly united with the life of man. The life and death of nature
is part and parcel of the great drama of man's death and resur­
rection. In this regard the rites of vegetation that we Bnd in
almost all religions bear a close analogy to the rites of initiation.
Even nature is in need of constant regeneration-it must die in
order to live. The ('ults of Attis, Adonis, Osiris bear witness to
this fundamental and ineradicable belief. 8

Greek religion seems to be very far from all these primitive
conceptions. In the Homeric poems we no longer find magical
rites, ghosts and specters, fear of the dead. To this Homeric world
we may applY the famous definition of Winckelmann, according
to which the distinctive mark of the Greek genius is its "noble
SimpliCity and quiet grandeur." But the modern history of reli­
gion has taught us that this "qUiet grandeur" has never been un­
disturbed. "The Olympians of Homer;' says Miss Jane Ellen Har­
rison in the introduction to her book mentioned above,D "are no

7. For more details see Spencer and GWen. op. eLt., chap. VI, and A. van
GeDnep. Lu rlte8 du pauoge (Paris, E. Nourry. 1909).

8. See Frazer. The Golden Bough, Pt. IV, Adoms, AttIs, Osiris (3d ed. New
Yorlc, Macmillan, 1935) Vots. I and II.

9. See p. 24, n. 3. .
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more primitive than his hexameters. Beneath this splendid surface
lies a stratum of religious conceptions, ideas of evil, of purifica­
tion, of atonement, ignored or suppressed by Homer, but reappear­
ing in later poets and notably in Aeschylus." And then came that
deep crisis in Greek culture and Greek religious life in which all
the Homeric conceptions were threatened with a complete break­
down. The simplicity and serenity of the Olympian gods seemed
suddenly to fade away. Zeus, the god of the bright sky, Apollo,
the god of the sun, had no power to resist and banish the demonic
forces that appeared in the cult of Dionysus. In Homer Dionysus
has no place among the Olympian gods. He came as a stranger
and a latecomer into Greek religion-as an immigrant god from
the North. His origin is to be sought in Thrace-and in all proba­
bility in Asian cults. We witness in Greek religion thereafter the
continuous struggle between two opposite forces. The classical
expression of this struggle is given in Euripides' Bacchae. If we
read the verses of Euripides we need no other testimony as to
the intensity, the violence, the irresistible power of the new re­
ligious feeling.

In the Dionysian cult we find scarcely any specific feature of
the Greek genius. What appears here is a fundamental feeling of
mankind, a feeling that is common to the most primitive rites and
to the most sublime spiritualized mystic religions. It is the deep
desire of the individual to be freed from the fetters of its indi­
viduality, to immerse itself in the stream of universal life, to lose
its identity, to be absorbed in the whole of nature-the same de­
sire as expressed in the verses of the Persian poet Mualana Jalal­
uddin Riimi: "He that knows the power of the dance dwells in
God." The power of the dance is to the mystic the true way to
God. In the delirious whirl of the dance and of the orgiastic rites
our own finite and limited Self disappears. The Self, the "dark
despot" as it is called by Riimi, dies; the God is born.

Yet Greek religion could not simply return to these primitive
feelings. Though these sentiments had not lost their strength they
had changed their character. The Greek mind is a perfectly logi­
cal mind; its demand of logic is universal. Even the most "irra­
tionaf' elements of the Dionysian cult could not be accepted,
therefore, without a sort of theoretical explanation and justifica­
tion. This justification was given by the Orphic theologians.
Orphism turned into a "system" what originally was a mere mass
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of the crudest and wildest primitive rites.10 Orphic theology cre­
ated the story of Dionysus Zagreus. He is described as the son of
Zeus and Semele-loved and adopted by his father but perse­
cuted by the hatred and jealousy of Hera. Hera urged the Titans
to kill Dionysus in his infancy. He tried to escape them by re­
peated metamorphoses; but finally he was overcome, in the form
of a bull. His body was tom to pieces which his foes thereupon
devoured. As punishment for their crime the Titans were struck
by Zeus's lightning flash and destroyed. From their ashes sprang
the race of men, in whom, in conformity with their origin, the
good derived from Dionysus Zagreus is mixed with the evil and
demonic Titanic element.

This legend of Dionysus Zagreus is a typical example of the
origin and meaning of mythical tales. What is related here is
neither a physical nor a historical phenomenon. It is not a fact of
nature nor is it a recollection of the deeds or sufferings of a heroic
ancestor. Nevertheless the legend is not a mere fairy tale. It has
a fundamentum in re; it refers to a certain "reality." But this re­
ality is neither physical nor historical; it is ritual. What is seen
in the Dionysic cult is explained in the myth. The Dionysic cults
used to conclude with a "theophany." When the wild ecstasy of
the Maenads has reached its highest pitch they call the god, they
implore him to appear among his worshipers;

"0 Dionysus, reveal theel-appear as a bull to behold,
Or be thou seen as a dragon, a monster of heads manifold,
Or as a lion with splendours of flame round the limbs of him

rolled." 11

And the God listens to the prayer and grants the request. He
makes his appearance and himself takes part in the cult. He
shares the sacred frenzy of his adorers; he himself falls upon the
beast selected as his victim; he seizes its bleeding flesh and de­
vours it raw.

All this is wild, fantastic, extravagant, and unintelligible. But
it was the function of myth to give a new turn to these orgiastic

10. As to this mission of Otphism in Greek religious and cultural life see Har­
rison, op. cit., chaps. IX and x, and Erwin Rohde, Psyche, Pt. II, chap. x. English
traDs. by W. B. Hillis (New York, Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1925), pp. 335ft. For
the legend of Dionysus Zagreus see Rohde, op. cit., pp. 340 f.

11. Euripides, BllCchae, vv. 1017 fl. English trans. Arthur S. Way (Loeb Clas­
sical Libraiy, Cambridge, MaN., Harvard University Press, 1930), III, 89.
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cults. In Orphic theology the ecstasis was no longer understood
as mere madness; it became a "hieromania," a sacred madness in
which the soul, leaving the body, winged its way to Wlion with
the god.12 The One divine being has been dispersed by the pow­
ers of evil, by the rebellion of the Titans against Zeus, into the
multipliCity of the things of this world and into the multipliCity
of men. But it is not lost; it may be restored to its original state.
This is only possible if man sacrifices his individuality; if he
breaks down every barrier that lies between himself and the eter­
nal unity of life.

Here we grasp one of the most essential elements of myth.
Myth does not arise solely from intellectual processes; it sprouts
forth from deep human emotions. Yet on the other hand all those
theories that excluSively stress the emotional element fail to see
an essential point. Myth cannot be described as bare emotion
because it is the expression of emotion. The expression of a feel­
ing is not the feeling itself-it is emotion turned into an image.
This very fact implies a rauical change. What hitherto was dimly
and vaguely felt assumes a definite shape; what was a passive
state becomes an active process.

To understand this transformation it is necessary to make a
sharp distinction between two types of expression: between phys­
ical and symbolic expressions. Dmwin has written a classical book
about the expression of emotions in men and animals. We learn
from this book that the fact of expression has a very broad bio­
logical basis. It is by no means a privilege of man; it extends over
the whole animal world. If we ascend to the higher stages of
animal life it constantly wins in strength and variety. R. M.
Yerkes says that mall)', if not all, of the chief categories of human
emotional expression are represented in chimpanzee behavior and
that chimpanzee emotional expression is fascinating and at the
same time barning in its complexity and variability.13 Also the
emotions of lower animals, and their corresponding expressions,
are of very wide range. Even such phenomena as have usually
been ascribed to men alone, as for instance blushing and growing
pale, can be ascertained in the animal world.a It is indeed clear

12. See Rohde, op. cit., pp. 257 H.
13. Robert M. Yerkes, C7llmpanzees. A Laboratory Colony (New Haven, Yale

UJliversity Press, 1943), p. 29.
14. Cf. Angelo Mosso, Fear. Authorized English trans. by E. Lough and F.

Kiesow (London and New York, Longmans, Green & Co., 1896), pp. 10 if.
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that even the lowest organisms must have some means of distin­
guishing between certain stimuli and reacting differently to them.
they would not be able to survive if they could not discriminate,
in their behavior, between what is advantageous and disadvan­
tageous, beneficial or harmful. Every organism "seeks" certain
things and "avoids" certain things. An animal seeks its prey and
flees from its enemies. All this is regulated by a complicated net­
work of instincts and motor impulses which do not require any
conscious activity. As Ribot points out, the first period in organic
life is that of protoplasmic, vital, preconscious sensibility. The
organism has its "memory"; it preserves certain impressions, cer­
tain normal or morbid modifications. "In the same way there ex­
ists an inferior unconscious form-organic sensibility-which is
the preparation and the outline of superior conscious emotional
life. Vital senSibility is to conscious feeling what organic memory
is to memory in the ordinary sense of the word." 15 U, in the
higher animals, consciousness intervenes and begins to play a
predominant role we cannot describe it in an anthropomorphic
way, in terms of perception or "ideas." The animal's behavior
seems rather to be determined by some "emotional qualities" that
awake in it the feeling of "familiarity" or "uncanniness," of at­
b'action or repulsion. "Is it not an admissible hypothesis," asks
W. Kohler in a study on the Psychology of Chimpanzees,

that certain shapes and outlines of things have in themselves the qual­
ity of weirdness and frightfulness, not because any special mechanism
in us enables them to produce it, but because, granted our general
nature and psyche, some shape'S inevitably have the character of the
terrible, others grace, or clumsiness, or energy, or decidedness? 18

The awareness of these different emotional qualities neither pre­
supposes an act of reflection nor can it be accounted for by the
individual experience of the animal. Small birds show, imme­
diately after their birth, fear of the hawk or of snakes. This
fear is, however, still very undifferentiated. Young chickens crouch
with fear not merely in the presence of a bird of prey but also of
any other large object Bying over them. These instinctive emo-

15. Ribot, op. cit., pp. 3 f.
16. See W. Kohler, "Zur Psychologie der Schimpansen," Psychologfsche For­

lChung, I (1921), 39. English trans. by Ella Winter, The Mentality of Ape' (Lon­
don, ICegan Paul; New York, Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1925), App., p. 335.
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tions have nothing specific; they bear no relation to a special class
of objects of a dangerous character.

A new step is taken with the development of man. First of all
the emotions become much more specified. They are no longer
dim and vague feelings; they refer to special classes of obfects.
But there is still another feature that we find nowhere except in
the human world, though there are, to be sure. still innumerable
human reactions which do not differ in principle from animal re­
actions. If a man answers an insult by knitting his brows or
clenching his fist, he acts precisely in the same wayan animal
does when it shows its teeth in the presence of an enemy. But,
generally speaking, human responses belong to quite a different
type. What distinguishes them from animal reactions is their sym­
bolic character.n In the rise and growth of human culture we can
follow step by step this fundamental change of meaning. Man
has discovered a new mode of expression: symbolic expression.
This is the common denominator in all his cultural activities: in
myth and poetry, in language, in art, in religion. and in science.

These activities are widely different, but they fulfil one and the
same task: the task of objectification. In language we objectify
our sense-perceptions. In the very act of linguistic expression our
perceptions assume a new fonn. They are no longer isolated data;
they give up their individual character; they are brought under
class-conce~tswhich are designated by general "names." The act
of "naming does not simply add a mere conventional sign to a
readymade thing-to an object known before. It is rather a pre­
requisite of the very conception of objects; of the idea of an ob­
jective empirical reality.I8

Myth is not only far remote from this empirical reality; it is,
in a sense, in Bagrant contradiction to it. It seems to build up an
entirely fantastic world. Nevertheless even myth has a certain
"objective" aspect and a definite objective function. Linguistic
symbolism leads to an objectification of sense-impressions; mythi­
cal symbolism leads to an objectification of feelings. In his magical
rites. in his religious ceremonies, man acts under the pressure of
deep individual desires and violent social impulses. He performs

1'1. For a detailed discussion of this problem see E. Cassirer, An Essay on Man,
chap. m, pp. 27 ff.

18. For more details see my article "Le langage et III construction du monde
des objets," Journal de psychologte ROmulle et pathologtque, XXXe Annee (1933),
18-44.



46 Myth of the State

these actions without knowing their motives; they are entirely un­
conscious. But if these rites are turned into myths a new element
appears. Man is no longer satisfied with doing certain things-he
raises the question of what these things "mean," he inquires into
why and whither, he tries to understand where they have come
from and to which end they tend. The answer he gives to all these
questions may seem to be incongruous and absurd; but what mat­
ters here is not so much the answer as the question itseH. As soon
as man begins to wonder about his acts, he has taken a new de­
cisive step; he has entered upon a new way which will in the end
lead him far from his unconscious and instinctive life.

It is a well-known fact that every expression of an emotion has
a soothing effect. A blow with the fist may assuage our wrath; an
outburst of tears may relieve us from grief and sorrow. All this
is easily understandable for physiological and psychological rea­
sons. Physiologically it may be accounted for by a principle that
was called by Herbert Spencer the "Law of Nervous Discharge."
In a certain sense this '1aw of discharge" also holds for all SlJm­
bolic expressions. But here we meet with an entirely new phe­
nomenon. In our physical reactions a sudden explosion is fol­
lowed by a state of rest. And once disappeared the emotion has
come to its end without leaving any pennanent trace. But if we
express our emotions by symbolic acts the case is quite different.
Such acts have, as it were, a double power: the power to bind
and unbind. Even here the emotions are turned outward; but in­
stead of being dispersed, they are, on the contrary, concentrated.
In physical reactions the bodily movements that correspond to
certain emotions become more and more extensive; they cover a
wider area. According to Spencer this extension and diffusion
follows a definite rule. At first tht" delicate muscles of the vocal
organs and the small facial muscles are affected. When feeling is
excessive the nervous discharge affects the vascular system.a But
symbolic expression does not mean extenuation; it means intensi­
fication. What we find here is no mere exteriorization but con­
densation. In language, myth, art, religion our emotions are not
Simply turned into mere acts; they are turned into "works." These
works do not fade away. They are persistent and durable. A
physical reaction can only give us a quick and temporary relief;

19. For further details see H. S..eencer, Princlples of Psychology, (New York, D.
Appleton 6: Co.• 1873). VoL II, "495-502.
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a symbolic expression may become a momentum aere perennius.
This power of objectification and solidification becomes par­

ticularly clear in poetry and art. Goethe regarded this gift as the
essential feature of his poetry. "And thus began," he says in Dich­
tung uncI Wahrheit, speaking of his youth,

that tendency from which I could not deviate my whole life through:
namely, the tendency to tum into an image, into a poem, everything
that delighted or troubled me, or otherwise occupied me, and to come
to some certain understanding with myself upon it, that I might both
rectify my conceptions of external things, and set my mind at rest
about them. The faculty of doing this was necessary to no one more
than to me, for my natural disposition whirled me coDStantly from one
extreme to the other. All my works therefore that have become known
are only fragments of one great confession.20

In mythical thought and imagination we do not meet with
individual confessions. Myth is an objectification of man's social
experience, not of his individual experience. It is true that in later
times we find myths made by individuals, as, for instance, the
famous Platonic myths. But here one of the most essential features
of the genuine myths is missing. Plato created them in an entirely
free spirit; he was not under their power, he directed them ac­
cording to his own purposes: the purposes of dialectical and ethi­
cal thought. Genuine myth does not possess this philosophical
freedom; for the images in which it lives are not kno11lf1 as images.
They are not regarded as symbols but as rC:llities. This reality
cannot be rejected or criticized; it has to be accepted in a passive
way. But the first preliminary step on the new road that finally
will lead to a new goal has been made. For even here emotions
are not simply felt. They are "intuited"; they are "turned into
images." These images are crude, grotesque, fantastic. But it is
just for this reason that they are understandable to uncivilized
man because they can give him an interpretation of the life of
nature and of his own inner life.

Myth, and religion in general, have often been declared to be
a mere product of fear. But what is most essential in man's re­
ligious life is not the fact of fear, but the metamorphosis of fear.
Fear is a universal biological instinct. It can never be completely
overcome or suppressed, but it can change its form. Myth is Blled

20. Goethe, Dfchtung und Wahrheft, Bk. VII. EDgUsh trans. by John Qxenford
(London. G. BeD III Sons, 1897), I, 240.



48 Myth of the State

with the most violent emotions and the most frightful visions.
But in myth man begins to learn a new and strange art: the art
of expressing, and that means of organizing, his most deeply
rooted instincts, his hopes and fears.

This power of organization appears in its greatest strength
when man is confronted with the greatest problem-that of
death. To ask for the causes of death was one of the first and
most urgent questions of mankind. Myths of death are told every­
where-from the lowest to the highest forms of human civiliza­
tion.21

Anthropologists have made great efforts to find what they caned
a "minimum definition of religion"-a definition that would com­
prise the fundamental and essential facts of religious life. The
various schools did not agree as to the nature of these facts. Tylor
saw in animism the groundwork of the philosophy of religion,
from that of savages up to that of civilized man; later writers
propounded the so-called "Taboo-manna formula" as the mini­
mum definition of religion.22 Both views were open to many ob­
jections. What seems, however, to be incontestable is the fact
that religion, from its very beginning, was a question "of life and
death." 'What is the root of all the beliefs connected with the
human soul," asks Malinowski,
with survival after death, with the spiritual elements in the Universe?
I think that all the phenomena generally described by such tenus as
animism, ancestor-worship, or belief in spirits and ghosts, have their
root in man's integral attitude toward.~ death. peath ... is a fact
which will always baffle hum~n understanding and fundamentally up­
set the emotional constitution of man. . . . And here religious revela­
tion steps in and affirms life after death, the immortality of the spirit,
the possibilities of communion between living and dead. This revela­
tion gives Sf'nse to life, and solves the contradictions and conflicts con­
nected with the transience of human existence on earth.2I

Plato has given in his Phaedo a definition of the philosopher,
according to which he is a man who has learned the greatest and

21. See, for instance, the myths of death among the natives of the Trobriand
Islands reported by B. Malinowski, Myth tn Primitive PB!Jchology (LondoD,
Kegan Paul, 1926), pp. SOff.; (American ed. Ncw York, W. W. Norton, 1926),
pp.60ff.

22. See Marett, The Threshold of Religion (see p. 37, n. 1).
23. B. Malinowski, The Foundations of Faith and MoraIa, Riddell Memorial

Lecture (London, Oxford University Press, 1936; pub. for the University of
Durham), pp. 27f.
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most difficult art; who knows how to die. Modern thinkers have
borrowed this thought from Plato. They declared that the only
way to freedom that is left to man is to banish from his mind
the fear of death. "He who has learnt to die has forgot what it is
to be a slave. To know how to die delivers us from all subjection
and constraint:' 24 Myth could not give a rational answer to the
problem of death. Yet it was myth which, long before philosophy,
became the first teacher of mankind, the pedagogue who, in the
childhood of the human race, was alone able to raise and solve
the problem of death in a language that was understandable to
the primitive mind. "Do not try and explain death to me," says
Achilles to Odysseus in Hades.26 But it was just this difficult task
that myth had to perform in the history of mankind. Primitive
man could not be reconciled with the fact of death; he could not
be persuaded to accept the destruction of his personal existence
as an inevitable natural phenomenon. But it was the very fact
that was denied and "explained away" by myth. Death, it taught,
means no extinction of man's life; it means only a change in the
fonn of life. One fonn of existence is simply exchanged for an­
other. There is no definite and clear-cut boundary between life
and death; the border line that separates them is vague and in­
distinct. Even the two terms may be exchanged one for another.
"Who knows," asks Euripides, "if life here be not really death,
and death in turn be life?" In mythical thought the mystery of
death is "turned into an image"-and by this transformation,
death ceases being a hard unbearable physical fact; it becomes
understandable and supportable.

24. Montaigne, Essays, I, 19. in "Works," trans. by W. Hazlitt, revised ed. by
o. W. Wight (New York, H. W. Derby, 1861), I, 130. Montaigne, E.'IStlis, texte
etabli et presente par Jean Plattard, Liv. I, chap. 20 (Paris, Fernand Roches, 1931),
117: "Qui a apris a mourir, iI a desapris a servir. Lc s!Wavoir mourir nous afranchit
de toute subjection et contrainte."

25. Homer, Odyssey, Bk. XI, v. 488.
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V

"LOGOS" AND "MYTHOS" IN EARLY
GREEK PHILOSOPHY

A
RATIONAL theory of the state came to light in Greek phi­
losophy. Here, as in other fields, the Greeks were the
pioneers of rational thought. Thucydides was the first to

attack the mythical conception of history. The elimination of the
"fabulous" was one of his first and principal concerns.

The absence of romance in my history will, I fear, detract somewhat
from its interest; but if it be judged useful by those inquirers who
desire an exact knowledge of the past as an aid to the interpretation
of the future, which in the CQurse of human things must resemble if it
does not reHect it, I shall be content. My history has been composed
to be a possession for all time, not the show-piece of an ephemeral
hour.1

But the Greek conception of history was not only based on new
facts and on a much deeper and more comprehensive psycho­
logical insight than had preceded it. The Greeks had also found
a new method that enabled them to see the problem in an entirely
new light. Before studying politics they had studip.d nature. In
this domain they had made their first great discoveries. Without
this preliminary step it would not have been possible for them
to challenge the power of mythical thought. The new conception
of nature became the common ground for a new conception of
man's individual and social life.

The victory could not be won at one blow. Here too we find
the same slow and methodical procedure that was one of the
most characteristic features of the Greek mind. It is as if the in­
dividual thinkers were following a preconceived strategic plan.
One position after another is conquered; the firmest fortifications
are laid low, till, at last, the stronghold of mythical thought is
shaken to its foundations. All the great tllinkers and different
philosophical schools have their share in this common work. The

1. Thucydides, The Pcloponneslan War. Bk. I, chap. XXII. English trans. by
Richard Crawley (Everyman's Library. New York. E. P. Dutton & Co.• 1910).
p.15.
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first Greek thinkers, the thinkers of the Milesian school, are de­
scribed by Aristotle as the "ancient physiologists." Nature (physis)
is the only object that attracts their attention. Their approach to
nature is the very opposite of the mythical interpretation of nat­
ural phenomena. It is true that, in early Greek thought, the bound­
aries between the two types of thought were not yet clearly de­
tennined but were vague and vacillating. Thales said that "all
things are full of gods," 2 and that the magnet is alive, because it
has the power of moving iron.s Empedocles describes nature as a
great struggle between two opposite forces-the forces of love
and strife. At one time all things unite in one through love, at an­
other each is borne in different directions by the repulsion of
strife.4 Undoubtedly these are mythical conceptions. As a matter
of fact a distinguished historian of Greek philosophy has written
a book in which he tries to show that Greek natural philosophy
was first conceived in a mystical rathar than in a scientific spirit.G

But this view of the problem is misleading. It is true that the
mythical elements could not be overthrown at once; but they were
offset and counterbalanced by a new tendency ·of thought that
steadily developed and won an ever-increasing weight. The think­
ers of the Milesian school-Thales, Anaxirnalldcr, Anaximenes­
inquired into the beginning or "origin" of things. That is not a
new trend of thought; what was really new was their definition
of the very term "beginning" (arche). In all mythical cosmogo­
nies the origin means a primeval state that belongs to the remote
immemorial mythical past. It has faded away and vanished; it has
been replaced and superseded by other things. The first Greek
natural philosophers understand and define the beginning in quite
a different sense. What they arc asking for is not an accidental
fact but a substantial cause. The beginning is not simply a com­
mencement in time but a "first principle"; it is logical rather than
chronological. According to Thales the world was not only water,
it is water: Water is the abiding and permanent element of all
things. From the element of water or air, from the "Apeiron" of
Anaximander, things have developed not in a haphazard way,

2. Aristotle, De anima. Bk. A. 5 411B 7.
3. Idem, Bk. A. 2 405B 19. See H. Diels, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker by W.

Kranz (5th ed. Berlin, Weidmannsche Buchhandlung. 1934), 11 A 22. -
4. See Empedocles. Fr. 17, in Diels, op. cit., I, 315.
5. See Karl Joel, Der Ur6pTUng der Naturphllosophle flUS dem Geist. der Mystik

(Basel, 1903).
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according to the whims and caprices of supernatural agents, but
in a regular order and according to general rules. The concept of
such inalterable and inviolable rules is perfectly strange to mythi­
cal thought.

But nature is, after all, only the periphery of the mythical
world; it is not its center. It was a much bolder enterprise and
required a much greater intellectual courage to direct the attack
against this center-against the mythical conceptions of the gods.
The two opposite forces that built up Greek philosophy-the
philosophy of "Being" and the philosophy of "Becoming"-were
united in this attack. The same arguments were used by the
Eleatic thinkers and by Heraclitus against the Homeric gods.
Heraclitus did not shrink from saying that Homer should be
turned out of the lists and whipped because of his misconstruc­
tion of the divine.r. Behind the veils that the imagination of the
poets and the myth makers had spun around the nature of divin­
ity, the philosophers attempted to discover its true face. The
poets and thc myth makers yielded to the common temptation of
men; they made their gods in their own image. The Ethiopians,
says Xenophancs, make their gods black and snub-nosed, the
Thracians give them blue eyes and red hair. And if oxen and
horses or lions had hands and could paint with their hands, horses
would paint the forms of gods like horses, and oxen like oxen.1

Xenophancs rejected this mythical imagery for a double reason,
speculative and rcligious. As a speculative thinker he insists that
a plurality of gods is inconceivable and contradictory. In a pas­
sage of Aristotle's Metaphysics Xenophanes is styled "the first
partisan of the One." 8 According to the fundamental dogma of
the Eleatic school "Being" and "Unity" are convertible tenns:
ens ct unum convcrtuntuT. If God has true being, hc must have a
perfect unity. To speak of many gods who are stnxggling one
against the other, who have their combats and feuds, is absurd
from a speculative point of view and blasphemous from a reli­
gious and ethical point of view. Homer and Hesiod have ascribed
to their gods all things that are a shame and disgrace among mor­
tals: stcaling and adultery and deception of one another. To these
pseudo-gods Xcnophanes opposes his own new and sublime reli-

A. Heraclitus, Fr. 42, in Diels, op. cit., I, 160.
7. Xenophancs, Frs. 15, 16, in Diels, op. cit., I. 132 f.
8. Aristotle, Metaphynca, Bk. A. 5 986b 21.
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gious ideal: the conception of a deity that is free from all the
limitations of mythical and anthropomorphic thought. There is
One god, the greatest among gods and men, who is neither in
form nor in thought like unto mortals. He sees all things, thinks
of everything, and hears all things whatsoever; and without toil he
swayeth all things by the thought of his mind.9

But the new conceptions of physical nature introduced by the
Milesian school and of divine nature by Heraclitus and the Eleatic
thinkers, were only the first and preliminary steps. The greatest
and most difficult task still remained to be done. Greek thought
had created a new "physiology" and a new "theology"; it had
fundamentally changed the interpretation of nature and the con­
ceptions of the deity. But all these victories of rational thought
remained precarious and uncertain so long as myth was still in
undisputed possession of its firmest stronghold. Myth was not
really defeated so long as it had full sway over the human world
and dominated man's thoughts and feelings about his own nature
and destiny.

We meet with the same historical paradox here as in the criti­
cism of the Homeric gods. The problem could only be solved by
a combined and concentrated effort of thought that united two
entirely diHerent and diametrically opposed intellectual forces.
Here, as in other fields, the unity of Greek thought proved to be
a dialectic unity. To put it in the words of Heraclitus it was an
attunement of opposite tensions (..a>..l.'TpO'lrO~ ap/LOI'("I), like that of
the bow and the lyre. iO In the development of Greek intellectual
culture there is perhaps no stronger tension, no deeper conflict than
that between sophistic and Socratic thought. Yet in spite of this
conflict the sophists and Socrates were in agreement upon one
fundamental postulate. They were convinced that a rational the­
ory of human nature was the first desideratum of any philosophic
theory. All the other questions that had been treated in pre­
Socratic thought were declared to be secondary and subordinate.
From then on man was no longer regarded as a mere part of the
universe; he became its center. Man, said Protagoras, is the meas­
ure of all things. This tenet holds, in a sense, both for the sophists
and for Socrates. To '1lUmanize" philosophy, to tum cosmogony
and ontology into anthropology, was their common goal. Yet how-

9. Xeuophanes, Frs. 11, 23-25, in Diels, np. cit., I, 132, 135.
10. Heraclitus, Fr. 51, in Diels, op. cit., I, 162.



"Logos» and "Mythos» in Early Greek Philosophy 57

ever agreeing in the end itself, they entirely disagreed in their
means and methods. The very term "man" was understood and
interpreted by them in two divergent and even opposite ways.
To the sophists "man" meant the individual man. The so-called
"universal" man-the man of the philosophers-was to them a
mere fiction. They were fascinated by the ever-shifting scenes of
human life, especially of public life. It was here that they had to
play their roles and to display their talents. They were confronted
with immediate, concrete, practical tasks. To all this a general
speculative or ethical theory of man could be of no avail. The
sophists regarded such theory as an obstacle rather than as a real
help. They were not concerned about man's "nature"; they were
absorbed in man's practical interests. The multiplicity and va­
riety of man's cultural, social, and political life first aroused their
scientific curiosity. They had to organize and control all these
various and highly complicated activities, to lead them into defi­
nite channels of thought, amI to find for them the right technical
rules. What is most characteristic of the philosophy of the sophists
and of their own minds is their astounding versatility. They felt
equal to every task; and they approached all their problems with
a new spirit, breaking through all barriers of traditional con­
cepts, common prejudices, and social conventions.

The Socratic problem and the Socratic outlook was entirely
different. In a passage of his dialogue Theaetetus Plato compares
Greek philosophy to a battlefield on which two great armies meet
and incessantly combat each other. On the one side we find the
partisans of the "Many," on the other the partisans of the "One";
on the one side the "Howing ones," on the other those who try
to fix all things and to stabilize all thoughts. ll If this be true we
cannot doubt the place of Socrates in the history of Greek
thought and culture. His first and principal effort was one of
stabilization. Like Xenophanes and the other Eleatic thinkers he
was a resolute champion of the "One." But he is no mere logician
or dialectician. He i'l not primarily interested in the unity of
Being nor in the systematic unity of thought. What he is asking
for is the unity of the will. In spite of all their talents and of aU
their multifarious interests-or perhaps because of these multi­
farious talents and interests-the sophists were unable to solve
this problem. They were incessantly moving on the periphery;

11. ThetlefBtvl, 181 A.
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they never penetrated into the center of hwnan nature and con·
duct. They did not even realize that there was such a center, and
that it could be ascertained by philosophic thought. It is here
that the Socratic question begins. According to Socrates the soph­
ists only saw the scattered remains of human nature. As a matter
of fact there was hardly anything that had not been treated in
the writings of the famous sophists of the fifth century. Gorgias,
Hippias, Prodicus, Antiphon had dealt with the most heterogene­
ous subjects. They had written treatises on mathematical and sci­
entific problems, on history and economics, rhetoric and music,
linguistics, grammar, and etymology. All this encyclopaedic
knowledge is set aside and annulled by Socrates. As regards these
different branches of knowledge he confesses his complete ig­
norance. He knows only one art: the art of forming a human soul,
of approaching a man and convincing him that he does not un­
derstand what life is and means; letting him see the true end and
helping him to attain it.

It is obvious that the Socratic ignorance is by no means a merely
negative attitude. It represents, on the contrary; a very original
and positive ideal of human knowledge and human conduct. What
we may call the Socratic skepticism is only a mask, behind which
Socrates, following his usual ironic way, hides his ideal. Socrates'
skepticism is meant to destroy the many and multifarious ways
of knowledge that obscure and make ineffective the only impor­
tant thing: man's self-knowledge. In the theoretical as well as in
the ethical field Socrates' eHort was an cHart not only of clarifi­
cation but also of intensification and concentration. According
to him it is a fundamental mistake to speak of "wisdom" or "vir­
tue"-sophia or arete-in the plural form. He emphatically de­
nies that there is a plurality of knowledge or a plurality of vir­
tues.

The sophists had declared that there are as many "virtues"
as there are different classes of men. There is a virtue for men,
another for women; a virtue for children, another for adults; a
virtue for free men, another for slaves. All this is rejected by
Socrates. If this thesis were true human nature would be at var­
iance with itself; it would be diverse, incongruous, and disparate.
How could such a disparate and discordant thing ever be brought
to a real unity? Are there parts of virtue, asks Socrates in the
Platonic dialogue Protagoras, in the same way in which there are
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parts of physical things-in which the mouth, nose, eyes, and
ears are parts of a human face? Can man possess one virtue­
courage, justice, temperance, holiness-without possessing the
whole? 12 Wisdom and virtue have no parts. We destroy their
very essence by breaking them into pieces; we must understand
and define them as an indivisible whole.

The fundamental difference between Socrates and the sophists
appears also in their attitude toward mythical thought. If we take
things at their face value it seems that here, at last, we have found
a bond linking Socratic to sophistiC thought. However opposed
the one to the other they were both fighting for a common
cause; they had to criticize and purify the traditional conceptions
of Greek popular religion. But in this combat, too, their strategy
was widely different. The sophists invented a new method that
promised a "rational"' explanation of the mythical tales. In this
field they proved once more the versatility and adaptability of
their minds. They became the virtuosi of a new art of allegorical
interpretation. By this art every myth, however strange and gro­
tesque, could suddenly be turned into a "truth"-a physical or a
moral truth.13 But Socrates rejected and derided this subterfuge.
His problem was different and much more serious. In the begin­
ning of Plato's dialogue Phaedrus we are told ho,," Socrates and
Phaedrus during a walk are led to a lovely place on the river
Ilissus. Phaedrus asks Socrates if that is not the place from
which, according to the old legend, Boreas carried off Oreithyia,
and he asks whether Socrates believes in the truth of this story.
If I disbelieved, answers Socrates, as the wise men (the sophists)
do, I would not he embarrassed. I migllt easily give a very clever
explanation by saying that a blast of Boreas, the north wind,
pushed Oreithyia off the rocks as she was playing with her play­
mates and that when she had died in this manner she was said to
have been carried off by Boreas.

But I, Phaedros, think such explanations are very pretty in general,
but are the inventions of a very clever and laborious and not altogether
enviable man, for no other reason than because after this he must
explain the forms of the Centaurs and then that of the Chimaera, and
there presses in upon him a whole crowd of such creatures, Gorgons
and Pegas, and multitudes of strange, inconceivable, portentous na-

12. Plato, ProtagOf1l8, 329 D. E.
13. See above, Chapter I, p. 6.
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tures. H anyone disbelieves in these, and with a rustic sort of wisdom,
undertakes to explain each in accordance with probability, he will
need a great deal of leisure. But I have no leisure for them at all; and
the reason, my friend, is this: I am not yet able, as the Delphic in­
scription has it, to know myself; so it seems to me ridiculous, when I
do not yet know that, to investigate irrelevant things. And so I dis­
miss these matters and accepting the customary belief about them, as
I was saying just now, I investigate not these things, but myself, to
know whether I am a monster more complicated and more furious
than Typhon or a gentler and simpler creature, to whom a divine and
quiet lot is given by nature.H

That was the true Socratic method, as it was understood and
interpreted by his greatest disciple. We cannot hope to "rational­
ize" myth by an arbitrary transformation and re-interpretation of
the old legends of the deeds of gods or heroes. All this remains
vain and futile. In order to overcome the power of myth we must
find and develop the new positive power of "self-knowledge."
We must learn to see the whole of human nature in an ethical
rather than in a mythical light. Myth may teach man many things;
but it has no answer to the only question which, according to
Socrates, is really relevant: to the question of good and evil. Only
the Socratic "Logos," only the method of self-examination intro­
duced by Socrates, can lead to a solution of this fundamental and
essential problem.

14. Plato, Phaedrw, 229 C if. English trans. by H. N. Fowler (Loeb Classical
Library, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1933), 1,421.



VI

PLATO'S REPUBLIC

A
TIlE great intellectual tendencies that formed Greek cul­

ture were preserved in the doctrine of Plato-none of them
in its original shape, however. They were molded into a

new torm by Plato's genius. In his theory of Being, Plato followed
the Eleatic thinkers. He always spoke of "Father Parmenides"
with the greatest awe and admiration. But that did not prevent
him from criticizing, in the sharpest and most penetrating man­
ner, the fundamcntal prinCiples of Eleatic logic. In his theory of
the human soul, moreover, Plato went back to the conceptions of
the Pythagoreans and the Orphics. But here, too, we cannot agree
with Erwin Rohde that Plato was simply "following in the track
of the theologians of carlier times" and that he had in fact bor­
rowed his doctrine of immortality from those sourccs. l When
he advanced his own theory based upon his doctrine of ideas, he
had to correct the Pythagorcan dcfinition of the soul. 2 Thc same
independence of mind appears also in Plato's attitude toward
Socrates. He was the most faithful and devoted pupil of Socrates
and accepted both his method and his fundamental ethical ideas.
Yet evcn in his first period, in the so-callerl "Socrati~ Dialogues,"
there is one element alien to the thought of Socrates. He had
convinced Plato that philosophy had to begin with the problem of
man. But according to Plato we cannot answer this Socratic quc!:'­
tion without enlarging the field of philosopllical investigation. We
cannot find an adequate definition of man so long as we confine
ourselves within the limits of man's individual life. Human nature
does not reveal itself in this narrow compass. What is written in
"small characters" in the individual soul, and is therefore almost
illegible, becomes clcar and undcrstandable only if we read it in
the larger letters of man's political and sociallifc. This principle
is the starting point of Plato's Republic.:1 From now on the whole
problem of man was changed: polities was declared to be the

1. See Erwin Rohde, Psyche (see p. 42, n. 10), pp. 468 fF.
2. See Plato. Phaedo. 85 E fF.
3. See Republic. 368.
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clue to psychology. This was the last and decisive step necessary
to the development of Greek thought which had begun with an
attempt to conquer nature and continued by asking for rational
norms and standards of ethical life. It culminated in a new pos­
tulate of a rational theory of the state.

Plato's own intellectual development mirrors all these various
stages. In recent literature widely divergent views have been held
about the true character of Plato's philosophy. There is one group
of scholars who are convinced that Plato was, .6rst and foremost,
a metaphysician and a dialectician. They see in Plato's Logic the
central part, the core of the Platonic system. Others have stressed
the opposite view; they tell us that Plato's interest in politics and
education was, from the very beginning, the mainspring and the
great formative power of his philosophy.4 In his Paideia Werner
Jaeger severely criticizes the former view. According to Jaeger
not logic nor theory of knowledge but politeia and paideia are to
be regarded as the two foci of Plato's work. Paideia, says Jaeger,
is not a mere external link that keeps the work together; it con­
stitutes its true inner unity. In this regard Rousseau had a much
truer conception of Plato's Republic than the positivism of the
nineteenth century when he said that this work was not a politi­
cal system, as might be thought from its title, hut the .6rst trea­
tise on education ever written. fi

We need not go here into the details of this much discusseu
'1uestion. In order to find the right answer, we should distinguish
between Plato's personal and his philosophical interests. Plato
belonged to an aristocratll hmil}' that had played a consiuerablp.
role in Athens' political life. II; his youth he may still have cher­
ished the hope of becoming one of the leaders of the Athenian
state. But he gave up this hope when he first met Socrates. He
then became a student of dialectic aud was so much absorbed by
his new task that there was a lime in which he seemed to have
forgotten all political problems and to llave resigned all his ambi­
tions. Yet it was dialectic itself that led him back to politics. Plato
began to realize that the Socratic demand for self-knowledge

4. As to the .6rst view I refer to Paul Natorp, Platos Jdeenle1lre (Leipzig. 1903;
2d ed. increased by an important apl'endix, Leipzig, Felix Meiner, 1921); as to
the second see Julius Stenzel, Platon aer Erzieher (Leipzig, Felix Meiner, 19.:28),
and Wemer Jaeger, PauJeio (New York, Oxford University Press, 1943), Vol. II.

5. Jaeger, up. cit., II. 200, 400 f.
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could not be fulfilled so long as man was still blind with regard
to the principal question and lacked a real insight into the char­
acter and the scope of political life. The soul of the individual
is bound up with the social nature; we cannot separate the one
frt'I\ the other. Private and public life are interdependent. If the
laUel is wicked and corrupt, the former cannot develop and can­
not rf'olch its end. Plato has inserted in his R(!public a most im­
pressiv~ description of all the dangers to which an individual is
exposed ~Il an unjust and corrupt state. "Corruptio optimi pes­
sima"-the best and noblest souls are particularly liable to these
dangers.

We know it to be true of any seed or growing thing, whether plant
or animal, thut if it fails to find its proper nourishment or climate or
soil, then the more vigorous it is, the more it win lack the qualities it
should possess. Evil is a worse enemy to the go<'d than to the indifFer­
ent; so it is natural that bad conditions of nurture should be pecul­
iarly uncongenial to the finest nature and that it should come off
worse under them than nahJres of an insignificant order.... So is it,
then, with this temperament we have postulated for the philosopher:
given the right instruction, it must grow to the full Hower of excel­
lence; but if the plant is sown and rearf'd in the wrong soil, it will
develop every contrary defect, unless saved by some miracle.G

That was the fundamental insip;ht by which Plato, from his first
studies in dialectic, was led back to his study of pol;tics We can­
not hope to reform philosophy if we do not hp.gin by refonninl'!:
the state. That is the only way if we wish to ('han/l:e the ethical
life of men. To find the right pelitic-a] order is the first and most
urgent problem.

I cannot accept, however, the thesis of Jaeger that Plato re­
!?:arded the Republic as the "true home of the philosopher." 7 If
the Republic means tlle "earthly state," this judgment is contra­
dicted by Plato himseH. To him as well as to St. Augustine the
home of the philosopher was the civitas divina, not the civitas ter­
rena. But Plato did not allow this religious tendency to influence
his political judgment. He became a political thinker and a states­
man not by inclination but from duty. And 11e inculcated this
duty in the minds of his philosophers. If they would follow their

6. Republic, 491. English trans. by F. M. Cornford (Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1941 " p. 194.

7. Jaeger, 01" cit., pp. 2581.
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own way they would prefer by far a speculative life to political
life. But they must be summoned back to earth, and, if necessary,
compelled to participate in the life of the state. The philosopher,
the man who constantly holds converse with the divine order, ,will
not easily condescend to return to the political arena.

A maD whose thoughts are fixed on true reaUty has no leisure to look
downwards on the aHairs of men, to take part in their quarrels, and to
catch the infection of their jealousies and hates. He contemplates a
world of unchanging and harmonious order, where reason governs
and nothing can do or sulfer wrong. . . . So the philosopher, in COD­
stant companionship with the divine order of the world, will reproduce
that order in his soul and, so far as man may, become godlike. . . .
Suppose, then, he should find himself compelled to mould other char­
acters besides his own and to shape the pattern of public and private
life into conformity with his vision of the ideal, he will not lack the
skill to produce such counterparts of temperance, justice, and all the
virtues as can exist in the ordinary man.8

The conflict between the two tendencies in PI~to's thought, the
one tending to surpass all limits of the empirical world, the other
leading him back to this world in order to organize it and to
bring it into rational rules, is never resolved. We find no period
in his life in which one of these two forces gained the definitive
victory over the other. They are always there, complementing
each other and struggling the one with the other. Even after hav­
ing written his Republic, after having become a political re­
fonner, Plato, as a metaphysician and as an ethical thinker, never
feels completely at home in his earthly state. He sees all the nec­
essary evils and the inherent defects of this human order. It is
impossible, says Plato in the Theactetus, that evil should be done
away with, for there must always be something opposed to the
good. On the other hand, evil cannot have its place among the
gods, but must inevitably hover about mortal nature and this
earth. "Therefore we ought to try to escape from here to the
dwelling of the gods as qUickly as we can; and to escape is to
become like God, so far as this is possible; and to become like
God is to become righteous and holy and wise." e But in spite of
his deep yearning for the unio mystica, for a complete union be-

8. lIepublic, 500. Comford trans., p. 204.
9. Theaetetu8, 176 A. Trans. by H. N. Fowler (Loeb Classical Library [see above,

p. 50. D. 14]), II, 128 f.
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tween the human soul and God, Plato never could become a
mystic in the sense of Plotinus and the other thinkers of the Neo­
Platonic school. There is always another power in him to counter­
balance the power of mystical thought and feeling. 1o Plato ad­
mits no mystical ecstasy by which the human soul can reach an
immediate union with God. The highest aim, the lmowledge of
the idea of the Good, cannot be attained in this way. It needs a
careful preparation and a slow methodical ascent. The end can­
not be reached by one leap. The idea of the Good in its perfect
beauty cannot be seen in a sudden rapture of the human mind.
In order to see and understand it the philosopher must choose
"the longer way," 11 the way that leads him from arithmetic to
geometry, from geometry to astronomy, from mathematics to dia­
lectic.12 None of these intermediate steps can be left out. The
mystical mind in Plato was checked hoth by his logical and by
his political mind. His logiC prescribed to him a definite order­
a regular ascent and descent. His ethics and politics commanded
him always to look back from the "heavenly state" to the human
and earthly state and to fulfil its demands and to care for its
needs.

It is this "categorical imperative," this demand for order
and measure, that determines Plato's attitude to'vard mythical
thought. The clearest expression of this fundamental tendency is
to be found in his dialogue Gorgias. As Plato points out, the triad
of Logos, Nomos, Taxis-Reason, Lawfulhess, Ord~r-is the first
principle both of the physical and the cthu:al world. It is this
triad that constitutes beauty, truth, morality. It appears in art,
in politics, in science, and in philosophy. If regularity and ordu
are found in a house it will be a good and beautiful one; if it ap­
pears in a human body we call it health or strength; if it appears
in the soul we call it temperance (scJllhrosyne) or justice. The
virtue of each thing, whether of an implement or of a body, or
again of a soul or any live creature, does not arrive by accident
but by an order of rightness or art that is apportioned to each.
"And wise men tell us that heaven and carth and gods and men

10. For the relation between Platonism and Mysticism see Ernst Hoffmann,
"Platonismus und Mystik im Altertum," S/tzungsberichte der Heidelberger Aka­
demte der WWBfI8chaften. Philosopht&ch-historische Klasse, 1934--35, 2. AbhanJ­
lung (Heidelberg, Carl Winters Universitiitsbuchhnndlung, 1935).

11. Republic, 504 B.
12. IdBm, 525 If.



66 Myth of the State

are held together by communion and friendship, by orderliness,
temperance, and justice; and that is the reason why they call the
whole of this world by the name of order (kosmos), not of dis­
order or dissoluteness." The principle of this universal order ap­
pears, in a clear and striking way, in geometry. Here it is ex­
pressed by the concept of "geometrical equality," of the right
proportion between the elements that constitute a geometrical
body.13 We need only transfer this principle from geometry to
politics to discover the true constitution of the state. Plato never
thought of political life as a detached province, as an isolated
part of Being; he finds in it the same fundamental principle that
governs the Whole. The political cosmos is only a symbol, and
the most characteristic one, of the universal cosmos.

That leads us immediately to the very center of Plato's criti­
cism of mythical thought. It may appear, at first sight, that Plato
in his views on popular Greek religion is not very original. All he
says had been repeated over and over again since the first begin­
ning of Greek philosophy. He simply resumes the arguments of
Xenophanes by saying that the fundamental character of divine
nature is its goodness and unity. a But he adds a new and very
speci.6c feature. He insists that without having found a true and
more adequate conception of his gods man cannot hope to order
and rule his own human world. As long as we think of the gods,
in the traditional way, as fighting or deceiving each other, cities
will never cease from ill. For what man sees in the gods is 0111~

a projection of his own life-and vice versa. We read the nature
of the human soul in the nature of the state-we form our politI­
cal ideals according to our conceptions of the gods. Onf;; thing im­
plies and conditions the other. To the philosopher, to the ruler
of the state, it is tllerefore of vital importance to begin his work
at this point. The lirst step to be taken is to replace the UI ;thical
gods by what is described by Plato as the highest know:l'dge: the
"Idea of the Good."

That accounts for one of the most paradOXical features of
Plato's Republic. Plato's attack on poetry always proves a stum­
bling block to his critics and commentators. Not only the fact and
the manner but also the place of this attack is strange and UJ,

13. Gorgias, 506 E If. Translated by W. R. M. Lamb (Loeb Classical Lihrary
[see above, p. 50, D. 14)), pp. 467 ff.

14. See above, p. 55 f.
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usual. No modern writer would ever think of inserting his ob­
jections to poetry and art into a work dealing with politics. We
see no connection between the two problems. This connection be­
comes evident, however, if we bear in mind the connecting link:
the problem of myth. Obviously we cannot think of Plato as an
enemy of poetry. He is the greatest poet in the history of philoso­
phy. In their artistic value many of his dialogues-Phaedo, Sym­
posium, Gorgias, Phaedrus-are not inferior to the great Gree)c
works of art. Even in the Republic itself Plato could not forbear
professing his love and deep admiration for the Homeric poems.
But here he was no longer speaking as an ind.ividual, and he does
not allow himself to be influenced by personal inclinations. He
speaks and thinks as a lawgiver who estimates and judges the
social and the educational values of art. "You and I," says Socrates
addreSSing Adeimantus, "are not, for the moment, poets, but
founders of a commonwealth. As such, it is not our business to
invent stories ourselves, but only to be clear as to the main out­
lines to be followed by the poets in making their stories, and the
limits beyond which they must not be allowed to go." 15 What
are these limits that no poet, neither the epic nor the lyriC and
tragic poet, is allowed to transgress? What is combated and re­
jected by Plato is not poetry in itself. but the myth-making func­
tion. To him and to every other Greek both things were insepara­
ble. From time immemorial the poets had been the real myth
makers. As Herodotus said, Homer and H~siod had madl' the
generations of the gods; they had portrayed their shapes and dis­
tinguished their offices and powers. lfl Hem was the real dan~er

for the Platonic RC'pu1Jlic. To admit poetry meant to admit myth,
but myth could not be admitted withollt frustrating all philo­
sophic efforts and undermining the very foundations of Plato's
state. Only by expelling the pods from the ideal state could the
philosopher's state he protected againsl the intmsion of subver­
sive hostile forces. Plato did not entirely forbid mythical tales;
he even admitted. that, in the education of a young child, they
are indispensable. But they must be brought under a strict dis­
Cipline. From now on thcy are to be measured by a higher stand­
ard, by that of the "Idea of the Good." If this idea is the essence
and the very core of divine nature the conception that God is the

15. Republic, 379 A. Comford trans., p. 69.
16. Herodotull, HUtory. n. 53.



68 Myth of the State

author of evil becomes absurd. Such a conception is no longer
to be said or sung or heard, neither in verse nor in prose. It is
declared to be impious, self-contradictory, and disastrous to the
commonwealth.17

But all this gives only the negative aspect of Plato's thesis.
What compensation was possible for the highest and noblest force
that hitherto had determined the form of Greek life and Greek
culture? What could he substitute for the work of Homer, Hesiod,
Pindar, and Aeschylus? The loss seemed, indeed, to be irrepara­
ble. To compete with the Iliad and the Odyssey and with the
great Greek tragedies seemed to be an attempt that was doomed
to failure. Yet Plato did not recoil from this attempt. For he was
in possession of a new conception that he thought to be far su­
perior to all the previous Greek ideals.

Long before Plato there had appeared Greek thinkers and
statesmen who were inspired by the will to reform the state and
who were endowed with deep political wisdom. In this sense
Solon may be styled the "Creator of Athenian political culture." 18

What distinguished Plato from these first pioneers of political
thought was not so much the answer given by him as the question
itself. As to the answer we may criticize it very severely. Many
features of the Platonic doctrine that he himself thought to be
eternal and universal may now easily be recognized as acci­
dental. They depend upon special conditions of Greek social life.
Plato's tripartite division of the human soul, and the correspond­
ing division of thc social classes, his views about the community
of property or thc community of wives and children-all this is
open to grave objection. But all thesc objections cannot detract
from the fundamental value and merit of his political work. Its
greatness depends on the new P().~tlllate introduced by Plato.
This postulate was unforgettable. It stamped the whole future
development of political thought.

Plato began his study of thc social order with a definition and
an analysis of the concept of justice. The state has no other and
no higher aim than to be the administrator of justice. But in
Plato's language the term justice does not mean the same as in
common speech. It has a much deeper and more comprehensive

17. See Republic, 380. Comford trans., p. 70.
18. See the chapter on "Solon" in jaeger's Paldelo (see above, p. 62, n. 4)

(1939), I, 134-147.
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meaning. Justice is not on the same level with other virtues of
man. It is not, like courage or temperance, a special quality or
property. It is a general principle of order, regularity, unity, and
lawfulness. Within the individual life this lawfulness appears in
the harmony of all the different powers of the human soul; within
the state it appears in the "geometrical proportion" between the
different classes, according to which each part of the social body
receives its due and cooperates in maintaining the general order.
With this conception Plato became the founder and the first de­
fender of the Idea of the Legal State.

Plato was the first to introduce a "theory" of the state, not as
a knowledge of many and multifarious facts, but as a coherent
system of thought. Political problems in the fifth century were
in the center of the intellectual interest. More and more "wisdom"
(sophia) tended to become political wisdom. All the famous soph­
ists regarded their doctrine as the best, and indeed, as an indis­
pensable introduction into political life. "Who will listen to me,"
says Protagoras in the Platonic dialogue which bears his name,
"will learn to order his own house and he will be best able to
speak and act in the affairs of the state." 11' Long before Plato the
question of the "best state" had been often and ea/.!:erly discussed.
But Plato is not concerned with this question. What he is asking
for is not the best but the "ideal" state. That makes a funda­
mental difference. It is one of the first prinCiples of Plato's theory
of knowledge to insist upon the radical distinction between em­
pirical and ideal truth. What experience gives is, at best, a right
opinion about things; it is not rcal knowledge. The difference be­
tween these two types, between dom and episteme, is ineffaceable.
Facts are variable and accidental; truth is necessary and immuta­
ble. A man may be a statesman in the sense that he has formed a
right opinion about political things and that he has a natural tal­
ent which, in Plato's language, is described as a gift of the gods
( (lEla. p.oipa. ). Yet that does not enable him to give a firm judgment,
because he has no "understanding of the cause." 20

According to this principle Plato had to reject all mere practical
attempts to reform the state. His was quite a different task: he had
to understand the state. What he demanded and what he was look­
ing for was not a mere accumulation or an experimental study of

19. Plato, Protagoras, S18 E.
20. MImO, 97 A If., 99 E.
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segregated and haphazard facts of man's political and social life
but an idea that could comprehend these facts and bring them to a
systematic unity. He was convinced that without such a unifying
principle of thought all our practical attempts are doomed to fail­
ure. Thcre must be a "theory" of politics, not a mere routine work
of empirical prescriptions!' All mere experience, without a dialec­
tic, a conceptual foundation, is declared by Plato to be vain and
futile.22 When a man does not know his own first principle, and
his results arc constructed out of he knows not what, how can he
think that such a fabric of convention can ever become science? 28

As Plato says in his Gorgias, true politiCS is distinguished from ordi­
nary political practice and routine as cookery is distinguished from
medicine. Cookery goes to work in an utterly untheoretical way
(1l.T'XI'l1l~),whereas medicine has investigated the nature of the per­
son whom it treats and the cause of its proceedings, and can give
an account of each of these things. 24

This urge for "causes" (aitiai) and "first principles" was the radi­
cal innovation of Plato. Personally and practically we cannot speak
of him as a radical. We may describe him as a conservative; we may
even charge him with being a reactionary. But that is not the de­
cisive question. His was an intellectual not a political revolution.
He did not begin with a criticism of a special political constitu­
tion. In his Republic he gives us a systematic survey of all the dif­
ferent forms of government and of the mental attitudes of the
"souls" which correspond to these forms. There is the ambitious
nature, the oligarchiC, the democratic, and the tyrannical nature.
And each of them answers to a particular constitution-to timoe­
racy, to plutocracy, ochlocracy, tyranny.25 All this is determined
by definite rules: each constitution has its virtue and its vice, its
merits and its disadvantages, its constructive principle and its in­
herent defect that leads to deterioration and decay. In this theory
of the rise and decline of constitutions Plato speaks as a keen ob­
server of political phenomena. His description is a very "realistic"
one. He does not conceal his personal predilections or antipathies;
but all this does not influence or obscure his judgment. There is

21. See tlIe distinction hetwpen empelrla (experience) and techne (knowledge,
theory), Republic. 409 B; Gorgia.v, 465 A if., SOl A.

22. Symposium. 203 A; Republic, 496 A, 522 B f.
23. Republic, 533 B.
24. Gorgias. SOl A.
25. Cf. Republic. 543 if.
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only one thing that he absolutely rejects and condemns: the tyran­
nic soul and the tyrannic state. They are to him the worst corrup­
tion and degeneracy. As to the others he gives of them a very care­
ful and penetrant analysis that shows an entirely open mind. He
insists upon all the defects of Athenian democracy; but, on the
other hand, he does not accept the Lacedaemonian state as a real
model. The model hc is looking for is far bcyond the empirical and
historical world. No historical phenomenon is adequate to the ideal
pattern of the state, for, as he says in his Phaedo, the phenomena
"aim at being" but fall short and are unable to be like their arche­
types.26 Not for a moment could Plato think of putting on the same
level a given empirical fact and his Idea of the Legal State-the
state of justice. That would have mcant the denial of the funda­
mental principle of Platonism. In a passage of his Laws Plato de­
clares that the poems of Tyrtaeus which praise the Spartan ideal
of courage should be rewritten and that the glorification of mili­
tary courage should be repla~ed by that of higher and nobler
things.27 "In spite of all Plato's respect for Sparta, and all he bor­
rows from it," says Jaeger, "his educational state is really not the
pinnacle of admiration for Sparta's ideal, Lut the severest hlow
that ideal ever suffered. It is a propllctk anticipation of its weak­
ness." 28

All this becomes understandable if we bear in mind that Plato
had to solve a problem very diHerent from that of an~' other politi­
cal reformer. He could not Simply replace OIlP political system or
form of government by another and hetter one. IIe had to intro­
duce a ncw method and a new postulate into political thought.
In order to create tIl(' rational theory of the state, hI' had to lay the
ax to the tree: he had to break the power of myth. Bnt here Plato
encountered the greatest difficulties. He could not solve the prob­
lem without, in a certain sense, surpassing himself and going he­
yond his own limits. Plato felt the whole charm of m~·th. He was
endowed with a most powerful imagination that enahled him to
become one of the greatest myth makers in human history. For we
cannot think of Platonic philosophy without thinking of the Pla­
tonic myths. In these mythS-ill tIle myths of the "superccl('stial
place," of the prisoners in the cave, of the soul's choicc of its future

26. Phaedo, 74 D.
27. Lows, 665. 666.
28. Jaeger, op. cit., II, 329 f.
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destiny, of the judgment after death, Plato expressed his most pro­
found metaphysical thoughts and intuitions. And at the end he
gave his natural philosophy in an entirely mythical form: he intro­
duced, in Timaeus, the conceptions of the demiurge, of the good
and the evil world soul, of the twofold creation of the world.

How is it to be accounted for that the same thinker who ad­
mitted mythical concepts and mythical language so readily into
his metaphysics and his natural philosophy spoke in an entirely
different vein when developing his political theories? For in this
field Plato became the protessed enemy of myth. If we tolerate
myth in our political systems, he declared, all our hopes for a
reconstruction and reformation of our political and social life are
lost. There is only one alternative: we have to make our choice
between an ethical and a mythical conception of the state. In the
Legal State, the state of justice, there is no room left for the
conceptions of mythology, for the gods of Homer and Hesiod.
"Shall we Simply allow our children to listen to any stories that
anyone happens to make up, and so to receive into their minds
ideas often the very opposite of those we shall think they ought
to have when they are grown up? No, certainly not. It seems, then,
our first business will be to supervise the making of fables and
legends, rejecting all which are unsatisfactory; and we shall in­
duce nurses and mothers to tell their children only those which
we have approved, and to think more of molding their souls with
these stories than they now do of rubbing their limbs to make
them strong and shapely." If we continue to speak of the wars
in heaven, of the plots and fightings of the gods against one an­
other, of the battles of the giants and all the il1nwnerable other
quarrels of gods and heroes with their friends and relatives, we
shall never find order, harmony, unity in our own human world.20

This conception entails another important consequence. If we
abandon the mythical gods we suddenly seem to lose our ground.
We no longer live in the ahnosphere which appears to be the
vital element of social life, the atmosphere of tradition. In all
primitive societies tradition is the supreme and inviolable law.
Mythical thought does not acknowledge any other or any higher
authority.ao What is held here in the highest esteem is, to put it
in the words of Schiller's Wallenstein, the "eternal yesterday":

29. See Republic, 377 f. Comford trans., pp. 67 f.
30. See above, Chapter IV, p. 37 f.
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"Whatever was, and ever more returns
Sterling to-morrow, for to-day 'twas sterling." 31

To break the power of the "eternal yesterday" became one of
the first and principal tasks of Plato's political theory. Yet here
he had to overcome the strongest resistance. Even in modern
philosophy and even by the great champions of rationalism we
are often told that custom and habit are the very constituents,
the indispensable conditions of political life. "The striving for a
morality of one's own," said Hegel in his treatise concerning the
scientific methods of treating natural right, "is futile and by its
very nature impossible of attainment. In regard to morality the
saying of the wisest men of antiquity is the only true one-to be
moral is to live in accordance with the moral traditions of one's
country." 32 If this were true, we could not reckon Plato among
the wisest men of antiquity. For he constantly rejected and at­
tacked this view. He declared that to build our moral and politi­
cal life upon tradition meant to build on shifting sands. Whoever
trusts in the mere power of tradition, whoever proceeds only by
practice and routine, says Plato in his Phaedrus, acts like a blind
man who has to grope his way. Yet surely he who pursues any
study in the method of science (techne) ought llot to be com­
parable to a blind or a deaf man. He must have a lodestar-a
guiding prinCiple of his thought and of his actions.d3 Tradition
cannot play this role-for it is blind itself. It is following rules
that it can neither understand nor justify. Implicit faith in tradi­
tion can never be the standard of a true moral life. In his Phaedo
Plato speaks with disdain and irony of certain types of men who
think themselves righteous and just Simply hy accepting all the
conventional rules of morality and by following meticulously all
written statutes. These are mild and harmless creatures, he SIlYS,

but from the point of view of a higher and of a really conscious
morality, they are of little worth. If we accept the Orphic and
Pythagorean doctrine of a transmigration of souls, and if we think
that, after the death of man, his soul will be emprisoned in crea­
tures which correspond to the practices of his former life, then
we must say that those who have chosen injustice and tyranny

31. Schiller, WaUensteins Tad, Act I, Sc. 4. Coleridge trans.
32. See Hegel, "Werke," ed. Ph. Marheinecke (2d ed.l, I, 389. For a detailed

discussion of Hegel's theory see Chapter XVI.
88. Phaedrua, 270 D, E.
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and robbery pass into the bodies of wolves and hawks and kites.
But those who have obeyed the rules of conventional morality,
who, by nature and habit, have practiced the social and civil vir­
tues, they will pass again into some such social and gentle species
as that of bees or wasps or ants.34

There was, however, still another barrier that had to be re­
moved, and another adversary overcome, before Plato could estab­
lish his own theory of the Legal State. He had to struggle not
only with the power of tradition but also with the very opposite
power-a theory that repudiated all conventional and traditional
standards and tried to build up the political and social world
upon an entirely new basis. The conception of the Power State
had become prevalCIlt in all the sophistical theories. It was not
always openly admitted and defended, but there was a general
feeling and a tacit consent that this conception was the only one
that could make an end to all vain and superfluous discussions
about the "best state." The thesis that "might is right" was the
simplest, the most plausible and radical formula. It appealed not
only to the "wise men" or sophists but also to'the practical men,
the leaders of Athenian polities. To attack and destroy this dic­
tum was the principal concern of Plato's theory.

The first attack was made in the Gorgia,'l, in the dialogue be­
tween Socrates and Callicles, the second was made in the first
book of the Republic in the duel between Socrates and Thrasyma­
chus. Plato never made any attempt to enfeeble the thesis of his
opponents; on the contrary he gave it its greatest strength and its
full persuasive power. Bui: it is precisely by this culmination and
climax that the thesis finally refutes itself. Plato's method may
be said to be a sort of psychological reductio ad absurdum. What
is the nature and the aim of every desire and passion? he asks.
Obviously we do not wish for the sake of wishing-we aim at a
certain end and we try to attain this end. But the lust of power
does not admit of any possible attainment. It is the very character
and essence of the will to power that it is inexhaustible. It can
never come to a rest; it is a thirst that is unquenchable. Those
who spend their lives in this passion are comparable to the Da­
llaides: they strive to pour water into a leakiIlg butt. The appetite
for power is the clearest example of that fundamental vice that,
in Plato's language, is described as "pleonexia"-as the "hunger

34. Ph4edo. 82 A, B.
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for more and more:' This craving for more and more exceeds
all measure and destroys all measure-and since measure, right
proportion. "geometrical equality" had been declared by l'lato
to be the standard of the health of private and public life, it f1J1­
lows that the will to power, if it preVails over all other impulses,
necessarily leads to corruption and destruction. "Justice" and the
"will to power" are the opposite poles of Plato's ethical and politi­
cal philosophy. Justice is the cardinal virtue that includes all the
other great and noble qualities of the soul; the greed for power
entails all fundamental defects. Power can never be an end in
itself; for that only can be called a good that leads to a definitive
satisfaction, to a concord and harmony. No other thinker had
such a clear insight into what the Power State really is and
means, and no other WI'iter has given such a clear, impressive, ann.
penetrating description of its true nature and character a!> Plato
did in his Gorgia.s.3G

Plato's philosophy comes from two differcnt sources but these
two sources How together to form one mighty strcam of thought.
He began as a disciple of Socrates. He accepted the Socratic the­
sis that "happiness" is the highest aim of ('very human soul. On
the other hand he insisted, with Socrates, that the "pursuit of
happiness" is not the pursuit of pleasure. The two i.hings are dia­
metrically opposed the one to the: other. The Greek term for
happiness is "eudaimonia"--and eudaimonia means to possess a
"good demon." To this Socratic definition i)lato added a new fea­
ture. At the end of his Republic he gives his famous descrip­
tion of the soul's choice of its future life. Here too a mythical
motive is turned into its very contrary. In mythical thought mau
is possessed by a good or evil demon; in Plato's theory man
chooses his demon. This choice determines his life and his future
destiny. Man ceases being under the iron grip of a superhuman,
divine, or demonic force. He is a free agent who has to take full
responsibility. "The blame is his who chooses; Heaven is blame­
less." 88 To Plato happiness, eudaimonia, means inner freedom­
a freedom that does not depend upon accidental and external cir­
cumstances. It depends upon the harmony, the "right proportion"
in man's own being. "Reason" (phronesis) is the condition of
temperance and moderation (sophrosyn~)-and this moderation

35. Gorgitu, 466 B H.
86. Republic, 617. Comford trans., p. 346.
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alone can give the right temper to man's personality and to all his
actions.3T

All this is strictly Socratic but at the same time it goes far be­
yond all the ethical conceptions of Socrates. The Socratic ideal
was transferred by Plato to a new sphere, that of political life.
According to the parallel drawn by Plato between the individual
soul and the soul of the state it is clear that the state too is under
the same obligation. Instead of accepting its fate, it has to create
it. To rule others it must first learn to rule itself. But this is an
ethical end which cannot be attained by a display of sheer physi­
cal force. It was the radical error of the leaders of Athenian poli­
tics that they completely failed to see this point. They identified
the well-being of the state with its physical welfare. Even the
greatest and noblest souls, men like Miltiades or Pericles, were
liable to this error. They were not equal to the real task of state­
craft and political leadership; they missed the mark because they
never succeeded in "making the souls of the citizens better." as
Not only the individual man but also the state has to choose its
demon. That is the great and revolutionary principle of Plato'..
Republic. Only by choosing a "good demon" can a state secure
its eudaimonia, its real happiness. We cannot leave the attain­
ment of this highest goal to mere chance, nor can we hope to
find it by a stroke of Juck. In social life as well as in individual
life'rational thought (phronesis) must take the leading part. It
must show us the way and illuminate the way from the first to
the last step. The welfare of a state is not its increase in physical
power. The desire to have "more and more" is just as disastrous
in the life of a state as in individual life. If the state yields to this
desire, that is the beginning of its end. The enlargement of its
territory, the superiority over its neighbors, the advance in its mili­
tary or economic power, all tllis cannot avert the ruin of the state
but rather hastens it. The self-preservation of the state cannot
be secured by its material prosperity nor can it be guaranteed by
the maintenance of certain constitutional laws. Written constitu­
tions or legal charters have no real binding force, if they are not
the expression of a constitution that is written in the citizens'
minds. Without this moral support the very strength of a state
becomes its inherent danger.

37. Gorgllu, 506 C fr.
38. Idem, 503 B fr.



Plato's Republic 77

All this shows us once more the unbroken unity of Plato's
thought. In his philosophical doctrine we do not find that special­
ization which was introduced by later thinkers. His whole work
was from the same mold. Dialectic, theory of knowledge, psychol­
0ID', ethics, politics, all this was fused together in one coherent
and inseparable whole. It bears the stamp of Plato's philosophi­
cal genius and of his personality. This holds also for Plato's atti­
tude toward mythical thought. His struggle against myth followed
from his conception and his very definition of dialectic. In the
dialogue Philebus Plato points out that all things whatever are
composed of two different and opposed elements: of "limit'"
(peras) and the "unlimited'" or "undeterminate" (apeiria). It is
for dialectic to bridge the gulf between these two opposite poles:
to determine the undeterminate, to reduce the infinite to fixed
measures, to set bounds to the boundless.39 If we accept this defi­
nition of philosophy and dialectic it becomes clear why Plato had
to exclude myth from his Republic. that is to say, from his system
of education. Of all things in the world myth is the most un­
bridled and immoderate. It exceeds and defies all limits; it is ex­
travagant and exorbitant in its very nature and essence. To ban­
ish this dissolute power from the human and political world was
one of the principal aims of the Re'J1lblic. Plato's logic and dia­
lectic teach us how to claSSify and systematize our concepts and
thought; how to make the right divisions and subdivisions. Dia­
lectic, says Plato, is the art of dividing things by classes, accord­
ing to their natural joints, and not trying to break any part after
the manner of a bad carver."'O Ethics shows us how to rule over
emotions; how to moderate them by virtue of reason and tem­
perance. Politics is the art of unifying and organizing human
actions and directing them to a common end. Thus the Platonic
parallel between the individual soul and the soul of the state is
by no means a mere figure of speech or a simple analogy. It is
the expression of Plato's fundamental tendency: the tendency to
unify the manifold, to bring the chaos of our minds, of our desires
and passions, of our political and social life into a cosmos, into
order and hannony.

89. Philebus, 16 D II.
40. Phoedrua, 265 E.



VII

THE RELIGIOUS AND METAPHYSICAL
BACKGROUND OF THE MEDIEVAL

THEORY OF THE STATE

P
LATO'S theory of the Legal State became an everlasting pos­
session of human culture. It could exert a deep and penna­
nent influence, for it was not bound to special historical

conditions or to a particular cultural background. It survived the
breakdown of Greek life and politics. Seven centuries later St.
Augustine could take up the problem in the same shape in which
it had been left by Plato. The very title of his work is borrowed.
"There is a pattern set up in the heavens:' said Plato in the Re­
public. "for one who desires to see it and, seeing it, to found one
in himself. But whether it exists anywhere or eV«;lr will exist is no
matter; for this is the only commonwealth in whose politics he
can ever take part." 1

Medieval culture was, however, not the immediate result of
Greek thought. With the rise of Christianity there had appeared
a stronger power which henceforth absorbed an human theoreti­
cal and practical interests. Plato's ideal state was beyond space of
time; it had no "here" and "now." It was a paradeigma: a stand.
ard and pattern for human actions, but it had no definite onto­
logical status, no place in reality. St. Augustine could not accept
this solution. In Christian thought the "ideal" and the "real"
world do not bear the same relation to each other as in Greek
speculation. The world of sense-experience, of fleeting and chang;­
ing phenomena, not only expresses or imitates the intelligible
world hut it is a result and outgrowth of this intelligible world.
In the Christian religion the Platonic category of "participation"
(methexis) had been changed into the dogma of creation and in­
carnation. In the doctrine of Augustine the Platonic ideas have be­
come the thoughts of God. In accordance with this transforma­
tion all concepts of ancient philosophy had to undergo a radical
change. "You see what we should strive towards as through a

I. Plato, Republic. 592. ComEOl'd Irans., pp. 312 f.
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veil," says Augustine in the City of God addressing the Neo­
Platonic philosophers.

The incarnation of the unchangeable Son o~ God, whereby we are
saved and are enabled to reach the things we believe, . . . this is
what you refuse to recognize. You see in a fashion, . . . although with
filmy eye, the country in which we should abide; but the way to it you
know not. . . . But in order to your acquiescence in this truth, it is
lowliness that is requisite, and to this it is extremely difficult to bend
you. . . . This is the yice of the proud. It is a degradation for learned
men to pass from thl!tschool of Plato to the discipleship of Christ who
by His Spirit taught a fisherman to think and to say "In the begin­
ning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God."z

That was the great metamorphosis brought about by Christian
thought: the transition from the Greek to the Christian "Logos."
Augustine is longing for another world-far bcyoud the world of
Greek intellectual culture. Even in the ideal slate, as described
by Plato, Augustine could not find a fixed pole, a point in which
to rest. The state, even the most perfect state, canuot satisfy our
desires. The only real repose for man is the repose in God. "Fecisti
nos ad te domine," says Augustine in the beginning of his Con­
fessions, "et inquietum est cor nostrum, donee requiescat in te"­
"Thou hast formed us unto Thyself, and our hearts are restless
till they find rest in Thee." Unhappy is the man who knows all
terrestrian and celestial things, but knows Thee not, but happy
is he who knows Thee though these he may not know.3 In Plato's
theory man had to choose the "longer way" to attain the idea of
the good and to understand its nature: the way that leads from
arithmetic to geometry, from geometry to astronomy, harmonics,
and dialectic.4 Augustine rejects this longer and circuitous way
The revelation of Christ has taught him a better and surer access.
"The good," he says, "that must be sought {or the soul is not one
above which it is to fiy by judging, but to which it is to cleave by
lOVing; and what can this be except God? Not a good mind, or a
good angel, or the good heaven, but the good good." G There are

2. St. Augustine, City of God, Bk. X, chap. XXIX. English trans. by M. Dods,
"The Works of Augustine" (Edinburgh, T. and T. Clark, 1871 fI'.l, I, 423-426.

3. Confessions, Bk. V, chap. rv, 7.
4. Republic, 521 C-531 C.
5. De tnnltote, Bk. VIII, chap. III. Dods trans., VII, 205.
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not many sciences or many wisdoms; there is only one wisdom
in which are untold and infinite treasures of things intellectual
wherein are all invisible and unchangeable reasons of things vis­
ible and changeable which were created by it.8

What separated Augustine from Plato was, therefore, not a
philosophical conception but his view of life. As a philosopher
he felt the highest admiration for Plato's work. "Among the disci­
ples of Socrates," he said, "Plato was the one who shone with a
glory which far excelled that of the others, and who not unjustly
eclipsed them all." 1 Nevertheless Augustine could never become
a "Platonist." His knowledge of Plato's works was scanty; he knew
no Greek and could not read the dialogues in the original text. He
saw the Platonic doctrine only in a sort of refractor: through the
medium of Cicero and Nco-Platonic writers.s Yet even if Augus­
tine had lmown the whole work of Plato and had made a pro­
found study of it, he would not have changed his judgment. He
declared all learning and philosophical speculation to be null
and void in so far as it does not lead us to the prinCipal goal, the
knowledge of God. "God and the soul," he said, "that is what I
desire to know. Nothing else? Absolutely nothing." 9

These words are in a sense the clue to the whole philosophy of
the Middle Ages. Philosophy is the love of wisdom. But in the
medieval system there was no room for two different loves: the
love of wisdom and the love of God. The one was dependent on
the other. "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of Wisdom."
When Plato tried to define and determine his ideal of justice, he
spoke of it in terms of geometry; he described it as "geometrical
equality." And geometry means to him something eternal and
immutable. Geometrical truth has not been "made" by anyone:
it Simply "is." Geometry is a knowledge of what eternally exists,
not of anything that comes to be this or that at some time and
ceases to be.1u If this analogy between ethics and geometry holds,
we cannot speak of an "origin" of ethical laws. They have no
origin; they have always been what they are, and they will al-

6. City of God, Bk. XI, chop. x, 3. Dods trans., I, 450.
7. Idem, Bk. VIII, chap. IV. Dods trans., I, 310.
8. See Ernst .Hoffmann, "Platonism in Augustine's Philosophy of History," Phi­

losophyand History, Essays Presented to Ernst Cassirer (Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1936), pp. 173-190.

9. Soliloquia, Lib. I, cap. I, 7.
10. Republic, 527. Comford trans., p. 238.
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ways remain the same. In this point Plato is in complete har­
mony with the general trend of Greek thought and culture. He
expresses, in his philosophical language, the same conviction as
the great Greek tragic poets Aeschylus and Sophocles. The "Wl­

written laws," the laws of justice, have no beginning in time;
they have not been created by any human or divine power:

"Not of to-day nor yesterday, the same
Throughout all time they live; and whence they came
None lmoweth." 11

This Greek conception of an eternal and impersonal law was
unacceptable and incomprehensible to the Christian thinkers of
the Middle Ages. They were not primarily concerned with the
solution of speculative problems. In a theoretical sense they were
and remained simply the heirs of Greek thought and it was not
here that they could find their real inspiration. The deepest and
preeminent source of their philosophical conceptions and reli­
gious ideals was Jewish monotheism. Between the philosophic
monotheism of the Greek thinkers and the religious monotheism
of the Jewish prophets we may find many point:> of contact.
Christian thinkers have often insistp.d upon their perfect har­
mony. Marsilius Ficinus used to speak of Plato as the "Attic
Moses."

Nevertheless it is impossible to put the Mosaic and the Platonic
conception of the law on the same level. They are not only Widely
divergent but incompatible. The Mosaic law presupposes a law­
giver. Without this lawgiver who reveals the law and guarantees
its truth, its validity, and its authority, the law becomes meaninF:­
less. This idea is far removed from what we find in Greek phi­
losophy. The ethical systems developed by the Greek thinkers,
Socrates and Demoeritus, Plato and Aristotle, Stoics and Epicu­
reans, have a common feature. They are all expressions of one and
the same fundamental intellectualism of Greek thou~ht. It is by
rational thought that we are to find the standards of moral con­
duct, and it is reason, and reason alone, that can give them their
authority. In contrast with this Greek intellectualism prophetic
religion is characterized by its deep and resolute voluntarism.

11. Sophocles. Antigone, vv. 456lf. Gilbert Murray trans. (LondoD, George Allen
&: UDwiD, 1941 >, p. 38.
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God is a person-and that means a will. No mere logical methods
of arguing and reasoning can make us understand this will. God
must reveal himself, he must speak to us, he must make known
his commandments. The prophets reject all other kinds of com­
munion with the deity. Man cannot get in touch with the divine
by the performance of physical acts, by rituals or ceremonies. The
only way of knowing God is by the fulfilment of his demands; the
only way of communicating with him is not by prayers or sacri­
fices but bv obedience to his will. "This shall be the covenant
that I will ~akc with the house of Israel," says Jeremiah: "I will
put my law in their inward parts and write it in their hearts." 12

"He has shewed thee, 0 man," says Micah, "what is good; and
what docs the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love
mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God."13 Here God is not, as
in Greek thought, described as the summit of the intellectual
world, as the highest object of knowledge, the knowledge of the
Good. It is from God himself, from the revelation of his will, not
from dialectic, that man has to learn good and evil.

The conflict between these two tendencies pervades the whole
scholastic philosophy and determines its course throughout the
centuries from St. AUbtustine to Thomas Aquinas. The perpetual
struggles between "theologians" and "dialecticians" become clear
and understandable if we trace them back to their historical
origin in the tension between the speculative elements that had
to be horrowed from Greek thought and the purport, the ethical
and religious meaning, of Jewish and Christian revelation. The­
oretically speaking Christian thou~ht cannot claim any real origi­
nality. None of the Fathers of the Church spoke as a philosopher;
nor did any of them intend to introduce a new philosophical prin­
ciple. But the very formula of the Christian dogma and the com­
mentaries given by the Fathers of the Church show the profound
imprint of Greek thought. 14 Hellenism always remained one of
the strongest elements of medieval philosophy. Yet, in spite of this
perduring inflUE'nce of Hellenism, medieval culture is radicallv
different from Greek culture. Even those elements that seem to
be pres('rved had to undergo a profound change of meaning be­
fore they could be fitted into the medieval system. This change

12. Jeremiah Sl.SS.
IS. Micah 6.8.
14. See E. Gilson, La plliloaophie IW moyen 8ge (Paris, Payot. 1922), pp. SfJ.
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appears not only in the field of religious and ethical life; it is no
less evident in all theoretical conceptions. The scholastic think­
ers did not develop a separate and independent theory of knowl­
edge. In this respect they had to rely upon the Greek tradition
entirely. Their thoughts about this subject seem to be nothing but
a sort of eclecticism-a mixture of Platonic, Aristotelian, and Stoic
conceptions. Even here we cannot speak of a simple imitation or
reproduction. No entirely new feature is added but everything
has assumed a new shape because it is seen in a new perspective
and referred to a new center: the religious life.

Augustine is the first and the classical witness of this process
of thought. His theory of knowledge is impregnated with Pla­
tonic elements. Plato's theory of reminiscence (anamnesis) has
put its stamp upon Augustine's doctrine. He likes to quote the
example of the young slave in Plato's Mcno who, by his own ef­
forts and by a purely rational process of thought, succeeds in
discovering some fundamental geometrical truths. To learn means
to remember: "nec aliud quidquam esse id quod dieitur discere
quam reminisci et recordari." 1 r. It is impossible that the human
soul can learn anything from outward objects: all it knows and
learns it knows by itself and from sources within. Self-knowledge
is the first and indispensable step. It is not only the prerequisite
to all knowledge of an external reality but also to all knowledge
of God. "Noli foras ire, in te ipsum redi; in interiore homine hab­
itat veritas," says Augustine. ("Do lIOt go out of thyself, return
to thyself, it is in the interior essence of man that the truth re­
sides.") III This is entirely in the spirit of the Greek classical tra­
dition and of Socrates, Plato and Stoicism. But after this there
follow the words that mark the sharp difference. The truth resides
in the interior of man; but what man finds here is only a mutable
and inconstant truth. In order to flud an unchangeablc, an abso­
lute truth man has to go heyond the limit of his own conscious­
ness and his own existence. He has to surpass himself. "Si tuam
naturam mutabilem inveneris, transccndc et te ipsum . . . illuc
tendc, unde ipsum lumen rationis accenditur." 17 By this tran­
scendence the whole method of dialectic, the Socratic and Pla-

15. Augustine, De quantitale anll1Ule, cap. xx, 34.
16. Augustine, De vera reUgione, cap. XXXIX, 72.
17. Ibiil. "TnL11lIcend thyself ... turn thither from whkh the light of reason

itlelf is Idndled.·
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tonic method, is completely changed. Reason gives up its inde­
pendence and autonomy. It has no longer a light of its OWO; it
shines only in a borrowed and reHected light. If this light fails,
human reason becomes ineffective and impotent.

The clearest expression of this fundamental metamorphosis of
Greek classical thought is to be found in Augustine's treatise De
magistro.IS Here Augustine objects to the very ideal of a purely
human wisdom and the concept of a human teacher. From the
Christian point of view tIlC only master, not only the master of
human conduct but also the master of human thoughts, is God.
In him, and in him alone, we find the true magisterium. All
knowledge whatever, the knowledge of the sensible world as well
as mathematical or dialectic knowledge, is based upon an il­
lumination by this eternal source of light. Evcry rational process
of thinking or arguing is such an illumination and, therefore, an
act of divine grace. God is "pater veritatis, pater sapientiae, ...
pater intelligibilis lucis," "pater cvigilationis atquc illuminationis
nostrae": the father of the intelligible light and the father of our
cnlightenment.1D

It is impossible to account for this radical change in the theory
of knowledge in a mere logical way. Logically speaking the
Augustinian theory of illumination always remained a great para­
dox. Most of the scholastic thinkers were perfectly aware of this
paradOXical character of the doctrine. They tried to modify the
principle of Augustinianism; and in the enu thesc principles were
overthrown and replaced by that new conception of human
knowlcdge which was introduced by Tlwmas Aquinas on the au­
thority of Aristotle. Augustine's thcory becomes, however, very
clear and transparent if, instead of asking for its mere logical or
speculative reasons, we approach it by way of its historical origin.
Augustinc could accept all the presuppositions of the Platonic
doctrine of the ideal world. As he points out in his Retractationes,
Plato was right in his fundamental conception of the truth and
reality of an intelligible world. What is objectionable is not the
Platonic conception as such hut the terms in which Plato expressed
his thought; for these terms are not appropriate to Christian or

18. "Patrologia Latina," ed. Jacob Migne, Tom. 32, col. 1193-1220.
19. Se~. August~ne, Soll~quia, Lib. I,. cap. I, 2; cf. De c~v~ate Del, Lib. X,

cap. 11: ••• anunam rationalem vel mtellectualem •.. Slbl lumen esse nOD
posse, sed alterius veri luminis participatione lucere:'
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ecclesiastical language.20 If Augustine speaks of logic or geom­
etry. if he speaks of ideas as the eternal archetypes of things, if
he compares the highest spiritual good to the -light of the sun
which illuminates the physical world. if he praises the power of
number and of form. in which all things partake and from which
they derive their beauty.21 we often believe we hear Plato him­
seH. There remains, however, a great and ineffaceable difference.
All the terms of Augustine must be read and interpreted in the
sense of his religious experience. It is this that gives all his con­
cepts a new tinge, if not an entirely new meaning.

The itinerarium mentis in Deum,22 the itinerary of the human
soul to God, as it is described by the medieval speculative think­
ers, is Widely dilferent from the Platonic description of the ascent
of the soul to the intelligible world. Plato beginS with the first
elements of human knowledge. His path leads, in a continuous
progress, from arithmetic to geometry, from here to stereometry
and astronomy, from mathematics and astronomy to dialectic­
and, at the end, to the highest knowledge, the knowledge of the
good. Only the philosopher, the dialectician is able to traverse
the whole road that leads from the sensible to the intellectual
world. And even to him the idea of the good does not reveal its
whole nature and full meaning. When Socrates in the Republic
beginS to speak about the good, he speaks tentatively and hesitat­
ingly. He cannot promise to define its essence; he can only show
its effects. "We should be quite content with r.n account of the
Good," says Glaucon, "like the one you gave us of justice and
temperance and the other virtues." "So should I be," replies Soc­
rates,

much more than content. But I am afraid, it is beyond my powers;
with the best will in the world I should only disgrace myself and be
laughed at. No, for the moment let us leave the question of the real
meaning of good; to arrive at what I at any rate believe it to be would
call for an eHort too ambitious for an inquiry like ours. However, I
will tell you . . . what I picture to myself as the oHspring of the Good
and the thing most nearly resembling it.2

'

20. Augustine, Retractatlone.Y, Lib. I, cap. m.
21. CE. Augustine, De llbero arbltrio, Lib. II, cap. XVI, 42; De "era religione.

cap. lClX, 56.
22. See Bonaventura, Itlnerarlum mentis In Deum (1259).
23. RepubUc, 506. ComEord Irans., p. 212.
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According to Plato's description the essential fonn or absolute
Good, is the last thing to be perceived and only with great difli.­
culty.~~ All these hesitations and reservations have completely
vanished in the mind and in the work of Augustine. His theory of
illumination has shown him a new way. The Platonic good is
identified with God, and this God, the God of the prophets and
Christian revelation, is not remote from us or inaccessible to us.
He is the beginning and the end; in him we live and move and
have our being.

This view pervades the whole philosophy of Augustine and
gives it its specific character. Augustine became the founder of
medieval philosophy by making his personal religious experience
the center of the whole intellectual world. The prophets had
spoken of the ethical law; they had declared this law to be mean­
ingless and incomprehensible without a personal lawgiver. Augus­
tine transfers this conception from the ethical sphere to the en­
tire theoretical sphere. God is the whole of wisdom: through him
we know everything, without him we do not know anything.
"Deus sapicntia, in quo et a quo et per quem sapiunt quae sapiunt
omnia. . . . Deus intelligibilis lux, in quo et a quo et per quem
intelligibiliter lucent, quae intclligibiliter lucent omnia." 2G "Be­
hold and see, if thou canst (0 soul)," says Augustine, «God is
truth. . . . Ask not what is truth: for immediately the darkness
of corporeal images and the clouds of phantasms will put them­
selves in the way and will disturb that calm which at the first
tWinkling shone 'forth to thee, when I said truth. See that thou
remainest, if thou canst, in that first tWinkling with which thou
art dazzled, as it were, by a flash, when it is said to thee: Truth." 20

That is the gospel, the "glad tidings," that Augustine and his
diSCiples and followers opposed to the worldly wisdom of the
philosophers. All the efforts of the philosophic systems ended in
discord and doubt. As Augustine points out in his treatise Contra
acadcmicos, it was the Platonic theory of knowledge that led to
the skepticism of the New Academy. No one, before the revela­
tion by Christ, was able to find the Archimedean point to move
the world of truth. The wisest of the wise men, Socrates, had to
avow his ignorance. From the new religious point of view this

24. Idem, 511. Carnfard trans., p. 226 (,.6oy,s ot/>8.iaA).
25. Soliloqflla. Lib. I, cap. I, 3.
26. De trinitate. Bk. VIII, chap. II. Dads trans.• VII, 204.
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objection was not unfounded. By his Christian admirers Socrates
was always held in the highest esteem. They even thought it im­
possible that h~ could have found his fundamental ethical prin­
ciples without a special revelation. The Renaissance, too, spoke of
Socrates as a real saint: "St. Socrates, pray for us," said Erasmus.
But Socrates himself never spoke as an inspired teacher. He was
started in his work of self-examination and of the examination of
others by the Delphic oracle but he did not regard himself as the
spokesman of Apollo or any other deity. He was convinced that
there is no divine or human teacher of truth, that every individ­
ual had to find his way himself; and that, only by the dialectic
process of questioning and answering, can the truth be attained.
The Greek conception of dialeclic is in flagrant contradiction to
any kind of revealed truth. A truth that is not found by oursf'lves
is no truth at all. According to Plato the prot:ess which we call
"learning" does not mean that we acquire an entirely new truth:
we only regain what we had previously possessed; we recover a
knowledge which is our own. 27 Augustine accepts all the premises
of Greek philosophy; but he rejects the conclusion. According to
him the onlv sound and valid conclusion is that it is vain to look
for a htlma~ teacher of wisdom. From the authority of Socrates
or Plato Augustine addresses himself to the higher authority of
the divine Word: "Call no man yOUT father upon the earth: for
one is yOUT Father which is in heaven. N,!ither be ye called mas­
ters: for one is your Master, even Christ." 2R "me autem qui con­
sulitur docet, . . . id est incommutabilis Dei virtus atque sempi­
terna Sapientia." 20

Medieval culture has often, and justly. been admired for its
deep unity and homogeneity. It seems to lack all those conflicts,
all those contradictions and dissonances that are the stigma of
our modern civilization. In the l\Hddle Ages all forms of human
life-science, religion, moral and political life-were pervaded
and saturated with the same spirit. Yet all this cannot make us
forget that medieval life was the outgrowth of two conflicting in­
tellectual and moral forces. It needed the heroic effort of all the
great scholastic thinkers to bridge this gulf and bind together
the opposing clements of thought and feeling. The problem

27. Phaedo. 75 E, 76 D, E.
28. Matthew 23.9, 10; see Augustine, De magistro, XIV. 45, 46.
29. De magistro, XI. 38.
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seemed, at last, to be solved in the system of Thomas Aquinas.
Yet the God of Thomas Aquinas, the God of the Bible and of
Christian revelation, is by no means the same as the God of Plato
or Aristotle. The scholastic thinkers were prone to forget this fun­
damental difference, because they did not read the classical texts
in our modem way. They did not care for historical truth. They
only knew and acknowledged a symbolic truth. They had no
critical or philological standards of interpretation; they used the
medieval method of allegorical and spiritual interpretation. In
virtue of these methods they tried to find out the sensus moralis,
the sensus anagogicus, the sensus mysticus of the classical au­
thors.

Throughout the Middle Ages the dialogue Timaeus was the
principal, if not the only, source of Platonism. And Plato's thought
and style in the Timaeus proved to be very pliable to this kind
of symbolic interpretation. It was easy to find here all the ele­
ments of Christian revelation. Had not Plato, in the beginning
of the Timaeus, declared that the world, being visible and tangi­
ble and having a body, has been created, and that which is cre­
ated must of necessity have a cause? Had he not said that it is
extremely difficult to find out the "father and maker" of this uni­
vers~and that even if we found him, it would bc impossible to
tcU of him to all men? 30 Was not all this a prophecy of a higher
and bctter revelation, of thc incarnation of Christ?

That the medieval thinkers read and interpreted the Platonic
text in this way, is understandable and it was, indeed, unavoid­
able. It is, however, rather surprising that the same view has still
been maintained and defended by modern scholars who have a
thorough knowlcdge of the whole work of Plato and are in pos­
session of all the modern methods of critical and historical inter­
pretation. They too have tried to convince us that, at the bottom,
there is a complete harmony, if not an identity, between the
Platonic "demiurgc" and the personal God of the Old Testament.
But this thesis is untenable. First of all it is clear that Plato, in his
Timaeus, never meant to develop a coherent ·'theology." In order
to learn his real conceptions of the deity we must study his other
works, most of which were unknown to the medieval thinkers.
What he gave in the Timaeus was no philosophical or theological
system. He himself constantly warns us against such a view; he

30. TImosuI. 28 C, 87 C.
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tells us that he can only offer "probable opinions." "As being is
to becoming," says Plato,

so is truth to belief. If then, amid the many opinions about the gods
and the generation of the Wliverse, we are not able to give notions
which are altogether and in every respect exact and consistent with
one another, do not be surprised. Enough, if we adduce probabilities
as likely as any others; for we must remember that I who am the
speaker, and you who are the judges, are only mortal men, and
we ought to accept the tale which is probable and enquire no fur­
ther.81

That does not sound as if Plato were speaking here as the prophet
of a new religion. He even goes so far as to say that his tale of
the creation claims to be no more than a work of recreation. "a
wise and moderate pastime." 32 If a thinker intends to reveal a
fundamental religious truth he does not speak of it as a pastime.
Plato's demiurge is a cosmological concept not an ethical or reli­
gious concept. To speak of a worship of the demiurge would be
an absurdity.

And there are other more important reasons that do not allow
us to draw any parallel between Plato's myth of the demiurge
and the monotheism of the Old Testament. Plato's demiurge is no
creator, he is an "artificer:' He does not create the world out of
nothing; he only imbues a formless matter with fOrI:!.; he intro­
duces regularity and order. His power is not infinite; it is restricted
by a "necessity" which is opposed to and which thwarts his cn!­
ative action. "The creation is mixed, being made up of necessity
and mind. Mind, the ruling power, persuaded necessity to bring
the greater part of created things to perfection, and thus . . .
when the influence of reason got the better of necessity, the uni­
verse was created." 8a

In order to understand Plato's religion in its true sense we can­
not content ourselves with the description given in the Timaeus.
What we find here is only a by-product; it shows us the periphery,
not the center, of Plato's religious thought. The center is to be
found in the sixth book of the Republic in Plato's description of
the Idea of the Good. In both ancient and modem times the Idea

31. TWuIew. 29 BE.; cf. 48 D-E. Jowett trans., III, 449, 468.
32. Idem, 59 C-D, loco cit., p. 480.
33. Idem, 47 E E., loco cit., p. 467.
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of the Good has often been identified with the Platonic demi­
urge.3t Yet a closer analysis of Plato's text and thought shows that
such an identification is impossible. Neither 10gicalIy nor meta­
physically is the Idea of the Good on the same level as the demi­
urge. The demiurge is a mythical, whereas the Idea of the Good
is a dialectical conception. The former belongs to the realm of
"probable opinions," the latter to the reahn of truth. The former
is described as a personal agent; he is a "craftsman" or "artificer."
The Idea of the Good can never be conceived in this way. Like
alI the other ideas it has an objective meaning and truth. It is the
archetype, the pattcrn according to which the divine craftsman
shapes his work. Looking at the Idea of the Good he makes the
world and he is anxious that his work come as nearly as possible
to the perfection of the eternal paragon. The Platonic demiurge
is good, but he is by no means "the Good." He is not the Good
itself, but only its agcnt and administrator. In the Platonic system
this means a fundamental difference that is very clearly expressed
in thc Timaeus itself. "If the world be indeed fair and the artificer
good, it is manifcst that hc must havc looked to that which is
eternal; but if what cannot be said without blasphemy is true,
then to the created pattern. Everyone will see that he must have
looked to the eternal; for the world is the fairest of creations and
he is the best of causes," 3;; The Idea of the Good cannot be de­
scribed as such a "cause." It is a formal or final, not an efficient
cause. It belongs to the realm of being, not of becoming. Between
tllese two realms thcrc is a sharp separation, a real gulf. We can­
not pass from one to the other. The Idea of the Good may and
must, indeed, be described as the "reason" of all things. But this
reason is not a personal or individual will. To ascribe personality
to an idea would be a contradiction in terms; for an idea is a uni­
versal, not an individual. In the famous simile in the Republic
Plato tells us that the Idea of the Good has the same place in the
intellectual world as the sun in the sensible world. The sun stands
in the same relation to vision and visible things as that which the
Good itself bears in the intelligible world to intelligence and to
intelligible objects. The sun not only makes the things we see

34. Among the modem scholars who have maintained this view is Theodor
Compen; see his book, Griechl8clle DtmkeT, Bk. V. chap. XIX. English trans. by
C. G. Berry (London, John Murray, 1905), III, 211 f.

35. Tlmaeu8, 29 A, loco cit., p. 449.
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visible but also brings them into existence and gives them growth.
And so with the objects of knowledge: t~ese derive from the
Good not only their power of being known, but their very being
and reality.3u But in Plato's language reality, true being, n~er
means empirical reality. The Good is, in Plato's system, the ratio
essendi as well as the ratio cognoscendi; but it is not the ratio
fiendi; for no idea can produce or engender a finite empirical
thing. If we speak of such generation we can only mean it in a
metaphorical and not in an ontological sense.

Aristotle's view seems to be quite diHerent. He denies the Pla­
tonic severance between the phenomenal and the intelligible
world. In his system God is both the efficient and the final cause.
He is the first mover, being unmoved himself. It was much easier
to draw a parallel between this Aristotelian God and the Chris­
tian God. Thomas Aquinas found, indeed, no difficulty in accept­
ing the whole of Aristotle's theology and metaphysics. But he
could only do so by interpreting Aristotle's doctrine ill his own
sense and lending to its author all his personal religious feelings.
When studying the work of Aristotle himself we find quite a dif­
ferent picture. Aristotle's God is the best and classical example of
Greek intellectualism. It is true that in Aristotle'~ Physics and
Metaphysics the love of God is described as the first moving prin­
Ciple. God moves the world not by a mechanical impulse but by
a spiritual attraction-in the same sense a~ t:J beloved object moves
the lover. The final cause produces motion by being loved; and
by that which it moves, it moves all other lhings. The first mover,
then, of necessity exists; and in so far as it is nccessary, it is good,
and in this sense a first principle. But this prime mover is un­
moved, not only in a physical but also in an ctllk'al sense. He is
inaccessible to human wishes, and he cannot yield to human de­
sires. All this is far below him. God is actus puTt/s-pure actuality.
But his activity is an intellectual not an ethical activity. He is
absorbed by his thought and has no other object than his thought.
Hence Aristotle could ascribe life to God; but this life, the life of
thought, is not a personal life. It is purely theoretical and con­
templative.
On such a principle, then, depend the heavens and the world of nature.
And it is a life such as the best which we enjoy, and enjoy for but a
short time (for it is ever in this state, which we cannot be) . . .

36. Republic. 507, 5OB. Comford trans., pp. 214 f.
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thought thinks on itseH because it shares the nature of the object of
thought; for it becomes an object of thought in coming into contact
with and thinking its objects, so that thought and object of thought
are the same. . . . But it is aetit'e when it possesses this object. There­
fore the possession rather than the receptivity is the divine element
which thought seems to contain, and the act of contemplation is
what is most pleasant and best. . . . And life also belongs to God;
for the actuality of thought is life, and God is that actuality; and
God's seH-dependent actuality is life most good and eternal.87

This eternal life of God as described by Aristotle is not the
same type of life that we find in prophetic religion. To the proph­
ets God is not a thought which has itself for its object. He is a
personal lawgiver, the source of the moral law. That is his high­
est, and in a sense it is his only attribute. We cannot describe him
by any objective quality borrowed from the nature of things. H
a name means the designation of such a quality, then he has no
name. In Exodus we are told how Moses asks God for his name.
"Behold, when I come unto the children of Israel, and shall say
unto them: The God of your fathers hath sent 'me unto you, and
they shall say to me: What is his name?-what shall I say unto
them? And God said unto Moses: I Am That I Am: and he said,
Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I Am has sent me
unto you:' 38 These words mark, as it were, the watershed be­
tween Greek and Jewish thought, between the God of Plato and
Aristotle and the Cod of jewish monotheism. God is not compara­
ble to any object of thought nor can his essence be described by
the act of pure thought. His essence is his wiU; his only revelation
is the manifestation of his personal will. Such a personal revela­
tion which is an ethical and not a logical act is quite alien to the
Greek mind. The ethical law is not "given" or proclaimed by a
superhuman being; we have to find and to prove it ourselves by
rational and dialectic thought. That is the real difference between
Greek and Jewish religious thought-and this difference is insur­
mountable and ineffaceable. "Greek thought," says E. Gilson in
his lectures on the spirit of medieval philosophy, "did not attain
to that essential truth which is struck out at one blow, and with-

37. Aristotle, Met4physfca, Bk. xu. 1072b• English trans. by W. D. Ross ''The
Works of Aristotle" (2d ed. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1928), Vol VIII. '

88. EllodUJ 8.18, 14.
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out a shadow of proof, by the great words of the Bible: Audi
Israel, Dominus Deus noster, Dominus unus est." 39 No schola.itic
thinker. not even Thomas Aquinas, could accept without reserva­
tion the Greek solution of the problem. All of them-St. Augus­
tine, St. Jerome, St. Bernard, Bonaventura, Duns Scotus-have
quoted the text of Exodus, the words: "ego sum qui sum," "I am
that I am." .0 "Persona," says Thomas Aquinas, "significat id quod
est perfectissimum in tota natura, scilicet subsistens in rationali
natura. Unde ... conveniens est ut hoc nomen) persona ( de
Deo dicatur; non tamen eodem modo quo dicitur de creaturis, sed
excellentiori modo." U

We must bear in mind this twofold historical origin of medieval
thought in Greek speculation and JeWish prophetic religion in
order to understand its systematic development. In the whole
course of scholastic philosophy we always nicet with the same
struggle between "faith" and "reason" or between the "theolo­
gians" and the "dialecticians," Between these two extremes no
understanding or reconciliation seemed to be possible. There were
always the fanatics of faith who demanded the complete abdica­
tion of reason. They rejected and denounced all rational activi­
ties. In the eleventh century Petrus Damiani was one of these
hotspurs of theology. Perhaps no other medieval tllinker spoke of
reason in such a contemptuous way. And reason meant to him
not only philosophy but the whole field of the libe.al arts and
secular knowledge. He spoke of an "inflatiOI/' of science.· 2 Not
only dialectic but also grammar was declared to be one of the
most dangerous enemies of true religion. According to Petrus
Damiani the devil was the inventor of grammar and the first
grammarian. The first lesson of brrammar was, at the same time,
a lesson in polytheism; for the grammarians were the first to
speak of "gods" in the plural form. 4

:
'
If reason is to be admitted

at all, it has to obey blindly; it has to submit to the commands of
39. E. Gilson, L'csprlt de la philosophic llICclievalc, Gifford Leefures, 1931-32

(Paris, Vrin, 1932), p. 49. English trans. (New York, Char!<:s Scribner's Sons),
p. 46. The passage referred to oy Gibon is Deutcronomy 6.4.

40. For the evidcnce sce Gilson, op. cit., chaps. m, v, x.
41. Thomas AquinllS, Summa theologica, Pars Prima, Quacst. XXIX, art. 3.
42. Petrus Damiani, Dc sancta simplwitate scicntiae inflanti anteponcnda, "Pa­

trologia Latina," Tom. 145, col. 695-704. Cf. J. A. Endres. Petro.~ Damiani und
die weltUche Wissen8chaft, "Beitriige zur Geschichte der Philosophle des Mittel­
alters," herausg. von C1. Baewnker (Milnster, Aschendorff, 1910), VIII. 3.

43. De sonoto nml'lkitote, cap. I, col. 695 B.
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faith.u For even if our logic were complete and faultless it would
apply only to human, not to divine things. We cannot attain ,l

knowledge of God by syllogisms; and God is not bound to the
petty rules of our human logic. It is onlr the saintly simplicity,
the simplicity of faith, that can save us from the snares and fal­
lacies ot reason: "In Deo igitur, qui vera est sapientia, quaerendi
et intclligendi finem constitue." One does not kindle a candle,
says Petrus Damiani, in order to see the sun.4G

The mystics of the Middle Ages speak in a milder tone but
they are no less categorical and uncompromising in their con­
demnation of reason. Bernard of Clairvaux launched a powerful
attack against the dialecticians of his time and attained his end
when he achieved the condemnation of Abelard.46 He too saw in
dialectic one of the gravest obstacles to a true Christian life. All
heresies have their source in the same fundamental vice, the pre­
sumption and arrogance of human reason. Reason can never be
the judge and master; for it stands in the way of the principal aim,
the mystical union of the human soul with God. Bernard of Clair­
vaux complained that philosophers and dialectici.ms had given
the example of indulging in complicated and sophisticated specu­
lative problems and of deriding the faith of the simple-minded:11

The pioneers of dialectic in the eleventh century, the "rational­
istic" thinkers, men like Ansehll of Canterbury and Abelard, took
up the challenge. Their theological adversaries had charged them
with enfeebling the authority of Christian revelation and under­
mining the foundations oi- faith. They turned this accusation on
their aggressors and opponenls. To deny or minimize the value
of rational thought, they declared, means to deprive faith of one
of its firmest and principal supports. Far from being a danger or
obstacle, reason is one of the mo!'t powerful weapons and one oJ
the indispensable elements of true religion. Anselm of Canterbury
did not content himseH with giving his famous ontological proof

44. Damiani, Dc divina ornnipotcntia, cap. 5, "ratrologia Latina," Tom. 145,
col. 603 c: "Quae tamcn artis humallae pcrilia, si quando tractandis sacris eloquiis
adhibetur, nlln debet jus mugistcrii sihimct arrogantcr arripere; sed vdut ancilla
dominae quodam famulatus obsequio subservire, ne, si praecedit, oberret, et, dum
eKteriorum verborum sequitur cOJlseqllentias, intimae virtutis lumen el rectum veri­
tans tramitem perdat."

45. De sancta simplicltate, cnp. \'111, 0/'. cit., Tom. 145, col. 702 A.
46. cr. Endres, 01" cit., p. 14.
47. See Gilson. La theofogie mystique de Saint Bernard (Paris, Vrin, 1934).
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of the existence of God. He was bold enough to extend the same
method to the whole realm of Christian dogmatics. In his theory
of satisfaction ~8 he tried to demonstrate that the incarnation of
Christ is not only an accidental historical fact but a necessary
truth. In the same way he treated the doctrine of the three per­
sons in God. The Christian dogma in his work became, as it were,
permeable to reason; the mystery seemed to fade away.

Nevertheless thcre remained one point in which there was no
real dissension among the extremists of the two parties. To speak
of a medieval "rationalism" is to speak in a very inaccurate and
inadequate way. In the medieval system there was no room for
our modern rationalism, the tendency of thought that we find in
Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, or in the "philosophers" of the eight­
eenth century. No scholastic thinker ever serionsly doubte(l the
absolute superiority of the revealed tmth. III this regard the dia­
lecticians and theologians were unanimolls. "Nolo sic esse philo­
sophus," wrote Abelard in one of his letters to Heloise, "ut Te­
calcitrem Paulo; non sic esse Aristoteles, ut sccludat a Christo." 40

The "autonomy" of reason was a principle quite alien to medieval
thought. Reason cannot be its own light; in order to perform its
work it needs a highcr source of illumination. In this respect the
Augustinian theory of the magiRtcrium DC'i never lost its authority
upon the minds of the medieval thinkers. Here too we can trace
medieval thought to its historical origin in proph.:ltic religion.
Augustine had quoted the saying of Isaiah: ":\isi credideritis, non
intelligetis"-"if ),on do not believe you will not understand." 50

This word became the cornerstone of the medieval theory of
knowledge. Reason left to itself is hlind and impotent, but when
guided and illuminated by faith it proves its whole strength. If
we begin with the act of faith we can confide in the power of
reason, for reason has been given to us Hot for any independent
use of its own hut for an understanding or interpretation of what
is taught by faith. The authority of faith must always precede the
use of reason-"naturae quidcm ordo ita se habet, ut cum aliquid
discimus rationem praecedat auctoritas." IJut this authority once
acknowledged and firmly established the way is open. The two

48. See Anselm's treatise Cur Deus homo, "Patrologia Latina," Tom. 158, col.
359-432.

49. Abelard. Epislolae, "Patrologill Latina," Tom. 178, col. 375 C: Epislola
XVII.

50. Isaiah 7.9.
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powers can complete and confirm each other-CCergo intellige ut
credas, crede ut intelligas." n

This principle is adopted by all scholastic thinkers. It found
its classical expression in the work of Ansehn of Canterbury. Not­
withstanding his "rationalism" Anselm begins with emphasizing
that we have to accept the fundamental truths of Christian reli­
gion without any demonstration. By mere dialectic we can never
hope to attain these truths, and we cannot add anything to their
firmness by rational methods. The dogma as such remains uncon­
tested, unshakeable and irrefutable.~2 But although religious truth
cannot be established by reason it is not opposed or reluctant to
reason. There is a real harmony between the two realms. It is true
that a special act of divine grace is needed for man to grasp this
harmony. Anselm begins his investigation with a prayer in which
he asks God to assist him in his endeavor to comprehend what he
firmly believes.G3 That is the only true way: "As the right order
prescribes that we first believe the deep mysteries of Christian
faith, before we presume to discuss them, so it seems to me to be
a neglect, if, after having been established in .faith, we do not
endeavor to understand what we believe." r,4

This was no real escape from the dilemma. It was a deep long­
ing for the solution of the problem rather than the solution itself.
The old conflict between reason and faith broke out time and
again. But the formula Fides quaerens intellectum presented at
least a common platform, a basis for all further discussions. All
the representatives of scholastic thought from Anselm to Thomas
could accept this formula. The system of Thomas Aq,uinas seemed
to promise a definitive solution. By Thomas Aquinas device, ratio
confortata fide, reason was reinstated to all its rights and digni­
ties; it had full sway over the natural and the human world.

51. For more details see the texts quoted by Gilson, Introduction a fdtude de
Saint Augustin (3d ed. Paris, Vrin, 1931), chap. I.

52. Anselm, Cur Dew homo, Lib. I, cap. 2, op. cit., Tom. 158, col. 362 C: Hut
etiam si nulla ratione quod credo possim comprehendere, nihil tamen sit quod me
ab ejus Ilnnitate valent evellere."

53. See Anselm, Proslogton, "PatIOlogia Latina," Tom. 158, col. 227 C, cap. 2:
"Domine, qui das fidei intellectum. da mihi, ut. quantum scis expedire, intelIigam,
quia es, sicut credimus; et hoc es, quod credimus."

54. Cur Deus homo, Lib. I. cap. 2.



VIII

THE THEORY OF THE LEGAL STATE
IN MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

EVEN by its greatest admirers Plato's Republic had always
been described as a political utopia. It was regarded as the
classical paragon of political thought but it seemed to have

lime, if anything, to do with actual political life. Yet if we look
at medieval public and social life we must correct this judgment.
Here the Platonic idea of the Legal State proved to be a real and
active power: a great energy that not only influenced the thoughts
of men but became a powerful impulse of human actions. The
thesis that the first and principal task of the state is the mainte­
nance of justice became the very focus of medieval political
theory. It was accepted by all the medieval thinkers, and it found
its way into all forms of medieval civilization. The first Fathers
of the Church, the theologians and philosophers, the Roman law­
yers and the political writers, the students of civil aTld canon law,
were unanimous in this respect. 1 In a passage of his Republic,
quoted by Augustine, Cicero had said that justice is the founda­
tion of law and of organized soci~ty: wh('re there is no justice,
there is no commonwealth, no real res publicu.2

Yet although in this point there is a complete agreement be­
tween the medieval theory and that of classical antiquity, there
remains, nevertheless, a difference that has not only a theoretical
interest but entails the most important practical consequences.
According to its fundamental principles, the l\1iddle Ages could
not conceive of any abstract, impersonal justice. III monotheistic
religion the law must always be traccd back to a personal source.
Without a lawgiver there can be no law. And if justice was not
to be regarded as an accidental thing, as a mere mattcr of con­
vention, this lawgiver had to be above all human forces. It is a
superhuman will that manifests itself in justice. Now Plato's Idea

1. For this question see the rich evidence in the work of R. W. and A. T.
Carlyle, A History of Medieval Political Theory in the West (3d ed. Edinburg)l
and London, W. Blackwood & Sons, 1930). 6 vols.

2. See Augustine, City of God, Bk. II, chap. XXI. Dads trans., I. 77.
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of the Good was not in need of such a superhuman authority. In
Plato's thought and language every idea is aVTO Ka.(}' a.iITlI, is an ens
per sc. It exists and subsists by itself; it has an objective, absolute
validity. Augustine could not accept this prinCiple. In order to
give to the Platonic ideas a place in his own doctrine he had to
re-define them; he had to turn them into the thoughts of God.
That was no mere metaphysical or ontological distinction; it meant
much more. The Good could no longer maintain and guarantee
itself. By dialectic methods alone we cannot hope to attain the
Good; and we cannot grasp its real meaning. Here too the human
intellect must submit to a higher power. \Ve may continue to
speak of a "natural" law in contradistinction to the divine law.
But in Christian thought even nature has no separate, independ­
ent existence. It is tIle work and creation of God. In the same
sense all ethical laws arc created things; they arc the revelation
of a personal will. From the beginning the Fathers of the Church
had urged this view. In his treatise Against Cclsus Origen admits
that law is king of all things. But he adds that, to all true Chris­
tians, this law is not something separate or independent; it coin­
cides with the will of God.3

There was, however, still another and even more important
feature in which the medieval theory of natural law deviated from
Plato and Aristotle. Plato had defined justice as "geometrical
equality." Every individual has a SllaTe in the life of the common­
wealth; but these shares are by no means the same. Justice is not
the same as equality of rights. The Platonic state givcs to every­
olle l:md to all the social classes their allotted work in the commOll
work; but their rights and duties arc Widely different. That fol­
lows not only from the character of Plato's ethics, hut, first aBel
foremost, from the character of his psychology. Plato's metaphysi­
cal psychology is based upon his division of the human soul. The
character of mun is determined by the proportion between these
three elements. "Do we gain l..-nowledge," asks Plato,
with one palt, feel anger with another, and with yet a tlIird desire the
pleasures of food, sex, and so on? ... It is clear that the same thing
cannot act in two opposite ways or be in two opposite states at th<>
same time. . . . So if we find such contradictory actions or states
among the elements concerned, we shall know that more than (lne
must have been involved.'

3. Origen, Contra Celsum, V, 40; Carlyle, 0lJ. cit., I, 103 f.
4. Plato, Republic, 436 A f. Comford trans., p. J29.
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We may call that part of the soul whereby it reflects, rational;
the other with which it feels hunger or thirst or any other ser.sual
desire, appetitive.

But between the two there is still another element that in
Plato's language is described as the e,'I'Oft8'o;-the "irascible" or
"spirited" element. The same distinction appears in the soul of
the state.r. The different classes into which the Platonic state is
divided have as many different souls-they represent different
types of human characters. These types are fixed and unchange­
able. Every attempt to change them, i.e., to efface or diminish the
differences between the rulers, the guardians, and the ordinary
men, would be disastrous. It would mean a revolt against the un­
changeable laws of human nature to which the social order has
to conform. Since the philosophic or the "spirited" soul is not the
same as that of a tradesman or craftsman, since each of them has
a certain unalterable structure, we cannot ascribe to the different
classes the same functions; we cannot put them on the same
level. "And so, after a stormy passage," concludes Plato,
we have reached the land. We are fairly agreed that the same three
elements exist alike in the state and in the individual soul. . . . Our
principle that the born shoemaker or carpenter had better stick to his
trade turns out to have been an adumbration of justice.... The just
man dot·s not allow the several elements in his soul to u~urp one an­
other's functions; he is indeed one who sets his house in order, by
self-mastery and discipline coming to be at peo1ce with himself, and
bringing into tune those three parts, like the terms in the proportion
of a musical scale.s

Aristotle proceeds in a different way; but in the end he is led
to the same result. His is not a metaphYSical or deductive hut
an empirical method. What he tries to give in his Politics is a
descriptive analysis of the variuus forms of constitutions. Yet,
precisely as an empirical observer, he finds it impOSSible to deny
the fundamental inequality in men. Men are unequal both in
natural gifts and character. From this there follows the necessity
of slavery. Slavery is not a mere convention, it is rooted in nature.
Plato spoke of "born carpenters or shoemakers"; Aristotle speaks
of born slaves. There are a great many men who are incapable of
ruling themselves. They cannot be members of the state. They
have no rights or responSibilities of their own and must be com-

5. Idem, 434 D H. Cornford trans., p. 127 H.
6. Idem, 441 C H. Cornford trans., p. 186 ff.
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manded by their superiors. According to Aristotle the abolition
of slavery is no political or ethical ideal; it is a mere illusion. The
same holds for the relations of Greeks and barbarians. Plato -had
pointed out in his Republic that the rules of conduct which hold
for the mutual intercourse between Greek states are not applicable
to barbarians. Even in times of war Greeks should always be
treated as friends, at least as potential friends, whereas barbarians
are natural enemies. "We shall speak of war when Greeks fight
with foreigners whom we may call their natural enemies. But
Greeks are by nature friends of Greeks, and when they fight, it
means that Hellas is affiicted by dissension which ought to be
called civil strife.... They should remember that the war will
not last for ever; some day they must make friends again." 7 Aris­
totle went still farther. He seems to extend his judgment that
some men are born slaves to all barbarian nations. He has no
doubts that the Greek is the born ruler of the barbarians:

"Right it is that Hellenes rule barbarians, not that alien yoke
Rest on Hellenes. . . . They be bondmen, we be freeborn folk,"

he says, quoting Euripides.8

Yet all these discriminations between free men and slaves, be­
tween Greeks and barbarians, were called into question and finall}'
swept away by the development of Greek ethical thought. In the
system of Stoicism there arose a new intellectual and moral force.
From a merely theoretical point of view Stoicism has little claim
to originality. In their physics, logic, and dialectic the Stoics bor­
rowed much of their theories from other sources. Their philospphy
seems to be a mere eclecticism. They select doctrines from Hera­
clitus, Plato, and Aristotle. But in their general conception of man
and his place in the universe tlle Stoic philosophers did open a
new way. They introduced a principle that proved to be a turn­
ing point in the history of ethical, political, and religious thought.
To the Platonic and Aristotelian ideal of justice there was added
an entirely new conception: the conception of tlle fundamental
equality of men. lI

7. Idem, p. 470. Comford trans., p. 169.
8. Aristotle. Polmea, Bk. A. 2 1252b 8. See Euripides, Iphlgenla In AuUr, v.

1400. English trans. by A. S. Way (Loeb Classical Librazy, 1930), I, 131.
9. Historically we can trace this conception to some sophists of the fifth cen­

twy; but its real purport and its radical consequences did not appear until Stoic
philO8Ophy.
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The principal ethical demand of the Stoics was "to live in ac­
cordance with nature (;'p.o)"oyovp.ll'w" rD q,VCTE' 'Tjl'). But the iaw of
nature" to which they appeal is a moral not a rhysical law. Of
course the Stoics never denied that, in a physica sense, there are
innumerable differences between men; differences of birth, rank,
temperament, intellectual talents. But from an ethical point of
view all these differences are declared to be of no account. They
are a matter of indifference because they do not affect the form
of human life. What matters alone, what determines a man's per­
sonality, are not the things themselves but his judgment about
things. These judgments are not bound to any conventional stand­
ards. They depend upon a free act which creates a world of its
own. The Stoics draw a sharp line between what is necessary
and what is accidental in human nature. Only those things are
necessary that regard the "essence," that is to say, the moral
value of man. Whatever depends on external circumstances, on
conditions that are not in our own power, is to be left out; it does
not count.

To obliterate or minimize the most important differences be­
tween men seems, at first sight, to be only an utopian thought, a
philosopher's dream. But we must not for~et that such thoughts
were expressed by Marcus Aurelius, who was not only a philosophi­
cal thinker but also one of the great statesmen of antiquity and
ruler of the Roman Empire. That there evt:>r was a time in which
such a connection was pOSSible is one of the m<Jst remarkable facts
in the history of human civilization.

Stoicism could not have fulfilled its historical mission without
that clear alliance between philosophiC and political thought. The
conquest of Roman public life by the Stoic doctrines began very
early. We can trace it back to the flowering season of the Roman
Republic. Many of the great political leaders were then imbued
with Stoic thoughts. The younger Scipio was a disciple of Panae­
tius, the Stoic philosopher. He was a great admirer of Greek
culture; but he never forgot or denied the old Roman conceptions
of political life. He and his friends were fighting for the greatness
and military glory of the Roman Republic; but at the same time
they began to form and to cultivate a new ideal that was not
only a national but also a cosmopolitan ideal. If we study the
classical works of Greek ethics, for instance Aristotle's Nicoma­
chean Ethics, we find there a clear and systematic analysis of the
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different virtues, of magnanimity, temperance, justice, courage,
and liberality, we do not find the general virtue called "human­
ity" (humanitas). Even the term seems to be missing from the
Greek language and literature. The ideal of humanitas was first
formed in Rome; and it was especially the aristocratic circle of
the younger Scipio that gave it its firm place in Roman culture.
Humanitas was no vague concept. It had a definite meaning, and
it became a formative power in private and public life in Rome.
It meant not only a moral but also an esthetic ideal; it was the
demand for a certain type of life that had to prove its influence
in the whole of man's life. in his moral conduct as well as in his
language, his literary style, and his taste. Through later writers
such as Cicero and Seneca this ideal of hUlnanitas became firmly
established in Roman philosophy and Latin literature.1o

This coalescence of political and philosophic thought was a
fact of paramount importance. It was calculated to change the

,whole conception of social life. In its beginning, Stoicism was not
especially concerned with social problems. Most of the Stoic
thinkers were determined individualists. If the wise man has to
free himself from all outward bonds, he must begin with emanci­
pating himself from all social conventions and obligations. How
could the Stoic philosopher maintain his independence of mind,
his self-reliance, his firm and imperturbable judgment in the tur­
moil of political passions and in the arena of political struggles?
But that was not the manner in which the Roman writers, men
like Cicero, Seneca, or Marcus Aurelius, understood and inter­
preted the Stoic ideal. They admitted no cleft between the in­
dividual and the political sphere. For they were convinced that
reality taken as a whole, physical reality as well as moral life,
was one great "republic." This republic is the same for all na­
tions, the same for gods and men. All rational beings are mem­
bers of the same commonwealth. "Universus hie mundus," said
Cicero, "una civitas communis deorum atque hominum existi­
manda est." 11 He who lives in harmony with himself, with his

10. The development of the idea and of the tenn "}lIImanitas" in Greek and
Roman life has been studioo in a paper of Richard Reitzenstein. Werden and
Wesen der Human/tlit 1m Altertam (Strassbur~. Triibner, 1907). In addition St'e

Richard Harder, "Oil' EinbUrgcrung der Philosophie in Rom," Die Antike, V
(1929), SooH., and "Nachtragliches Zll Humanitas," lIennes, LXIX (1934), 64ff.

11. For more details see Julius Kaerst, Die anttke Idee der Oekumene in ihrer
l'0Utfschen and kultureUen Entwicklung (Leipzig, B. G. Teubner, 1903).
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"demon:' says Marcus Aurelius, lives in harmony with the uni­
verse.12 The personal and the universal order are but diffewnt
manifestations of a common underlying principle.

That this view was pregnant with the most important practical
consequences becomes evident in the treatment of the problem
of slavery. No Stoic writer could accept the saying of Aristotle
that there are slaves "by nature." "Nature" means ethical freedom,
not social bondage. It is not nature but fortune that makes a man
a slave. "It is a mistake," says Seneca. "to imagine that slavery
pervades a man's whole being; the better part of him is exempt
from it: the body indeed is subjected and in the power of a mas­
ter, but the mind is independent, and indeed is so free and wild,
that it cannot be restrained even by this prison of the body,
wherein it is confined." The mind remains free, independent. sui
juris,l3 The history of Stoic thought confirms and elucidates this
maxim. Of the great Stoic thinkers one, Marcus Aurelius, was the
Emperor of Rome, whereas another, Epictetus, was a slave.

This Stoic conception of man became one of the firmest bonds
between ancient and medieval thought, a link that was even
stronger than that of classical Greek philosophy. The early Mid­
dle Ages knew very little of the works of Plato and Aristotle.
What Augustine knew of Aristotle was only a Latin translation
of the Organon. nut he himself has told what a deep influence
the studv of Cicero's Ilortemius exerted upon his I,lind. It was
here that he first found the Stoic ideal of th~ sage. Throughout
the whole Middle Ages Cicero and Seneca remained the great au­
thoritics of ethical thought. The Christian \vriters were very much
surprised to find in these pagan writers their own religious views.
The Stoic maxim of the fundamental c(luality of men was gen­
erally and easily accepted and it became onc of the cardinal points
of the medieval theory. It was not only taught by the Christian
Fathers; it was also established and confirmed by the Roman
Jurists of the Digests and Institutes. On this point there was
scarcely any disa~reement between the various trends of thought
and the philosophic schools of the l\Jiddle Ages. All of them could
cooperate with each other in a common task. It was a general

12. cr. also The Communi"/{s witll Himself of Marrus Aflreli,~ Antoninus, II,
13,17. English trans. hy C. R. Haines. (Loeb Classical Library, 1916), pp. 37,41.

13. Seneca, De beneficii,~, HI, 20. English trans. by Aubrey StL-wurt (London,
G. Bell & Sons, 1900), r. 69.
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maxim of medieval theology and jurisprudence that according to
"nature" and in the original order of things all men are free and
equal. "Omnes namque homines natura aequales sumus," said
Gregory the Great. "Quod ad jus naturale attinet omnes homines
aequales sunt," said Ulpian.14 The Stoic conception that all men
are free because they are all endowed with the same reason
found its theological interpretation and justification in the added
dictum that this very reason is the image of God. "Signatum est
super nos lumen vultus tui, Domine," says the book.of Psalms.u
Augustine declared in the City of God that God had made man
the master of the animals but had given him no power over other
human souls. Every attempt to usurp such a power would be an
intolerable arrogance. Here as well as in Stoic thought every
soul is declared to be sui juris; it cannot lose or renounce its orig­
inal freedom.18

It follows that the authority of no political power can ever be
absolute. It is always bound to the laws of justice. These laws are
irrevocable and inviolable because they express the divine order
itself, the will of the supreme lawgiver. It is true that from Roman
law the conclusion could be drawn, as was later done, that the
sovereign is free from all legal bonds. But in medieval thought
the prinCiple of the divine right of kings was always subject to
certain fundamental limitations. Both the theologians and the
Roman lawyers interpreted the maxim Princeps legibus solutus in
the sense that the prince is free from legal coercion, but that this
freedom does not discharge him from any of his duties and obli­
gations. The sovereign is Hot under any external compulsion to
obey the laws; but the power and authority of the "natural law"
remains unbroken. The saying Rex nihil potest nisi quod jure pot­
est always was in full force. There seems to be no evidence that
it was ever doubted or seriously attacked by any medieval writer.
Thomas Aquinas starts from the principle that the law should bind
the sovereign quoad vim dircctivam but not quoad vim coacti­
vam.17 He explained this prinCiple in a speCial treatise De re­
gimine principum where he was led to very bold conclusions
which in the system of a medieval thinker are rather surprising

14. For a full discussion and documentation see Carlyle, op. elt., Vol. I, Pt. U,
chaps. VI, VB, 63-79.

15. Psabns 4.8.
16. See Augustine, City of God, Bk. XIX, chap. ltV. Dods trans., II, 323 f.
17. See SummtJ thBologictJ. Prima Secundae. Quaest. XCVI, art. 5.
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and contain a revolutionary element. In medieval philosophy a
right of open resistance against the ruler could not be admitted.
If the prince derives his authority directly from God, any resist­
ance becomes an open revolt against the will of God and, there­
fore, a mortal sin. Even the unjust ruler does not cease to be the
representative of God and he must therefore be obeyed. Thomas
Aquinas could not deny or overthrow this argument. Yet though
accepting the current opinion de jure, he gave it an interpreta­
tion by which it practically changed its sense. He declared that
men are bound to obey the secular authorities, but that this obe­
dience is restricted by the laws of justice, and that, therefore, sub­
jects are under no obligation to obey an unjust or usurped au­
thority. Sedition is, indeed, forbidden by the divine law; but to
resist an unjust or usurped authority, to disobey a "tyrant," does
not have the character of revolt or sedition but is rather a legiti­
mate act.18 All this shows very clearly that in spite of the inces­
sant conflicts between the Church and the state, between the
spiritual and the secular order, both orders are united by a com­
mon principle. The power of the king is, as Wyclif said, a "potes­
tas spiritualis et evangelica." 10 The secular order is not merely
"temporal"; it has a true eternity, the eternity of the law and,
therefore, a spiritual value of its own.

18. Idem, Secunda Secundae, Quaest. XLD, art. 2.
19. De officW regis, chap. I, pp. 4, 10 fl., quoted frtlm J. Hash.lgen, Stoot and

Klrche var der Reformation (Essen, G. D. BaedekeI, 19~J ), p. 539.



IX

NATURE AND GRACE IN MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

T
HE medieval theory of the state was a coherent system based

upon two postulates: the contents of Christian revelation
and the Stoic conception of the natural equality of men.

From these postulates all its consequences could be derived in
thoroughly logical ordcr. Nevertheless the system was open to a
fundamental objection. Its form was correct and unassailable;
but in a material sense it seemed to lack all foundations. The
postulate of the equality of men was constantly contradicted by
the facts of history and human society. At all times the theory of
the natural freedom and the natural rights of man was confronted
with this flagrant contradiction. "Man is born free, and every­
where he is in chains," says Rousseau in the beginning of his So­
cial Contract. "Many a one believes himself the master of others,
and yet he is a greatcr slave than they. How has this change come
about? I do not know. What can render it legitimate? I believe
I can settle this question." I

In order to answer this question Rousseau himself had to build
up a very complicated theory. He had to go a long way that led
him from his first negative attitude toward human society to a
new, positive, and constructive prinCiple. lIe had to pass from
one pole to the other: froJl1 his first Discours to his Contrat social,2
To a medieval thinker sHch a change of attitude was neither pos­
sible nor necessary. To him Rousseau's question was answered
even before it could be raised. For he had no need, like Rous­
seau, to reconcile two opposite principles. He did not have to
solve the problem of how the obvious evils of human society, the
corruption, tyranny, enslavement, are compatible with the "orig­
inal goodness" of man. Medieval philosophy could easily account
for all the inherent and necessarv defects of the social order. For
in spite of its great ethical task the state itself could never be re­
garded as an absolute good. The medieval thinkers could quite

1. Rousseau, Contrat mclol, Liv. I, chap. 1.
2. See my Phllomphie der Aufkliirung (Tiibingen, Mohr, 1932), chap. VI,

"Recht, Staat und Gesellschaft."
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well accept the Stoic doctrine that there is one great republic­
the samc for God and men. They were convinced, too, that t.he
spiritual and the secular order, notwithstanding their differences,
form an organic unity. The early Church had not developed a
uniform social philosophy. The social structure within the Church
and the social structure outside it were separated by a wide gul£.3
But in the progress of medieval thought this gulf was bridged.
More and more the corpus Ghristianum was conceived as an un­
broken whole. The corpus morale et politicum was at the same
time a corpus mysticlI1n. In spite of the differences and opposi­
tions between its parts there was, as Thomas Aquinas said, an
orclinatio ad unum and the different and conflicting forces were
directed to a common end. This principium unitatis was never
forgotten. The totality of mankind appeared as a single state
founded and monarchically governed by Gocl himself and every
partial unity, ecclesiastic or secular, deriv~d its right from this
primeval unity:l

Dante gave to this conception its clearest and most striking
expression. In his treatise De mOllarchia tht' state was elevated to
the highest rank. It was not only justified hut extolled alld glori­
fied. It was declared to be necessary for the safety and advantage
of thc world.r. But, within the limits lIf the medieval system, all
these pretensions remained in a SCJ.se vain. Thcy could not be
fully realized. For there was always a fundamental obstacle that
could not be completely overeomc'. The statl' was good in its pur­
pose, in its administration of justice. But, according to the Chris­
tian dogma, it was bad in its origin. It was the result of the orig­
inal sin and the fall of man. In this regard there was complete
agreement among all the early Christian thinkl>rs. We find the
same conception in Irenaeus in the second century, in Augustine
in the fifth century, in Gregory tlJC Great ill the sixth century.
Government, says Irer-aeus, was made necessary because men de-

3. See Ernst TrocItseh, Die Sozu.llchren der cllristlic1len Kirchen lJnd Gruppen.
in "Gesammelte Schriften," I (Ttibingen, Mohr, 1912), 286 if. English trans. by
Olive Wyon, The Social Teaching of the Christian ChlJrchl:s (London, George
Allen & Unwin; and New York, Macmillan, 1931), I, 280 if.

4. For a full discussion of this problem see OUo vun Gierke, Johannes AllhllsllJ.'
lJnd die Entwicklun{!. der nalurrechllichen Slaalstheorie (3d ed. Breshu, M. and H.
Marcus, 1913). English trans. by Bernard Freyd, The Development of Polilical
Theory (New York, W. W. Norton & Co., 1939), Pt. II, chap. I, "Religious Ele­
ments in the Thf'ory of the State." 69 iI., and thf' texts quoted on p. 80, n. 12.

5. See Dante, De monarch/a, Lib. I, cap. III and cap. V-IX.
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parted from God, and hated their fellow men and fell into con­
fusion and disorder of every kind. And so God set men over each
other'l'sing the fear of man upon men, that by this means
they mi t be compelled to some measure of righteousness and
just de . g.'

This doctrine of the Fathers of the Church was diametrically
opposed to the Greek ideal of the polis. Augustine admitted that
Plato's theory of the state was philosophically true. Plato was
right but as a philosopher, as a man who spoke out of reason,
not out of revelation, he was bound to ignore and neglect the
principal thing. By his revelation God has destroyed the wisdom
of the wise and brought to nothing the understanding of the pru­
dent. Human reason is corrupt; and this corrupt reason will never
find the only true state, the City of God. True justice, said Augus­
tine, reigns only in that state whose founder and ruler is Christ.

Plato had not only praised the goodness of his ideal state but
also admired its beauty. To him the state was not only one beauti­
ful thing among others; it was, in a sense, beauty itself. What
the multitude knows of beauty is only a deception. Even the
artists and poets have only a faint image of it. It is for the phi­
losophers to discover that real archetype, that paragon of beauty
represented by the ideal state. For can there be a higher beauty
than that of order, justice, right proportion?

Your lovers of Sights and sounds delight in beautiful tones and colours
and shapes and in all the works of art into which these enter; but they
have not the power of thought to behold and to take delight in the
nature of Beauty itself. That power to approach Beauty and behold it
as it is in itself, is rare indeed. Now if a man believes in the existence
of beautiful things, but not of Beauty itself, and cannot follow a guide
who would lead him to a knowledge of it, is he not living in a dream? 1

After having given his picture of the ideal state Plato exclaims
triumphantly: "We have given to each its portion and thus have
made the whole beautiful.n

Such a conception of the state was not admissible in early
Christian thought. The state could be justified to a certain extent,
but it could never be rendered beautiful. It could not be con­
ceived as pure and immaculate; for it always bore the mark of

6. Irenaeus, Adoersw haeretlcOB, Bk. V, chap. XXIV, quoted from Carlyle. op. cit.,
1,129.

7. RepubUc, 478. Comford trans., p. 179.
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_its origin. The stigma of the original sin was indelibly branded
on it. That makes the sharp diHerence between classical Grcek
and early Christian thought. On this point no compromise was
possible. Neo-Platonism was one of the first and most essential
constructive elements in medieval thought. The pseudo-Dionysian
writings about the celestial and ecclesiastic hierarchy had a deep
and pennanent influence that extended over all the systems of
scholastic philosophy. In the ninth century Scotus Erigena wrote
his book De divisione naturae that explained the whole Christian
dogma in terms of Neo-Platonism.s Yet on the other side the very
founder of the Neo-Platonic system had launched a vigorous at­
tack against the Christian gnostics. He charged them with im­
piety because they failed to see and to recognize the beauty of
the world. "Again, to despise the world," says Plotinus,

and the gods and other beautiful natures that arc contained in it, is
not to become a good man. . . . For he who loves any being, is de­
lighted with every thing which is attached to the object of his love.
For he also loves the children of the father whom he loves. . . . For
how could this world, or the gods in it, be separated from the intel­
ligible world? ... Nor is it the province of a wise man to investigate
things of this kind, but of one who is mentally blind, who is entirely
destitute both of sense and intellect, and who being very remote from
a knowledge of the intelligible world does not look to the sensible
universe. For what musician is there, who, on perceiving the harmony
in the intelligible world, is not moved when he hears the harmony
arising from sensible sounds? Or what skilled geometrician or arithme­
tician, when he beholds through his eyes that which is commensurate,
analogous and orderly, is not delighted with the view? . . . But his
mind must be dull and sluggish in the extreme, and incapable of being
incited to any thing else, who on seeing all the beautiful objects in
the sensible world, all this symmetry and great arrangement of things,
and the form apparent in the stars though so remote, is not from this
view mentally agitated, and does not venerate them as admirable
productions of still more admirable causes?·

If this holds for the physical world it must, a fortiori, hold for
the world of law and order. The more the medieval thinkers be-

8. See Saint Rene Taillandier, Scot 1l:rig~ne et fa philosophle BcolaBtique (Saas­
bourg. 1843).

9. Plotinus, "Against the Gnostics," in Enneads. D, 9. chap. XVI. English trans.
by Thomas Taylot. "Select Works of Plotinus" (London. G. Bell & Sons, 1914),
pp. 72-75. I have made a few ,lJght s1teralioDs.
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came acquainted with the works of the ancient thinkers, espe­
cially with the works of Aristotle, the less they could persevere in
their merely negative attitude toward the social order. With the
eleventh century there begins a slow and tenacious struggle. From
the point of view of our general problem this struggle is extremely
interesting and of paramount importance. Here was a definite
mythical element that could not be openly attacked. To doubt
the fact of the original sin was impossible for any medieval
thinker. On the other hand the dogma of the fall of man obviously
defied all efforts of dialectic thought. It was impenetrable and
recalcitrant to rational explanation. Yet the scholastic thinkers
would not admit such a defeat of reason. None of them thought
and spoke of philosophy as a mere ancilla theologiae. They had a
very high conception of the task and the dignity of philosophy.
Hence they tried to restate the problem, and by this restatement
to find a solution of the antinomy, to restore reason to its right
and dignity.

The fall of man always remained a mystery; but the mystery
itself was now seen in a new light and not considered to be un­
fathomable. Reason is not entirely and irretrie,;ably corrupted.
It has preserved a right of its own and a sphere of its own. It was
for philosophy to secure this right and to define this sphere. All
the scholastic systems, from the eleventh centnr)' on-those of An­
selm of Canterbury, Abelard, Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas
-concentrated upon and cooperated in this problcm. The physi­
cal as well as the political theories werc under the influence of
this general trend of thought. It is true that in the eleventh cen­
tury there were still many thinkers who severely criticized and
condemned the new tendency. They continued to speak of hu­
man society as being the result of human vice and sin. About
seven centurics latcr Augustine's thesis was still repeated by
Gregory VII. He declared that the state was a work of Sin and
the Devil.'" On the other hand, even this radical theory had to
make some allowances for the f:arthlv state. It had to admit that
the political order possesses at least :i conditional value. Although
worthless in itself it fulfils, within its limits, a positive and in­
dispensable role. It cannot lead us to the true end but it saves

10. Gregory VII, Epistulae. Lib. VIII, epist. XXI, in Jalfe, Manum. G"egor.,
p. 456, quoted from von Gierke, 011. cit., English trans., p. 72; d. Augustine, City
of God, Bk. IV. chap. I.
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men from the greatest evil-the evil of anarchy. The evil of the
state, lodged as it is in the original sin of man, is deep and in­
curable; but it is only a relative evil. When it is compared with
the highest, absolute, religious truth the state proves to be at a
very low level; but it is still good in comparison to our common
human standards which, without the state, would lead us to chaos.
Besides, the state contains the remedy for its own inherent de­
fects. Being a punishment for human vices and failures, it is a
sort of divine cure that takes away the most disastrous effects of
these failures. In a corruptcd and disorganized world the earthly
state is the only force which can maintain an equilibrium, a cer­
tain proportion and balance. 11

In the system of Thomas Aquinas the evaluation of the social
and political order has completely changed. Of course Thomas
Aquinas never doubted any dogma of the Christian Church. But
besides the Church he had found a new teacher and a new au­
thority. To Thomas Aquinas, as well as to Dantc, Aristotle was
il maestro di color che sanna-the master of the knowing ones.
And Aquinas wished not only to believe but also to know. Ac­
cording to him there is no contradiction bctwecn these two de­
sires-they are not only compatible but complement each other.
Since reason and revelation are two different expressions of one
and the same truth, the truth of God, no disagreement between
them is possible. If such a disagreement appears it must depend
upon merely subjective causes. In this c~se it is f01 philosophy to
discover these causes and to remove them. Reason may err; reve­
lation is infallible. If there scems to be any discord and discrep­
ancy between the two we may, therefore, from the first be con­
vinced that the error is on the side of reason and we must try to
find out and to correct this error. That is the true relation be­
tween philosophy and theology.1 ~ In all our philosophical efforts
we must always be guided and enlightened by the revealed truth.
Yet when accepting this guide, reason may trust its own forces.
The two spheres thus become clearly distinguished. There can be
no confusion between the realms of nature and grace. Each of
them has its own objects and its own rights: impossibile est quod
de eodem sit fides et scientia.13

11. For the development of this theory In the early Church see Ernst Troeltsch,
op. cit. English trans., I, 145/f.

12. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra gentiles, Lib. I, cap. I, 2, 9.
13. See Thomas Aquinas, De verltate, Quaest. XlV, art. 9.
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This general principle stamps both Thomas Aquinas" natural

philosopby and his social philosophy. Physics becomes independ­
ent; it can follow its own way; it is no longer under the control
of theological thought. This "declaration of independence" had
already been made in the work of Albert the Great, the teacher
of Thomas Aquinas. Albert the Great leaves no doubt that we
cannot decide any physical question upon the mere authority of
theological thought or by the force of mere syllOgisms, In all ques­
tions concerning particular natural phenomena experience can
be our only guide, To account for any special phenomenon by
referring to theological arguments and to the will of God would
be absurd. On the strength of this maxim Albert the Great de­
veloped his own theory of nature with many original features.
He became olle of the pioneers of a new theory of motion that,
in some respects, prepared the dynamics of Galileo.U Thomas
Aquinas followed the same method. Since God is the creator of
all things it is a matter of course that we have always to regard
him as the first and principal cause. This general principle is
confirmed both by the Christian revelation and by the authority
of Aristotle. In the very beginning of his Summa theologica and
his Summa contra gentiles Thomas starts from the definition of
Aristotle that the subject-matter of metaphysics or "first philoso­
phy" is the study of the first causes of things. a On the other hand
it would be a grave error to regard the first cause as the only
cause. If God acts, he does not act by a mere display of his will
but in a regular way and by intermediary causes. It is the task
of physics to study these intermediary causes. Without an insight
into the causae secundae the physical world would be incompre­
hensible; it would be a constant miracle. To deny or minimize
the secondary causes does not mean to extol the greatness and
glory of God. On the contrary it detracts from his ~lory: "Detra­
here rationes proprias rebus est divinae bonitati derogare." All
finite, sensible, empirical things are the creation and the work of
God; but it is precisely for this reason that they partake in his
perfection-that they have an order and a beauty of their own.
It is true that this order and beauty, being a beauty by participa-

14. About Albert the Great's contributions to physics and his general methods
see Pierre Dubern, Le systkJB du nlOflde (Paris, A. Hermann, 1917), Tome V,
chap. lII, 412 H.

15. Summa theologfca. Pars Prima, Quaest. I, art. 6; Summa contra gentilea,
Ub. I, cap. r.
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tion. can never attain the perfection of the original; nevertheless
it holds its ground and is perfect within its own limitations. There
is, therefore, one original goodness and beauty, the same for all
things, that leaves room for innumerable particular gooclnesses­
between the two there can be no possible contradiction.1o

This new valuation of the empirical world and of scientific
thought would not have been possible without a complete re­
orientation of the general theory of knowledge. On the authority
of Plato and Augustine all tile previous systems of medieval phi­
losophy had started from the sharp diHerence between the in­
tellectual world and the world of sense-experience. Between these
two realms there was a wide gulf. The one is the realm of being,
the other that of becoming; the one gives us truth, the other gives
us mere shadows. This severance of the two types of knowledg£'
had its metaphysical roots in the radical dualism between body
and soul. Body and soul do not belong to the same world. By
its nature and essence the soul is opposed to the body. If it lives
in it, it lives in it like a stranger and a prisoner. It is one of
the highest tasks of philosophy to break this chain. But sense­
experience has thc opposite effect. Every new step in our sense­
experience adds a new link to the chain. To free oursdves from
this constraint, to get rid of the fetters of the body, is the highest
aim of knowledge. "\Vhen does the soul attain to truth?" asks
Plato.

For when it tries to consider anything in company with the body it is
evidently deceived by it. In thought, then, if at all, something of the
realities becomes clear to it. But it thinks best when none of these
things troubles it, neither hearing nor sight . . . but it is, so far as pos­
sible. alone by itself, and takes leave of the body, and avoiding, so far
as it can, all association or contact with the body, reaches out toward
the reality.a

Thomas Aquinas reverses this conception. To him the body is
no longer an obstacle to the activity of the soul. It is, on the con­
trary, the only means by which the activity of true thought can
be actualized in the human world. Following his Aristotelian view
Thomas Aquinas had to explain the union between body and soul
in a way that was diametrically opposed to the doctrine of Augus-

16. Summa theologlca, Pars Prima, Quaest. VI, art. 4.
17. Plato, Phaedo, 65 B. C. English trans. by H. N. Fowler (Loeb Classical

Libruy). I. 227.
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tine and the early Church, Man is not a mixtum compositum­
a mere compound of two different and disparate elements. He is
an organic unity and acts as such. Hence we cannot separate his
rational activities from the act of perception. All forms of human
knowledge, the higher and the lower ones, are linked together
and directed to the same end. Far from being an obstacle to in­
tellectual knowledge, sense-experience is the beginning and pre­
requisite of it: "principium nostrae cognitionis est a sensu." 18

Thomas Aquinas' moral and political philosophy follows the
same line of thought. The structure of the moral world is of the
same type as that of the physical world. God is not only the cre­
ator of the physical universe; he is, first and foremost, the law­
giver, the origin of the moral law. Yet here too we must bear in
mind the general principle that it is no increase of the glory of
God but rather a detraction from this glory to overlook the
causae secundae or to deny their effectiveness. We must give their
due to these "second causes." God is the first cause and the ulti­
mate end. But the moral order is a human order that can only
be brought about hy the free cooperation of m~m. It is not im­
pressed upon us by a superhuman power; it depends on our own
free acts. Hence Thomas Aquinas could not accept the current
theological doctrine that the state is a divine institution appointed
by God merely as a remedy for Imman sin.

As an Aristotelian Aquinas had to derive the social order from
an empirical not from a transcendent principle. The state origi­
nates in the social instinct of man. It is this instinct that first leads
to family-life and from there, in a continuous development, to all
the other and higher forms of commonwealth. It is, therefore,
neither necessary nor possible to connect the origin of the state
with any supernatural event. The social instinct is common to
men and animals; but in man it assumes a new shape. It is not
only a natural but also a rational product, depending upon a free
and conscious activity. Of course God remains. in a sense, the
('ause of the state; hut here as well as in the physical world he
works only as a cal/sa ,'('mota OT causa implIlsiva. This original
impulse does not relieve man himself of his fundamental obliga­
tion. He must by his own efforts build up an order of right and
justice. It is this organization of the moral world and the state by

18. For a df'tailed historical discussion of this problem see E. Gilson, Le
TllOO1'mae (Nouvelle ed. Paris, Vrin, 1922), chap. 1X, 138 fl.
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which he proves his freedom. Here the chasm between the two
realms, the realm of nature and the realm of grace, is not bridged.
The two are fused together into a perfect unity. The power of
grace is not enfeebled.

Thomas Aquinas is convinced that the highest good, the sum­
mum bonum of the ancient philosophers. cannot be attained bv
reason alone. The visio bcatifica, the mystical vision of God re­
mains the absolute goal-and this goal always depends upon a
free gift of divine grace. IO But man himself must begin the work
and prepare for this event. The divine right does not abrogate the
human right which originates in reason.~11 Grace does not destroy
nature; it perfects nature (Gratia naturam non tollit, sed perficit).
Despite the Fall, therefore, man has not lost the faculty of using
his forces in the right way and thus of preparing for his own
salvation. He plays no passive role in the great religious drama;
his active contribution is required and is, inl!<>ed, indispcnsable.21

In this conception man's political life has won a ncw dignity. The
earthly state and the City of God are no longer opposite poles;
they are related to each other and complement each other.

19. Summa theologica, Prima Secundlle. Quacst. XCI, art. 4.
20. Idem, Prima Secundae. Quaest. x and Xl.

21. Idem, Ilrima Secundae, Quaest. XCI, art. 3.



X

MACHIAVELLI'S NEW SCIENCE OF POLITICS

The MachiaveUi Legend

I
N THE whole history of literature the fate of Machiavelli's Prin­
cipe is the best witness to the truth of the saying: "Pro captu
lectoris habent sua fata libelli." 1 The fame of the book was

unique and unprecedented. This was no mere scholastic treatise
to be studied by scholars and commented on by philosophers of
politics. The book was not read for the satisfaction of an intel­
lectual curiosity. In the hands of its first readers Machiavelli's
Prince was immediately put into action. It was used as a powerful
and dangerous weapon in the grcat political struggles of our mod­
ern world. Its effects were clear and unmistakable. Yet its mean­
ing remained, in a sense, a secret. Even now, after the book has
been approached from every angle, after it has been discussed
by philosophers, by historians, by politicians and sociologists, this
secret has not yet been completely revealed. From one century
to another, almost from one generation to another, we find not
only a change but a complete reversal in the judgments about
The Prince. The same things hold for the author of tne book. Con­
fused by party love and party hatred the portrait of Machiavelli
in history has varied; and it is extremely difficult to recognize
behind all these variations the true face of the man and the theme
of his book.

The first reaction was one of fear and horror. "We doubt,"
wrote Macaulay in the beginning of his essay on Machiavelli,

whether any name in literary history be so generally odious as that of
the man whose character and writings we now propose to consider.
The terms in which he is commonly described would seem to import
that he was the Tempter, the Evil Principle, the discoverer of ambi­
tion and revenge, the original inventor of perjury, and that, before the
publication of his fatal Prince, there had never been a hypocrite, a
tyrant, or a traitor, a simulated virtue or a convenient crime. . . . Out

1. "The fortune of a book depends upon the capacity of its readers" (Teren­
tianus Maurus, Ds UtteriB, .yllDbl.t /!It metfV, v. 1286).
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of his surname they have coined an epithet for a knave, and out of his
Christian name a synonyme for the Devil!

Later on this judgment was turned upside down. To a period of
excessive blame there followed another of excessive praise. Rep­
robation and severe condemnation were turned into aldnd of awe
and veneration. Machiavelli, the counsellor of tyrants, became a
martyr of freedom; the incarnate devil became a hero and almost
a saint.

In a case like Machiavelli's both attitudes are inadequate and
misleading. I do not say that we should not read and judge his
book from a moral point of view. In the face of a work that had
such tremendous moral effects such a judgment is unavoidable
and is, indeed, imperative. But we should not begin with reproba­
tion of approbation; with denouncement or applause. In regard to
no other writer is it more necessary, perhaps, to remember the
maxim of Spinoza: "Non ridere, non lugere neque detestari, sed
intelligere." We should try to understand before we give a judg­
ment on the man and his work. But this intellectual attitude has
been counteracted by the influence of the two Machiavelli leg­
ends. When studying The Prince we must constantly be on our
guard against them: the legend of hatred and the legend of love.
The first was created in England during the seventeenth century.
Not only the politicians or philosophers but also the great Eng­
lish poets had their share in the propagation of tht:: Machiavelli
myth. There is hardly one famous author of the Elizabethan pe­
riod who does not mention Machiavelli's name and who does not
give some verdict on his political theory. In his book Machiavelli
and the EliZLlbethan Drama 3 Eduard Meyer noted no less than
395 references to Machiavelli in Elizabethan literature. And ev­
erywhere-in the plays of Marlowe, Ben Jonson, Shakespeare,
Webster, Beaumont and Fletcher-Machiavellism means the in­
carnation of cunning, hypocrisy, cruelty and crime. The villain
of the piece usually describes himself as a .Machiavellian.· Per­
haps the most striking expression of this general feeling is to be

2. Macaulay. Critical, Historical and Miscellaneous Essays (New York, 1860),
1,267£.

3. "Literarhistorische Forschungen," Band I (Weimar. 1907).
4. For the evidence see the bOok of Mario Praz, MachlauelU Gnd the Ellza­

bethDns, "Proceedings of the British Academy,H Vol XVIII (London, 1928).
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found in the monologue of Richard, Duke of Gloucester, in the
Third Part of Shakespeare's King Henry the Sixth:

"Why, I can smile and murder whiles I smile,
And cry Content to that which grieves my heart,
And wet my cheeks with artificial tears,
And frame my face to all occasions.
I'll drown more sailors than the mermaid shall;
111 slay more gazers than the basilisk;
I'll play the orator as well as Nestor,
Deceive more slily than Ulysses could;
And,like a Sinon, take another Troy.
I can add colours to the chameleon,
Change shapes with Proteus for advantages,
And set the murderous Machiavel to schooL" G

That Richard III should speak of Machiavelli was, of course,
an anachronism; but this anachronism was hardly noticed by
Shakespeare and his audience. For when Shakespeare wrote his
play the name of Machiavelli had almost lost its historical indi­
viduality. It was used for the description of a 'type of thought.
Even later the word Machiavelli or Machiavellism was always
surrounded with a demonic aura of hatred and abomination. In
Lessing's Emilia Galotti the minister and counsellor of the prince,
Marinelli, still embodies many features of the legendary Machia­
velli. "Is it not enough," exclaims the prince at the end of Lessing's
tragedy, "that monarchs are men? Must devils disguise them­
selves in their friends?" 8

Yet in spite of this hate and contempt Machiavelli's theory
never lost its ground. It was in the center of the general interest.
Curiously enough, its most resolute and implacable enemies often
contributed very much to strengthen this interest. The abomina­
tion was always mingled with a kind of admiration and fascina­
tion. The same men who were diametrically opposed to Machia­
velli's political system could not refrain from paying homage to
his political genius. "Ullius tamen Machiavelli ingenium non oon­
terono," wrote Justus Lipsius in his Politics, "acre, subtile, ig­
neum." 7 In this regard there was hardly a difference between

5. King Henry tlle Sixth, Third Part, Aet III, Be. 2.
6. Lessing, Emilia Gaiotti, Act V, Be. 8.
7. Justus Lipsius. PoliUcorum sloe doili8 doctrlntJe libri sex (Antwerp. 1599),

pp, Sf.
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Machiavelli's adherents and his fiercest adversaries. This strange
alliance became one of the principal causes of the abiding power
of Machiavellism in our modem political thought. Machiavelli
was dead; but his theory appeared in ever new reincarnations.
Marlowe in the prologue to his lew of Malta introduces Machia­
velli as saying:

"Albeit the world thinks Machiavel is dead,
Yet was his soul but flown beyond the Alps;
And now the Guise is dead, is come from France,
To view this land, and frolic with his frip-nds.
To some perhaps my name is odious,
But such as love me guard me from their tongues;
And let them know that I am Machiavel,
And weigh not men, and therefore not men's words.
Admired I am of those that hate me most.
Though some speak openly against my books,
Yet they will read me, and thereby attain
To Peter's chair: and when they cast me off,
Are poisoned by my· climbing followers."

It took a lon~ time before this le~enclary picture of Machiavelli
was overthrown. The philosophers of the scver.teenth century
were the first to attack that popular judgment. Bacon found"n
Machiavelli a kindred spirit; he saw in him tlw phiJo.>sopher who
had broken away from all scholastic methods and tried to studv
politics according to empirical methods. "We are much beholde~
to Machiavelli and other writers of that class," says Bacon, "who
openly and unfeignedly declare or describe what men do, and not
what they ought to do." M

Yet none of the great modem thinkers has done more to revise
the judgment on ~\'fa('hiavelliand to purge his name from obloquy
than Spinoza. In the pursuit of this aim Spinoza was led to a
curious hypothesis. Hc had to acconnt for the fact that Machia­
velli, who was regarded by him as a champion of freedom, could
write a hook that contained the most dangerous maxims of tyr­
army. That seemed llnderstandable only on the assumption that
The Prince lwd a hidden meaning. "WJlat means a prince whose
sole motive is lust of mastery should use to establish and main­
tain his dominion," says Spinoza in ?is Tmctatus politicus,

8. Bacon, De augtn61lt18 6CienUaram. Lib. VII, cap. II, sec. 10.



120 Myth of the State

the most ingenious Machiavelli has set forth at large; but with what
design one can hardly be sure. . . . He perhaps wished to show how
cautious a free multitude should be of entrusting its welfare abso­
lutely to one man, who . . . must be in daily fear of plots, and so is
forced to look chiefly after his own interest, and. as for the multitude.
rather to plot against it than consult its good. And I am the more led
to this opinion concerning that most farseeing man, because it is
known that he was favourable to liberty, for the maintenance of which
he has besides given the most wholesome advice.s

Spinoza propounded this explanation only in a tentative way.
He spoke rather hesitatingly; he was not too sure of his own
hypothesis. And as a matter of fact he was mistaken in one point.
He was in a certain sense still under the same illusion which he
tried to destroy. For to him Machiavelli was not only a very
ingenious and penetrating but also a very cunning writer. He
looked upon him as a master of craftiness. This judgment is. how­
ever, not in keeping with the historical facts. If Machiavellism
means deception or hypocrisy Machiavelli was no Machiavellian.
He never was a hypocrite. When reading his familiar letters we
are surprised to find a Machiavelli widely different from our con­
ventional conceptions and prejudices; a man who speaks frankly,
open-mindedly and with a certain ingenuousness. And what holds
for the man, holds also for the author. This great teacher of po­
litical trickery and double crossing was perhaps one of the most
sincere political writers. Talleyrand's famous saying, "La parole
a ete donnee a1110mme pour dc~iser sa pensee," has often been
admired as the very definition of the art of diplomacy. If this be
true Machiavelli was anything but a diplomat. He never dis­
~ised himself nor did he conceal his opinions and judgments;
he spoke his mind firmly and bluntly. The holdest word was to
him always the best word. His thoughts and his style show us
no ambiguity; they are clear, sharp. unmistakable.

The thinkers of the eighteenth century. the philosophers of
the Enlightenment carne to see the character of Machiavelli in a
more favorable light. In a sense Machiavelli seemed to be their
natural ally. When Voltaire launched his attack upon the Roman
Church, when he spoke his famous Ecrascz l'infc1me. he could be­
lieve himself to be continuing the work of Machiavelli. Had not

9. Spinoza, Tractatw theolo{!,{co-politicus, cap. v, sec. 5. English trans. by
R. H. M. Elmes (BoM's Philosophical Library, London. G. Bell and Sons, 1900),
'"Worb." I, 31S.
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Machiavelli declared that the Church was chiefly l'esponsible for
all the misery of Italy? "To the Church of Rome and to its priests,"
he had said in his Discors-i, "we Italians owe this first debt, that
through them we have become wicked and irreligious. And a
still greater debt we owe them for what is the immediate cause
of our ruin, namely, that by the Church our country is kept di­
vided." 10 Words like these were grist to the mills of the French
philosophers. On the other hand they never could agree with
Machiavelli's theories. In his preface to the first edition of Fred­
erick II's Anti-Machiavelli Voltaire still spoke of the "poisonous
Machiavelli." 11 Frederick II who wrote his treatise as the young
crown prince of Prussia, expressed in it the general feeling and
judgment of the thinkers of the Enlightenment. "I shall venture
to enter the lists," he said, "in defence of humanity against this
monster, this declared enemy to it, and arm myself with reason
and justice against sophisms and iniquitous argumentation . . .
that so the reader may be immediately provided in one with an
antidote for the poison which he finds in the other." 1:!

These words were written in 1739, but in the following genera­
tion we hear quite a different tone. The judgment about Machia­
velli changes completely and abruptly. In his Leiters for the Ad­
vancement of Humanity Herder declared that it was a mistake
to regard Machiavelli's Prince either as a satire or as pernicious
book on polities or as a hybrid of these two thin~s. Machiavelli
was an honest and upright man, a sharp oLserver, a devoted friend
of his country. Every line of his book proves that he was no traitor
to the cause of humanity. The mistake of his book was due to the
fact that nobody saw it in its right environment. The book is
neither a satirical work nor a textbook of morality. It is a political
masterpiece written for the contemporaries of Machiavelli. It was
never the intention of Machiavelli to give a general theory of poli­
tics. He simply portrayed the customs, the ways of thinking and
acting of his own times. 13

This judgment was accepted by Hegel. And he spoke in a much

10. DiscourBes on the First Decade of Titus Llvy, Bk. I, chap. lUI. English
trans. by N. H. Thomson (London, 1883), pp. 56f.

11. An English translation of Voltaire's Preface was given by Ellis Farneworth,
"The Works of Nicholas Machiavel" (2<1 ed. London, 1775). II. 181-186.

12. Anff-Machlavel. Preface, Farneworth. op. cit., II, 178 f.
IS. Herder, Briefe zur Beforderung der HU1RGnltiit. Brief 58, "Werke," ed.

B. SuphaD. XVII, 319 fl.
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more decisive tone. He became the first eulogist of Machiavelli.
In order to understand this fact we must bear in mind the special
conditions under which Hegel studied Machiavelli's political the­
ory. It was in the times of the Napoleonic Wars-after Francis II
had renounced the crown of the German Empire. The political
collapse of Germany seemed to be an accomplished fact. In an
unpublished treatise on the Constitution of Germany, written in
1801, Hegel begins with the words: "Gennany has ceased being
a state." In this frame of mind, in a political situation that seemed
to be entirely desperate, Hegel read Machiavelli's Prince. And
then he seems to have found the clue to this much denounced and
much applauded book. He found an exact parallel between Ger­
man public life in the nineteenth century and Italian nationallifc
in the period of Machiavelli. A new interest and a new ambition
were roused in him. He dreamed of becoming a second Machia­
velli-the Machiavelli of his own time. "In a period of misfor­
tune," says Hegel,

when Italy was Ilastening towards her ruin and was the battlefield of
wars carried on by foreign princes, when she was offering the means for
these wars and was, at the same time, the prize of them, when Gennans,
Spanish, French and Swiss stripped her, and foreign governments de­
cided on the destiny of this nation-in the deep feeling of this general
misery, of hatred, of disorder and blindness, an Italian politician con­
ceived with cold circumspection the necessary conception of the de­
livery of Italy by the union in one State. It is most unreasonable to
treat the development of an idea which was formed by observing the
conditions of Italy as a disinterested summary of moral and political
principles, fit for all conditions and therefore for no condition. One
has to read the Prince taking into consideration the history of the cen­
turies preceding Machiavelli and the contemporary history of Italy,
and then this book is not only justilled, but it will appear as a highly
magnificent and true conception of a genuine political genius of the
greatest and noblest mind.

That was, indeed, a new step, and a step of high importance for
the development of political thought in the nineteenth century.
"It was new and it was a monstrosity," says Friedrich Meinecke,
"when Machiavellism was inserted into an idealistic system that
tried to embrace and support all ethical values whereas, hitherto,
it had existed only outside the ethical cosmos. What happened
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here was almost to be compared to the legitimization of a bas­
tard." 14

The same tendency appears in the development of Fichte's po­
litical philosophy. In 1807 Fichte published an essay on Machia­
velli in the review Vesta at Konigsberg. ls As he declared, his re­
marks were destined to contribute to the "Ehrenrettung eines
braveD Mannes"-to save the reputation of a righteous man.
What we find here is a Fichte far different from ollr traditional
view. We think of him as an advocate of the sternest moral rigor­
ism. But in his judgment of Machiavelli there is nothing of the
kind. He praised Machiavelli's political realism and tried to ex­
culpate him from all moral blame. He admitted that Machiavelli
professed a resolute paganism, that lie had spoken of Christian
religion with hatrcd and contempt. But all this did not change his
judgment nor did it diminish his admiration for Machiavelli as a
political thinker.

This interpretation of Machiavelli's work prevailed in the nine­
teenth century. From then on the roles were changed. Machia­
velli's name which formerly had be('n an abusive word suddenly
became a sort of cpithetofl omans. Two strong power'i, an intel­
lectual and a social power, contributed to producc this effect. In
the culture of thc nineteenth century history be~an to take the
leading part. Aftcr a short time it had replaced and almost
eclipsed all the other intellectual interests. From this new per­
spective the former judgments on MachhlVelli's Prince were un­
acceptable; for they had completely failed to see the historical
background of the book. On the other hand nationali.'im had, since
the beginning of the nineteenth century, become the strongest im­
pulsc and driving force of political and social life. These two
movements had a deep repercussion upon the appreciation of
Machiavelli's theory. In the litf'rature of the seventeenth century
Machiavelli had been described as an incarnation of the devil; and
then, in a curiolls hyperbole, the devil himseH was sometimes
styled a Machiavellian and tinged with Machiavellism.16 But two
hundred years later there was the complete reversal of this judg-

14. Die Idee def' Staatsriison in der neuercn Geschiclltc (Miinchf'n and Berlin,
R. Oldenbourg, 1925), p. 435.

15. Later reprinted in Fichte, "Nachgelassene Werke" (Bonn, ]835), III, 401­
453.

16. See Marlo Praz, 01'. cit., p. 37.
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ment. 'The devilization of Machiavelli was su~seded by a sort
of deification. The Italian patriots always hailed with enthusiasm
the last chapter of Machiavelli's Prince. When Vittorio Al6eri
published his work Del Principe e delle lettere he did not hesitate
to speak of the "divino Machiavelli." He inserted into the work
a special chapter that was meant to be an exact parallel to Machia­
velli's famous exhortation to liberate Italy from the barbarians. l1

I think, however, that in this case our "historism" and our na­
tionalism have done much more to confuse our judgment than to
clarify it. Since the times of Herder and He~el we have been
told that it is a mistake to regard Machiavelli s Prince as a sys­
tematic book-as a theory of politics. Machiavelli, it is said, never
meant to offer such a theory; he wrote for a special purpose and
for a small circle of readers. "The Prince," says L. Arthur Burd in
the introduction to his edition of Machiavelli's work, "was never
meant except for Italians, and Italians too of a given period; in­
deed, we may go further, and ask whether it was ever intended
even for all Italians." 18 But is there any evidence that this cur­
rent opinion is a correct expression of Machiavelli's own views
and of his principal purpose? Had Machiavelli no other interest,
and no other ambition, than to act as a spokesman of Italy, and
were all his counsels restricted to a special moment in Italian his­
tory? Was he convinced that these views were not applicable to
the political life and problems of future generations?

I am unable to find a single conclusive proof of this thesis. I
fear lest we are suffering from a sort of optical illusion when judg­
ing in this way. We are liable to a mistake that may be called
"the historian's fallacy." We are lending our own conceptions of
history and historical method to an author to whom these con­
ceptions were entirely unknown and to whom they would have
been hardly understandable. To us it seems to be quite natural to
envisage everything in its own surroundings. We consider this
maxim to be a sort of categorical imperative for every sound in­
terpretation of human actions and the phenomena of culture. Ac­
cordingly we have developed a feeling about the individuality

17. "Cos) intitola if divino Machiavelli if suo ultimo capitolo del Principe; e non
per altro 51 equi ripetuto se nOD per mostrare che in dlversi modi 51 pua attenere
10 stesso effetto:' Alfieri, Del Principe e delle lettere L'bri III, Cap. XI. "Opere
eli Vittorio AlBeri" (Italla, 1806), I, 244.

18. NlccolO Machiavelli, II Principe, ed. L. Arthur Burd (Oxford, C1areDdon
Prea, 1891), p. 14.
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of things and the relativity of judgments that often makes us
oversensitive. We hardly dare to make a general statement; we
mistrust all clear-cut fonnulae; we are skeptical of the possibility
of eternal truths and universal values. But this was not the atti­
tude of Machiavelli nor was it that of the Renaissance. The artists,
the scientists, the philosophers of the Renaissance did not know
of our modem historical relativism; they still believed in an abso­
lute beauty and an absolute truth.

In the case of Machiavelli himself there was a further and
special reason that would forbid all those restrictions of his politi­
cal theory which have been introduced by hil. modem conunen­
tators. He was a great historian; but his conception of the task of
history was widely different from ours. He was interested in the
statics not in the dynamics of historical life. He was not concerned
with the particular features of a given historical epoch but sought
for the recurrent features, for those things that are the same at
all times. Our way of speaking of history is individualistic; Mach­
iavelli's way was universalistic. We think that history never re­
peats itself; he thinks that it always repeats iLself. "Anyone com­
paring the present with the past," he says,

will soon perceive that in all cities and in all nations there prevail the
same desires and passions as always havc prevailed; for which reason
it should be an easy matter for him who carefully examines past events,
to foresee those which are about to happen in any republic, and to
apply such remedies as the ancients have uc:ed in like cascs. . . . But
these lessons being neglected or not understood by rcaders, or if under­
stood by them, being unknown to rulers, it follows that the same dis­
orders are common to all times.'S

He who would forecast what is about to happen should, there­
fore, always look to what has heen; for all human events, whether
present or to come, have their exact counterpart in the past. "And
this, because these events are brought about by men, whose pas­
sions and dispositions remaining in all ages the same, naturally
give rise to the same effects." 20

It follows from this static view of human history that all his­
torical events are interchangeable. Physically they have a definite
place in space and time; but their meaning and their character
remain invariable. Now the thinker who could expound his own

19. Dl8cour.es, Bk. I. chap. LUIX. English trans., p. 125.
20. D18courBeB. Bk. III. chap. XLID. English trans., p. 475.
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political maxims and theories in a commentary on the work of
Titus Livy certainly did not share the conception of our modern
historians that every epoch is to be measured by its own stand­
ards. To him all men and all ages were on the same level. Machia­
velli does not make the slightest distinction between the examples
taken from the history of Greece or Rome and those taken from
contemporary history. He speaks in the same tone of Alexander
the Great and Cesare Borgia, of Hannibal and Lodovico il Mora.
In the same chapter in which he deals with the "new principali­
ties" of the Renaissance he speaks of Moses, Cyrus, Romulus,
Theseus.21 Even Machiavelli's own contemporaries, the great his­
torians of the Renaissance, noticed and criticized this defect of
his method; Guicciardini especially made very interesting and
pertinent remarks to this point.22

If a thinker of this type undertook to huild up a new construc­
tive theory, a real science of politics, he certainly could not mean
to restrict this science to special cases. However paradoxical it
may sound, we must say that in this case our own modern histori­
cal sense has blinded us and prevented us from seeing the plain
historical truth. Machiavelli wrote not for Italy nor even for his
own epoell, hut for the world-and the world listened to him.
lie would never have agreed at all with the judgment of his
modern critics. ''''hat they praised in him would have been re­
garded by him as a defect. He lookcd upon his political work as
Thucydides did upon his llistorical work. Ill' saw in it a mjp.o. (~ J.d,
an everlasting POs~('ssion, lIot an ephcmeral thing. Machiavelli
was, in fact, overconfident in all his judgments. He was very fond
of the boldest generalizations. From a few examples taken from
ancient or modern history, he irnlJ1ediately drew the most far­
reaching conclusions. This deductiw way of thinking and argu­
ing must always be taken into considmation if we are to under­
stand the results of Machiavelli's theon'. It was not his intention
to descrihe his own personal experienc~s or to speak to a special
public. Of course he ~ade use of his own experience. In the dedi­
cation of his Discourses he tells his friends, Zanohi Buondelmonte
and Cosima Rucccllai, that the work which he offers to them con­
tains all the political knowledge that he had collected from much

21. See The Prince, chap. VI.

22. See Cuicciardini, "Considerazioni inlomo ai Discorsi del Machiavelli,"
Opers insdits di F. GulcclaTdinl (2d ed., Florence, 1857), I, 3-75.
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reading and long experience in the affairs of the world. Yet Mach­
iavelli's rather scanty experience of the affairs of the world would
never have enabled him to write a work of the stature and im­
portance of The Prince. For this quite different intellectual pow­
ers were needed, the power of logical deduction and analysiS
and that of a really comprehensive mind.

There is still another prejudice that has prevented many mod­
ern writers from seeing Machiavelli's Prince in its tme light. Most
of these writers, if not all of them, began with a study of Machia­
velli's life. Here they hoped to find the clue to his theory of poli­
tics. It was taken for ~ranted that a full knowledge of the man
Machiavelli was enough to give us a full insight into the mean­
ing of his work. Thanks to modern biographical research the
Machiavelli of former times, the "murderous" Machiavelli of the
Elizabethan drama has completely disappeared. We see Machia­
velli as he really was, as an honest and upright: man, a fervent
patriot, a conscientious servant of his country, a loyal friend, and
a man devoted to his wife and children.23 Yet if we read all these
personal qualities into his book we are mistaken. We fail to see
both its fundamental merits and defects. It is not only the hyper­
trophY of our historical hut also that of our psychological interest
that has often confused our judgment. Former generations were
interested in a hook itself and studied its contents; we begin with
psychoanalvzing its author. Instead of analyzin~ and criticizing
Machiavelli's thoughts most of our mOllcrn commentators only
ask for his motives. Au amazing eHort has been made to clear
these motives; the question has become one of the most warmly
debated in the whole literature on the subject. .

I do not intend to go into the details of this discussion. The
question of motives is 'always a difficult and precarious one-only
in a few cases can it be decided with absolute certaintv. But even
if we could answer it in a clear and satisfactorv wav, 'that would
not help us very much. The motives of a book, and the purpose
for which it was written, are not the book itself. The,- are onlv
the occasional cause; they do not make 11S 11nderstai~d its sy~­
tematic purport. Earlier times suffered from a certain lack of bio­
graphical material; we perhaps suffer from the verv contrar\". We. .

23. For all details seE' the standard work on the subject, Pa.'quale Villari, Nir:­
colO MachiaveUi e i suoi tempi (Florence, IR77-R2). 3 vak English trans. (Loll­
don, Kegan Paul, Trench & Co.. 1878). 4 vok.
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have read Machiavelli's intimate letters; we have studied his~
litical career in every detail; we have read not only The Prince
but all his other writings. But when it comes to the decisive point
of judging The Prince both in its systematic meaning and its his­
torical influence we are at a loss. Many modem students of
Machiavelli are so very much absorbed in the particulars of his
life that they begin to lose a grip on the whole; they do not see
the wood for the trees. In order to save the reputation of the au­
thor they minimize the importance of his work. "What was there
in the Prince," asks a recent biographer,

to occasion so much feeling and controversy? . . . The answer to the
query now as it always has been in reality is-Nothing. There is noth­
ing in the Prince to justify the hatred, the contempt, the loathing and
horror that it called forth, just as there is nothing in it to merit the
praise awarded by its enthusiasts who have read into it an interpreta­
tion of their own deeds and ideals. The prince himself, the procedure
he is recommended to follow, the aims he is taught to keep in view,
are all the products of the age, and the counsel oHered by Machiavelli
is that which experience had taught him to regard as the best one for
the times-the only one likely to be understood and respected in that
era.20

If this judgment were true the whole fame of Machiavelli would,
to a large degree, be due to a mistake. Not Machiavelli himself,
but his readers created his fame, and they could only do so by
entirely misunderstanding the sense of his work.

That seems to mc to be a very poor escape from the dilemma.
The dilemma really exists. There seems to be a flagrant contra­
diction between Machiavelli's political doctrine and his personal
and moral character. But we must certainly seek for a better
explanation of the problem than to deny the originality or the
universality of Machiavelli's theory. If this interpretation were
right, we could of course, still regard Machiavelli as a great pub­
licist and as the spokesman and propagandist for special political
and national interests. Yet we could not see in him the founder
of a new science of politics-the great constructive thinker whose
conceptions and theories revolutionized the modem world and
shook the social order to its foundations.

24. Jelfrey Pulver, MachItzoeUl, the Man, His Work and BI8 Time' (London,
Herbert Joseph, 1937), p. 227.
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THE TRIUMPH OF MACHIAVELLISM
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

Machiavelli and the Renaissance

NOTWI'IlISTANDING the widely different opinions about Mach­
iavelli's work and his personality there is at least one
point in which we find a complete unanimity. All authors

emphasize that Machiavelli is <ea child of his age," that he is a
typical witness to the Renaissance. This statement is, however, of
no avail as long as we have no clear and unambiguous conception
of the Renaissance itself. And in this regard the situation seems to
be hopelessly confused. In the last decades the interest in Renais­
sance studies has steadily increased. We are now provided with
an astoundingly rich material, with new facts collected by politi­
cal historians and by historians of literature, art, philosophy, sci­
ence, and religion. But as to the main question, the question of
the "meaning" of the Renaissance, we still seem to be in the dark.
No modem writer could repeat the famous formulae by which
Jakob Burckhardt tried to describe the civilization of the Renais­
sance. On the other hand all those descriptions that have been
given by the critics of Burckhardt's work are equally objection­
able. There are many scholars, and scholars of high authority in
their special fields, who decided to cut the Gordian knot. They
warn us against the use of the very term "Renaissance." "What is
the use in questioning the Renaissance," wrote Lynn Thorndike
in a recent discussion of the subject. "No one has ever proved its
existence, no one has really tried to." 1

But we should not discuss merely names and terms. That the
Renaissance is not a mere flatus vocis, that the term corresponds
to a historical reality, is undeniable. If we were in need of prov­
ing this reality it would be enough to summon two classical wit­
nesses and to point to two works: Galileo's Dialogues Concerning
Two New Sciences and Machiavelli's Prince. To connect these two

1. lournal of the History of Ideaa, IV, No.1 (January, 1943), with contribu­
tiODS by Hans Baron, Ernst Cassirer, Francis R. Johnson, Paul Oskar Kristeller,
Dean P. Lockwood, and Lynn Thorndike.
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works may, at first sight, appear to be very arbitrary. They deal
with entirely diverse subjects; they belong to different centuries,
they were written by men who were widely divergent in their
thoughts, in their scientific interests, in their talents, and in their
personalities. Nevertheless the two books have something in com­
mon. In both of them we find a certain trend of thought which
marks them as two great and crucial events in the history of mod­
ern civilization. Recent research has taught us that both Machia­
velli and Galileo had their precursors. Their works have not
jumped, ready made and in full armor, out of the heads of their
authors. They needed a long and careful preparation. But all this
does not detract from their originality. What Galileo gave in his
Dialogues and what Machiavelli gave in his Prince were really
"new sciences." "My purpose," said Galileo, "is to set forth a very
new science dealing with a very ancient subject. There is, in na­
ture, perhaps nothing older than motion conct'rning which the
books written by philosophers are neither few nor small; never­
theless I have discovered by experiment some properties of it
which are worth knOWing and which have not hith.erto been either
observed or demonstrated." 2 Machiavelli would have been per­
fectly entitled to speak of his book in the same way. Just as Gali­
leo's Dynamics became the foundation of our Dlodern science of
nature, so Machiavelli paved a new way to political science.

In order to understand the novelty of both these works we must
begin with an analysis of medieval thought. That in a mere chrono­
logical sense we caullot separate the Renaissance from the Middle
Ages is obvious. By innumerable visihle and invisible threads the
Quattrocento is connected with scholastic thought and medieval
culture. In the history of European civilization there never was a
break of continuity. To seek for a point in this history in which the
Middle Ages "end" and the modern world "begins" is a sheer
absurdity. a But that does lIot do away \vith the necessity of look­
ing for an intellectual line of demarcation between the two ages.

The medieval thinkers were divided into various schools. Be­
tween these schools, the dialecticians and the mystics, the realists

2. Galileo, Dialogues ConcernIng Two New ScIences, Third Day. English trans.
by H. Crew and Alfonso de Salvia (New York, The Macmillan Co., 1914; now
Evanston and Chicago, Northwestern University, 1939), p. 153.

3. In the follOWing paragraphs I have repeated some rernarb contained in a
paper. "The Place of Vesalius in the Culture of the Renaissance," The Yale Journal
of Biology and Mediclne, XVI, No.2 (December, 1943), 109 fl.
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and the nominalists, there were interminable discussions. Never­
theless there was a common center of thought that remained firm
and unchangeable for many centuries. To grasp the unity of me­
dieval thought there is perhaps no better and easier way than to
study the two books n.pi T~~ o;'pall;a~ upapx{a~and n.pi~.. bc")."IlTLO.<1TI.I(~~

1.papx{a~ (On the Celestial Hierarchy and On the Ecclesiastical
Hierarchy). The author of these books is unknown. In the Mid­
dle Ages they were generally attributed to Dionysius Areopagita,
the disciple of St. Paul, who was converted and baptized by him.
But this is only a legend. The books were probably "'TUten by a
Neo-Platonic writer, a disciple of Produs. They presuppose the
theory of emanation that had been developed by Plotinus, the
founder of the Neo-Platonic school. In order to understand a
thing we must, according to this theory, always go back to its first
prinCiple and we must show in what way it has evolved from this
prinCiple. The first principle, the cause amI origin of all things
is the One, the Absolute. This absolute One develops into the
mUltiplicity of things. But that is not a process of evolution, in
our modern sense, it is rather a process of degradation. The whole
world is held together by a golden chain-that aurea catena of
which Homer spoke in a famous passage of his Iliad. All things
whatsoever, spiritual and material things, the archangels, the
angels, the seraphim and cherubim and all the other celestial le­
gions, man, organic nature, matter, all of them arc bound in this
golden chain about the feet of Cod. The,e are two different hier­
archies; the hierarchy of existence and that of value. But they are
not opposed to each other; tlley correspond to each other in per­
fect harmony. The degree of yalllc depends on the degree of
being. What is lower in tllC scalc of cxistence is also lower in the
ethical scale. The more a thing is rcmotc from the first principle,
from the source of all things. so much the less is its grade of per­
fection.

The pseudo-Dionysian books about the celestial and ecclesiastic
hierarchies were widely and eagerly studied throughout the Mid­
dle Ages. They became one of the principal sources of scholastic
philosophy. The system developed in these books not only influ­
enced the thoughts of men but was also connected with their
deepest feelings, and it was expressed, in different ways, in the
whole ethical, religious, scientific, and social order. In Aristotelian
cosmology God is described as the "unmoved mover" of the uni-
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verse. He is the ultimate source of motion-being at rest him­
self. He transmits his moving force first to the things that are next
to him: to the highest celestial spheres. From here this force de­
scends, by different degrees, to our own world, to the earth, the
sublunar world, the world below the moon. But here we no longer
find the same perfection. The higher world, the world of the ce­
lestial bodies, is made of an imperishable and incorruptible sub­
stance-the ether or the quinta essentia, and the movements of
these bodies are eternal. In our world everything is perishable
and liable to decay; and every movement comes, after a short
time, to its standstill. There is a sharp discrimination between the
lower and the higher worlds; they do not consist of the same
substance and they do not follow the same laws of motion. The
same principle holds for the structure of the political and social
world. In religious life we find the ecclesiastical hierarchy that
reaches from the Pope as the summit, to the cardinals, the arch­
bishops, the bishops down to the lower degrees of the clergy. In
the state the highest power is concentrated in the Emperor, who
delegates this power to his inferiors, the princes,. the dukes, and
all the other vassals. This feudal system is an exact image and
counterpart of the general hierarchical system; it is an expression
and a symbol of that universal cosmic order that has been estab­
lished by God and which, therefore, is eternal and immutable.

This system prevailed throughout the Middle Ages and proved
its force in all spheres of human life. But in the first centuries of
the Renaissance, in the Quattrocento and Cinquecento, it changed
its form. The change did not come all of a sudden. We do not
find a complete breakdown, an abrogation or an open denial of
the fundamental principles of medieval thought. Nevertheless,
one breach after another is made in the hierarchical system that
seemed to be so firmly established and that had governed the
thoughts and feelings of men for many centuries. The system was
not destroyed; but it began to fade away and lose its unques­
tioned authority.

The Aristotelian cosmological system was replaced by the astro­
nomical system of Copernicus. In the latter we no longer find a
distinction between the "higher" and the '1ower" world. All move­
ments whatever, the movements of the earth and those of the
celestial bodies, obey the same universal rules. According to Gior­
dano Bruno, who was the first thinker to give a metaphysical in-
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terpretation of the Copernican system, the world is an infinite
whole, pervaded and animated by the same infinite divine spirit.
There are no privileged points in the universe, no "above" or
"below." In the political sphere, too, the feudal order dissolved
and began to crumble. In Italy new political bodies of a quite
different type appeared. We find the Renaissance tyrannies, cre­
ated by individual men, the great condottieri of the Renaissance,
or by great families, the Visconti or Sforzas in Milan, the Medici
in Florence, the Gonzagas in Mantua.

The Modem Secular State

That scene was the general political and intellectual back­
ground of Machiavelli's Prince, and if we approach his book from
this angle, we have no difficulty in determining its meaning and
its right place in the development of European culture. When
Machiavelli conceived the plan of his book the center of gravity
of the political world had already been shifted. New forces had
come to the fore and they had to be accounted for-forces that
were entirely unknown to the medieval system. When studyin~

Machiavelli's Prince we are surprised how much his whole thought
is concentrated upon this new phenomenon. If he speaks of the
usual forms of government, of the city-republics or of the heredi­
tary monarchies, he speaks very briefly. It is as if all these old
and time-honored forms of government conld hardly arouse Mach­
iavelli's curiosity-as if they were unworthy of his scientific in­
terest. But when Machiavelli begins to describe the new men
and when he analyzes the "new principalities," he speaks in an
entirely different tone. He is not only interested but captivated
and fascinated. We feel this strong and strange fascination in
every word about Cesare Borgia. Machiavelli's narration of the
method taken by Cesare Borgia to rid himself of his enemies, is,
both in style and thou~ht, one of his most characteristic writin~s.'

And long after the fall of Cesare Borgia he still felt the same way.
The "Duca Valentino" always remains his classical example. He
frankly confesses that, if he had to found a new state, he would
always follow the famous model of Cesare Borgia.1I

4. Ducrlzlone del modo terwto dal duco Valentino neU' ammGZZQ1'e VlteUozzo
Vttellt, etc. English trans. by Fameworth, "The Worb of Nicholas Machiavel,"
D,481-490.

5. lAttere fam4Uori, CLIX, ed. Ed. Alvlsi (Florence, 1888), p. 394.
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All this cannot be explained by a personal sympathy for Cesare
Borgia. Machiavelli had no reason to love him; on the contrary
he had the strongest reasons to fear him. He always objected to
the temporal power of the Pope, in which he saw one of the great­
est dangers for Italy's political life. And nobody had done more
to extend the temporal dominion of the Church than Cesare Bor­
gia. On the other hand Machiavelli knew very well that the tri­
umph of Cesare Borgia's politics would have meant the ruin of
the Florentine Republic. How was it that, in spite of all this, he
spoke of this enemy of his native city not only with admiration
but with a kind of awe-with a reverence that perhaps no other
historian ever felt for Cesare Borgia? This is only understandable
if we bear in mind tllat the real source of Machiavelli's admira­
tion was not the man himself but the structure of the new state
that had been created by him. Machiavelli was the first thinker
who completely realized what this new political structure really
meant. He had seen its origin and he foresaw its effects. He an­
ticipated in llis thought the whole course of the future political
life of Europe. It was this realization that induced him to study
the form of the new principalities with the greatest care and
thoroughness. He was perfectly aware that, when compared to
former political theories, this study was to be regarded as a cer­
tain anomaly-and he apologized for the unusual course of his
thought. "It ought not to appear strange to anyone," he says in
the sixth chaptcr of The Prince,
if in what I am going to say cOlJcerning Principalities and Princes and
States, altogether n('w, I shall quote great and eminent examples ...
I say then, that the possession of a Principality newly acquired by one
who was not a Prince lxofore, is more or less difficult to be maintained,
in proportion to the abilities of the perSOll that acquires it. Now as it
argues a great share of valour and conduct, or good fortune at least,
to raise one's self from a private condition to the rank of a Prince;
either that valour and conduct, or that good fortune, in all prob­
ability, will enable the same person to surmount many other ensuing
difficulties.8

Of those statcs that are based upon mere tradition and the prin­
ciple of legitimacy Machiavelli speaks with a certain disdain or
with an open irony. The ecclesiastic principalities, he declares, are
very fortunate; for as they are fortified by religious constitutions

6. The Prince. chap. VI, op. cit., II, 223 f.
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of ancient and venerable authority they maintain themselves eas­
ily. "But as they are under the immediate superintendence and
direction of an Almighty Being who both raised and supports
them, and whose operations are far above the compre]lcnsioll of
our weak understanding, it would be rash and presumptuous in
any mortal man that should pretend to account for these things:
and therefore I may very well be excused from entcring into any
solution of that kind." 7 To attract Machiavclli's interest some­
thing different from these quiet and peaceful forms of common­
wealth was needed-a body politic that had been created by
force and was to be maintained by force.

Yet this political aspect is not the only one. In order to under­
stand the whole purport of Machiavelli's theory we must see it
in a much broader perspective. To the politIcal we must add the
philosophical point of view. This aide of the problem has been
unduly neglected. Politicians, sociologists, and historians have
vied with each other in analyzing, commenting, and criticizing
Machiavelli's Prince. Yet in our textbooks of the history of mod­
ern philosophy we find no chapter on Machiavelli. That is in a
sense understandable and justifiable. Machiavelli was no phi­
losopher in the classical or medieval sense of this term. He had
no speculative system, not evcn a system of politics. Neverthe­
less his book had a very strong indirect in.8ucncc upon the gen­
eral developmcnt of modern philosophical thought. For he was
the first who, decidedly and unquestionably, broke away from
the whole scholastic tradition. He destroyed the cornerstone of
this tradition-the hierarchic system.

Time and again the medieval philosophers had quoted thc say­
ing of St. Paul that all power is of God.b The divine origin of
the state was generally acknowledged. In the heginning of the
modern era this principle was still in full vigor; it appears, for
instance, in its full maturity in the theory of Suarez. II Even the
strongest champions of the independence and sovereignty of the
temporal power did not dare to deny the theocratic principle. As
to Machiavelli he does not even attack this principle; he simp}:'
ignores it. He speaks from his political experience; and his experi-

7. Idem, chap. Xl, op. cit., II. 281.
8. See St. Paul, Romans, 13.1.
9. See von Gierke. op. cit., quoted above (Chapter IX, p. 107, n. 4). English

trans., pp. 71 If.
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ence had taught him that power, real and factual political power,
is anything but divine. He had seen the men who were the found­
ers of the "new principalities" and he had keenly studied their
methods. To think that the power of these new principalities was
of God was not only absurd, it was even blasphemous. As a politi­
cal realist Machiavelli had, once for all, to give up the whole ba­
sis of the medieval political system. The pretended divine origin
of the rights of kings seemed to him to be entirely fantastic. It is a
product of imagination, not of political thought. "It now remains
to show," says Machiavelli in the fifteenth chapter of The Prince,

in what manner a prince should behave to his subjects and friends:
but as many have written upon this head already, it may seem arro­
gant in me, perhaps, to offer any thing further, espeCially as I shall
differ widely in my opinion from that of others. However, since I write
only for the instruction of such, as I would have thoroughly acquainted
with the nature of things, I thought it better to represent them as
they really are in fact, than to amuse the imagination with visionary
models of Republics and Principalities (as several have done) which
never did nor can exist.10

.

Machiavelli does not follow the usual ways of a scholastic disputa­
tion. He never argues about political doctrines or maxims. To
him the facts of political life are the only valid arguments. It is
enough to point to "the nature of things" to destroy the hierarchic
and theocratic system.

Here too we find a close connection between the new cosmol­
ogy and the new politics of the Renaissance. In both cases the
difference between the "lower" and the "higher" world vanishes.
The same principles and natural laws hold for the "world below"
and the "world above." Things are on the same level both in the
physical and in the political order. Machiavelli studied and ana­
lyzed political movements in the same spirit as Galileo, a century
later, did the movement of falling bodies. He became the founder
of a new type of scient'e of a political static and a political dy­
namics.

On the other hand it would be incorrect to say that the only
aim of Machiavelli was to describe certain political facts as clearly
and exactly as possible. In this case he would have acted as a
historian not as a theoretician of politics. A theory demands much

10. The Prince, op. cit., II. 320.
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more; it needs a constructive principle to unify and synthesize
the facts. The secular state had existed long before the times of
Machiavelli. One of the earliest examples of a complete seculari­
zation of political life is the state founded by Frederick II in the
south of Italy; and this state had been created three hundred
years before Machiavelli wrote his book. It was an absolute mon­
archy in the modern sense; it had emancipated itself from any
influence of the Church. The officials of this state were not clerics
but laymen. Christians, Jews, Saracens had an equal share in the
administration; nobody was excluded for merely religious reasons.
At the court of Frederick II a discrimination between sects, be­
tween nations or races was unknown. The paramount interest was
that of the secular, the "earthly" state.

That was an entirely new fact, a fact that had no equivalent in
medieval civilization. But this fact had not yet found a theoretical
expression and justification. Frederick II was always regarded as
an arch heretic. He was twice excommunicated by the Church.
Dante, who felt a great personal admiration for him and saw in
him the very model of a great monarch, nevertheless condemned
him in his Inferno to the flaming sepulchers of the heretics.ll The
Lawbook of Frederick II has been styled "The Birth Certificate
of Modern Bureaucracy." Yet although modem in his political
actions Frederick was by no means modern in his thoughts. When
he speaks about himself and about the origin of his empire he
speaks not as a skeptiC or heretic but as a mystic. He always claims
an immediate personal relation to God. It is this personal rela­
tion that makes him entirely independent of all ecclesiastic influ­
ences and demands. As his biographer describes his thoughts and
feelings,

divine Providence had singled him out, him only, and elevated him
directly to the throne, and the marvel of her grace had enveloped the
last of the ~ohenstaufens in a mist of magic glory far beyond that of
any other prince, far from the ken of the profane. The purposeful
active Foresight of God did not enshroud the Emperor but revealed
herself in him as the highest Reason: ''Leader in Reason's path" he
has been called.lI

11. Dante, Inferno, X, 119 I.
12. See Ernst ICantorowicz, Frederick the Second. English version by E. O.

Lorimer (Lcmdon, Constable & Co., 1931), p. 253. FOf au d~ see chap. v,
pp. 215-868.
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Religion and Politics

To Machiavelli all such mystical conceptions had become en­
tirely unintelligible. In his theory all the previous theocratic ideas
and ideals are eradicated root and branch. Yet he never meant
on the other hand to separate politics from religion. He was an
opponent of the Church but he was no enemy of religion. He
was, on the contrary, convinced that religion is one of the neces­
sary elements of man's social life. But in his system this element
cannot claim any absolute, independent, and dogmatic truth. Its
worth and validity depend entirely on its influence on political
life.

By this standard, however, Christianity occupies the lowest
place. For it is in strict opposition to all real political virtu. It has
rendered men weak and effeminate. "Our religion," says Machia­
velli, "instead of heroes canonizes those only that are meek and
lowly" whereas the "Pagans deified none but men full of worldly
glory, such as great commauders and illustrious governors of com­
monwealths." 13 According to Machiavelli this pagan use of reli­
gion was the only rational use. In Home religion could become,
instead of a source of weakness, the chief source of the greatness
of the state. The Romans always availed themselves of religion
in reforming their state, in prosecuting their wars, and in com­
posing tumults.] 4 Whether they did this in good faith or by cal­
culation is of no importance. It was a proof of great political
wisdom in Numa Pompilius that he derived his laws from a super­
natural source and that he convinced the people of Rome that
these laws had been inspired by his conversations with the nymph
Egeriayi Even in Machiavelli's system, therefore, religion is in­
dispensable. But it is no longer an end in itseH; it has become a
mere tool in the hands of the political rulers. It is not the founda­
tion of man's social life but a powerful weapon in all political
struggles. This weapon must prove its strength in action. A merely
passive religion, a religion that flees the world instead of organiz­
ing it, has proved to be the ruin of many kingdoms and states.
Religion is only good if it produces good order; and good order

13. Discourses, Bk. II, chap. D.
14. Idem, Bk. I, cllap. X111.
15. Idem, Bk. I, chnp. Xl.
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is generally attended with good fortune and success in any un­
dertaking.18 Here the final step has been taken. Heligion no longer
bears any relation to a transcendent order of things amI it has
lost all its spiritual values. The process of secularization has come
to its close; for the secular state exists not only de facto but also
de fure; it has found its definite theoreticallegitirnization.

16. Ibid.



XII

IMPLICATIONS OF THE NEW THEORY
OF THE STATE

The Isolation of the State and Its DangeTs

T
HE whole argument of Machiavelli is clear and coherent. His

logic is impeccable. 1£ we accept his premises we cannot
avoid his conclusions. With Machiavelli we stand at the

gateway of the modern wotld. The desired end is attained; the
state has won its full autonomy. Yet this result has had to be
bought dearly. The state is entirely independent; but at the same
time it is completely isolated. The sharp knife of Machiavelli's
thought has cut off all the threads by which in former generations
the state was fastened to the organic whole of human existence.
The political world has lost its connection not only with religion
or metaphysics but also with all the other forms 'of man's ethical
and cultural life. It stands alone-in an empty space.

That this complete isolation was pregnant with the most dan­
gerous consequences should not be denied. There is no point in
overlooking or minimizing these consequences. We must see them
face to face. I do not mean to say that MachiavelU was fully aware
of all the implications of his political theory. In the history of ideas
it is by no means unusual that a thinker develops a theory, the
full purport and significance of which is still hidden to himself.
In this regard we must, indeed, make a sharp distinction between
Machiavelli and Machiavellism. There are many things in the lat­
ter that could not be foreseen by Machiavelli. He spoke and
judged from his own personal experience, the experience of a
secretary of the State of Florence. He had studied with the keen­
est interest the rise and fall of the "new principalities:" But what
were the small Italian tyrannies of the Cinquecento when com­
pared to the absolute monarchies of the seventeenth century and
with our modem forms of dictatorship? Machiavelli highly ad­
mired the methods used by Cesare Borgia to liquidate his adver­
saries. Yet in comparison with the later much more developed
tecbnique of political crimes these methods appear to be only
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child's play. Machiavellism showed its true face and its real dan­
ger when its principles were later applied to a larger scene and
to entirely new political conditions. In this sense we may say that
the consequences of Machiavelli's theory were not brought to
light until our own age. Now we can, as it were, study Machia­
vellism in a magnifying glass.

There was still another circumstance that prevented Machia­
vellism from coming to its full maturity. In the centuries that fol­
lowed, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, his doctrine
played an important role in practical political life; but, theoreti­
cally speaking, there were still great intellectual and ethical forces
which counterbalanced its influence. The political thinkers of this
period, with the single exception of Hobbes, were all partisans
of the "Natural Right theory of the state." Grotius, Pufendorf,
Rousseau, Locke looked upon the state as a means, not as an end
in itseH. The concept of a "totalitarian" state was unknown to
these thinkers. There was always a certain sphere of individual
life and individual freedom which remained inaccessible to the
state. The state and the sovereign in general were legibus solutus.
But this meant only that they were free from legal coercion; it did
not mean that they were exempt from moral obligations. After
the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, all this was
suddenly called in question. Romanticism launched a violent at­
tack against the theory of natural rights. The romantic writers
and philosophers spoke as resolute "spiritualists." But it was pre­
cisely this metaphysical spiritualism that paved the way for the
most uncouth and uncompromising materialism in political life.
In this regard it is a highly interesting and remarkable fact that
the "idealistic" thinkers of the nineteenth century, Fichte and
Hegel, became the advocates of Machiavelli and the defenders of
Machiavellism. After the collapse of the theory of natural rights
the last barrier to its triumph was removed. There was no longer
any great intellectual or moral power to cheek and counterbal­
ance Machiavellism; its victory was complete and seemed to be
beyond challenge.
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The Moral Problem in Machiavelli

That Machiavelli's Prince contains the most immoral things and
that Machiavelli has no scruples about recommending to the ruler
all sorts of deception, of perfidy, and cruelty is incontestable,
There are, however, not a few modern writers who deliberately
shut their eyes to this obvious fact. Instead of explaining it they
make the greatest eHorts to deny it. They tell us that the meas­
ures recommended by Machiavelli, however objectionable in
themselves, are only meant for the "common good." The ruler has
to respect this common good. But where do we find this mental
reservation? The Prince speaks in quite a different, in an entirely
uncompromising way. The book describes, with complete indif.
ference, the ways and means by which political power is to be
acquired and to be maintained. About the right use of this power
it does not say a word. It does not restrict this use to any consid­
eration for the commonwealth. It was only centuries later that
the Italian patriots began to read into Machiavelli's book all their
own political and national idealism. In any word of Machiavelli,
declared Alfieri, we find the same spirit, a spirit of justice, of
passionate love for freedom, of magnanimity and truth. He who
understands Machiavelli's work in the right way must become
an ardent enthusiast for liberty and an enlightened lover of all
political virtues. 1

This is, however, only a rhetorical answer to our question, not
a theoretical one. To regard Machiavelli's Prince as a sort of ethi­
cal treatise or a manual of political virtues is impossible. We need
not enter here into a discussion of the vexed problem whether
the last chapter of The Prince, thn famous exhortation to deliver
Italy out of the honds of barbarians, is an integral part of the
book or a later addition. Many modern students of Machiavelli
havc spoken of The Princ~ as if the whole book were nothing but
a preparation for this closing chapter, as if this chapter were not
only the climax but also the quintessence of Machiavelli's politi­
cal thought. I think this view to be erroneous, and, as far as I see,
the onus probandi rests in this case with the advocates of the

1. "Chiunque ben legEe e nen' autoce s'irnmedesirna non PUQ riuscice se non
un focoso entusiasta di liberta, e un illwninatissimo amatore d' ogni politica virtU...
Alfieri, Del Principe e deUs lettere. cap. VIU.
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thesis. For there are obvious differences betwcen the book taken
as a whole and the last chapter, differences of thought and dif­
ferences of style. In the book itself Machiavelli speaks with an
entirely detached mind. Everyone may hear him and make what
use he will of his advice which is available not only to the Italians
but also to the most dangerous enemies of Italy. In the tl1ird chap­
tcr Machiavelli discusses at great length all the errors committed
by Louis XII in his invasion of Italy. Without these errors, he
declares, Louis XII would have had no difficulty in attaining his
end, which was to subjugate the whole of Italy. In his analysis
of political actions Machiavelli never gives vent to any personal
feeling of sympathy or antipathy. To put it in the words of Spi­
noza he speaks of these things as if they were lines, planes, or
solids. He did not attack the principles of morality; but he could
find no use for these principles when engrossed in problems of
political life. Machiavelli looked at political combats as if they
were a game of chess. He had studied the rules of the game very
thoroughly. But he had not the slightest intention of changing
or criticizing these rules. His political experience had taught him
that the political game never had been played without fraud, de­
ception, treachery, and felony. He neither blamed nor recom­
mended these things. His only concern was to finel the bcst move
-the move that wins the game. When a chess champion engages
in a bold combination, or when he tries to deceive his partner by
all sorts of ruses and stratagems, we are (blighted 'LIld admire his
skill. That was exactly Machiavelli's attitude when he looked upon
the shifting scenes of the great political drama that was played
before his eyes. He was not only deeply interested; he was fasci­
nated. He could not help giving his opinion. Sometimes he shook
his head at a bad move; sometimes he burst out with admiration
and applause. It never occurred to him to ask by whom the game
was played. The players may be aristocrats or republicans, barbar­
ians or Italians, legitimate princes or usurpers. Obviously that
makes no difference for the man who is interested in the game
itself-and in nothing but the game. In his theory Machiavelli is
apt to forget that the political game is not played with chessmen,
but with real men, with human beings of flesh and blood; and
that the weal and woe of these beings is at stake.

It is true that in the last chapter his cool and detached attitude
gives way to an entirely new note. Machiavelli suddenly shakes
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off the burden of his logical method. His style is no longer ana­
lytical but rhetorical. Not without reason has that last chapter
been compared to Isocrates' exhortation to Philip.2 Personally we
may prefer the emotional note of the last chapter to the cold
and indifferent note of the rest of the book. Yet it would be wrong
to assume that in the book Machiavelli has concealed his thoughts;
that what is said there was only a sham. Machiavelli's book was
sincere and honest; but it was dictated by his conception of the
meaning and task of a theory of politics. Such a theory must de­
scribe and analyze; it cannot blame or praise.

No one has ever doubted the patriotism of Machiavelli. But
we should not confuse the philosopher with the patriot. The
Prince was the work of a political thinker-and of a very radical
thinker. Many modem scholars are liable to forget or, at least,
to underrate this radicalism of Machiavelli's theory. In their ef­
forts to purge his name from all blame they have obscured his
work. They have portrayed a harmless and innocuous but at the
same time a rather trivial Machiavelli. The real Machiavelli was
much more dangerous-clangerous in his thoughts, not in his
character. To mitigate his theory means to falsify it. The picture
of a mild or lukewann Machiavelli is not a true historical portrait.
It is a "fable convenue" just as much opposed to the historical
truth as the conception of the "diabolic" Machiavelli. The man
himself was loath to compromise. In his judgments about politi­
cal actions he warned over and over again against irresolution and
hesitation. It was the greatness and the glory of Rome that in
Roman political life all haH measures wcre avoided.3 Only weak
states are always dubious in their resolves, and tardy resolves
are always hatefuJ.4 It is true that men, in general, seldom know
how to be wholly good or wholly bad. Yet it is precisely this point
in which the real politician, the great statesman, differs fro?D the
average man. He Willllot shrink from such crimes as are stamped
with an inherent greatness. He may perform many good actions,
but when circumstances require a different course he will be
"splendidly wicked." 6 Here we hear the voice of the real Machia­
velli, not of the conventional one. And even if it were true that

2. See L. A. Burd's notes in his edition of "II Principe," p. S66.
a. DlsCOUt'les, Bk. II, chap. XXIII.
4. Idem, Bk. II, chap. XV; Bk. I, chap. xxxvm.
5. Idem, Bk. I, chap. XXVII.
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all the advice of MachiavelU was destined only for the "common
good," who is the judge of this common good? Obviously no one
hut the prince himseU. And he will always be likely to identify it
with his private interest: he will act according to the maxim:
L'Mat c'est mot. Moreover, if the common good could justify all
those things that are recommended in Machiavelli's book, if it
could be used as an excuse for fraud and deception, felony, and
cruelty, it would hardly be distinguishable from the common evil.

It remains, however, one of the great puzzles in the history of
human civilization how a man like Machiavelli, a great and noble
mind, could become the advocate of "splendid wickedness." And
this puzzle becomes the more bewildering if we compare The
Prince with Machiavelli's other writings. There are many things
in these other writings that seem to be in flagrant contradiction
with the views exposed in The Prince. In his Discourses Machia­
velU speaks as a resolute republican. In the struggles between
the Roman aristocracy and the plebeians his sympathy is clearly
on the side of the people. He defends the people against the re­
proach of inconstancy and fickleness; II he declares that the guard­
ianship of public freedom is safer in the hands of the commons
than in those of the patricians.7 He speaks in a very disparaging
tone of the gentiluomini, of those men who live in opulence and
idleness on the revenues of their estates. Such persons, he de­
clares, are very mischievous in every republic or country. But
even more mischievous are those who are lords (\f strongholds
and castles besides their estates, and who haye vassals and retain­
ers who render them obedience. Of these two classes of men the
Kingdom of Naples, the Romagna and Lombardy were full; and
hence it happened that in these provinces no commonwealth or
free form of government ever existed; because men of this sort
are the sworn foes to all free institutions." Taking everything into
consideration, declares Machiavelli, the people are wiser and
more constant than a prince.8

In The Prince we hear very little of these convictions. Here the
fascination of Cesare Borgia is so strong that it seems completely
to eclipse all republican ideals. The methods of Cesare Borgia be-

6. Idem, BIt. I, chap. LVUI.
7. Idem, Bk. I, chaps. lV, v.
8. Idem, Bk. J, chap. LV.
9. Idem, Bk. I, chap. LVUl.
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come the hidden center of Machiavelli's political reflections. His
thought is irresistibly attracted to this center. "Upon a thorough
review of the Duke's conduct and actions," says Machiavelli,
1 see nothing worthy of reprehension in them; on the contrary, I have
proposed them and here propose them again as a pattern for the
imitation of all such as arrive at dominion by the arms or fortune of
others. For as he had a great spirit and vast designs, he could not well
have acted otherwise in his circumstances: and if he miscarried ill
them, it was entirely owing to the sudden death of his father, and the
desperate condition in whieh he happened to lie himself at that crit­
ical juncture.10

If Machiavelli reprehcnds anything in Cesare it is not his charac­
ter; it is not his ruthlessness, his cruelty, his treachery and rapac­
ity. For all this he has no word of blame. What he blames in him
is the only grave error in his political career: the fact that he
allowed Julius II, his sworn cnemy, to be elected Pope after the
dt>ath of Alexander VI.

There is a story according to which Talleyrand, after the exe­
cution of the Duke of Enghien by Napoleon Bonaparte, ex­
claimed: "C'est plus qu'un crime, c'cst une fautel" If this anec­
dote bc true then we must say that Talleyrand spoke as a true
disciple of Machiavelli's Prince. All judgments of Machiavelli are
political and moral judgments. What he thinks to be objectionable
and unpardonahle in a politician are not his crimes but his mis­
takes.

That a n'publican could make the Duca Valentino his hero and
model Sl'cms to he very strange: for what would have become of
the Itali:lJl Republics and all their frec institutions under a ruler
like Cesare Borgia? Tlwre are however two reasons that account
for this seeming discn'pancy in 'Machiavelli's thought: a general
and a particular one. Machiavelli was convinced that all his po­
litical thou!!hts were entirely realistic. Yet when studying his
repuhlicanism wc find very little of this political realism. His re­
publicanism is much more "academic" than practical; more con­
tcmplati\".· than active. Machiavelli had served, sincerely and
faithful1~-, th(' calise of the cih-·statc of Florence. As a secretary
of tlw st~lt(· he had l'ombated the Medici. But when the power of
the Medici was restored he hoped to retain his post; he made the

10. TIl(' Prince. chap. vn (VI in Fameworth trans. is a misprint), cf. chap.
XIU. Farncworth tntll~_. p. :!17. cf. p. 304_



The Moral Problem in MachiaveUi 147

greatest efforts to make his peace with the new rulers. That is
easily understandable. Machiavelli did not swear by the words of
any political program. His was not a stern unyielding and un~

compromising republicanism. He could readily accept an aristo­
cratic government; for he had never recommended an ochlocracy,
a dominion of the populace. It is not without reason, he declares,
that the voice of the people has been likened to the voice of
God.ll But on the other hand he is convinced that to give new
institutions to a commonwealth, or to reconstruct old institutions
on an entirely new basis, must be the work of one man.12 The
multitude is helpless without a head.13

Yet if Machiavelli admired the Roman plebs, he had not the
same belief in the power of the citizens of a modern state to rule
themselves. Unlike many other thinkers of the Renaissance he did
not cherish the hope of restoring the life of the ancients. The
Roman Republic was founded upon the Roman virtu-and this
virtu is lost, once for all. The attempts to resuscitate ancient po­
litical life appeared to Machiavelli as idle dreams. His was a
sharp, clear, and cool mind; not the mind of a fanatic and en­
thusiast like Cola di Rienzi. In Italian life of the fifteenth century
Machiavelli saw nothing to encourage his republican ideals. As
a patriot he felt the strongest sympathies for his fellow citizens,
but as a philosophcr he judged them vcry severely; his feeling
bordered on contempt. Only in the North he was still able to
find some traces of love of freedom and the anci~mt virtu. The
nations of the North, he says, have to a certdln degree been saved
because they did 110t learn the manners of the French, the Ital­
ians, or the Spaniards-this corruption of the world.1-1 This judg­
ment about his own times was irrevocable. Machiavelli did not
even admit that it could be questioned hy anyone. "I know not,"
he says,

whether I may not deserve to be reckoned in the number of those who
deceive themselves, if, in these discourses of mine, I render excessive
praise to the ancient times of the Romans while I censure our own.
And, indeed, were not the excellence which then prevailed and the

11. Discourses, Bk. I, chap. LVIII.

12. Idem, Bk. I, chap. IX.

13. Idem, Bk. I, chap. XLIV.

14. Idem, Bk. I, chap. LV. "Perche non hanna possuto pigliare i costumi, ne
franciosi, ne spagnuoli, ne italiani; Ie qU1l1i nllzioni tutle insieme sono la corrutteJa
del mODdo."
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corruption which prevails now clearer than the SUD. I should proceed
more guardedly in what I have to say. . . . But since the thing is so
plain that everyone sees it, I shall be bold to speak freely all I think,
both of old times and of new, in order that the minds of the young
who happen to read these my writings may be led to shun modem
examples, and be prepared to follow those set by antiquity whenever
chance affords the opportunity.'6

Machiavelli was by no means especially fond of the principali
nuoci, of the modern tyrannies. He could not fail to see all their
defects and evils. Yet under the circumstances and conditions of
modem life these evils seemed to him to be unavoidable. There
is no doubt that Machiavelli personally would have abhorred most
of the measures he recommended to the rulers of the new states.
He tells us in so many words that these measures are most cruel
expedients, repugnant not merely to every Christian, but to every
civilized rule of conduct and such as every man should shun,
choosing rather to lead a private life than to be a king on terms so
hurtful to mankind. But, as he adds very characteristically, who­
ever will not keep to the fair path of virtue, must, to maintain
himseH, enter the path of evil. 16 Aut Caesar aut nihil-either to
lead a private, harmless and innocuous life, or to enter the politi­
cal arena, struggle for power, and maintain it by the most ruth­
less and radical means. There is no choice between these two
alternatives.

When speaking of Machiavelli's "immoralism" we must, how­
ever, not understand this term in our modern sense. Machiavelli
did not judge human actions from a standpoint ''beyond good and
evil." He had no contempt for morality; but he had very little
esteem for men. If he was a skeptic, his skepticism was a human
rather than a philosophical skepticism. The best proof of this in­
eradicable skepticism, of this deep mistrust of human nature, is
to be found in his comedy Mandragola. This masterpiece of comic
literature reveal~ perhaps more of Machiavelli's judgment about
his contemporaries than all his political and historical writings.
For his own generation and llis own country he saw no hope. And
in his Prince he tried to inculcate the same conviction of the deep
moral perversion of men upon the minds of the rulers of states.

15. Iclem, Bk. II, Preface. Thomson trans., p. 191.
16. Idem, Bk. I, chap. XXVI.
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ThJs was an integral part of his political wisdom. The first condi­
tion for ruling men is to understand man. And we shall never
understand hiin as lonpas we are suffering from the illusion of
his "original goodness.' Such a conception may be very humane
and benevolent; but in political life it proves to be an absurdity.
Those that have written upon civil government lay it down as
first principle, says Machiavelli, and all historians demonstrate the
same, that whoever would found a state, and make proper laws
for the government of it, must presuppose that all men are bad
by nature, and that they will not fail to show that natural de­
pravity of heart, whenever they have a fair opportunity.n

This depravity cannot be cured by laws; it must be cured by
force. Laws are, indeed, indispensable for every commonwealth
-but a ruler should use other and more convincing arguments.
The best foundations of all states, whether new, old, or mixed,
says Machiavelli, are good laws and good arms. But since good
laws are ineffective without arms, and since, on the other hand,
good arms will always give due weight to such laws. I shall here
no lon~er argue about laws but speak about arms.18 Even the
"saints, the religious prophets have always acted according to
this principle as soon as they became rulers of states. Without
this they were lost from the very beginning. Savonarola failed to
attain his end, because he had neither power to keep those steady
in their persuasion who acknowledged his mission nOT to make
others believe who denied it. Hence it comes that all the proph­
ets who were supported by an armed force succeeded in their
undertakings, whereas those that had not such a force to rely
on were defeated and destroyed.lu

Of course Machiavelli prefers by far the good, the wise, and
noble rulers to the bad and cruel ones; he prefers a Marcus Au­
relius to a Nero. Yet if you write a book that is destined solely for
these good and just rulers, the book itself may be excellent but it
will not find many readers. Princes of this kind are the exception,
not the rule. Everyone admits how praiseworthy it is in a prince
to keep faith, and to live with integrity. Nevertheless, as matters
stand, a prince has also to learn the opposite art; the art of craft
and treachery.

11. ldan, Bk. 1, chap. m.
18. The Prince, chap. xu.
19. Idem, chap. VI.
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A prince ought to know how to resemble a beast as well as a man,
upon occasion: and this is obscurely hinted to us by ancient writers
who relate that Achilles and several other princes in former times were
sent to be educated by Chiron the Centaur; that as their preceptor
was half-man and half-beast, they might be taught to imitate both
natures since one cannot long support itself without the other. Now,
because it is so necessary for a prince to learn how to act the part of a
beast sometimes, he should make the lion and the fox his patterns:
for the lion has not cunning enough of himself to keep out of snares
and toils; nor the fox sufficient strength to cope with a wolf: so that
he must be a fox to enable him to Bnd out the snares, and a lion in
order to terrify the wolves. 20

This famous simile is highly characteristic and illuminating.
Machiavelli did not mean to say that a teacher of princes should
be a brute. Yet he has to do with brutal things and must not re­
coil from seeing them eye to eye and from calling them by their
right names. Humanity alone will never do in polities. Even at
its best politics still remains an intermediary between humanity
and bestiality. The teacher of politics lUust therefore understand
both things: he must be half man, half beast. .

No political writer before Machiavelli had ever spoken in this
way. Here we find the clear, the unmistakable and ineffaceable
difference between his theory and that of all his precursors-the
classical as well as the medieval authors. Pascal says that there
are certain words which, suddenly and unexpectedly, make clear
the sense of a wIlDIe book. Once we mcet with tllese words we
no longer can have any doubt about the character of the book:
all ambiguity is removed. ~Iachiavclli's saying that a teacher of
princes must be un mezzo hcsfia (' mezzo f.lOmo is of such a kind:
it reveals, as in a sudden Hash, the nature and purpose of his
political theory. No one had evcr doubted that political life, as
matters stand, is full of crimes, treacheries, and felonies. But no
thill:kcr before Machiavelli had undertaken to teach the art of
these crimes. These things were done, but they were not taught.
That Machiavelli promised to become a teacher in the art of
craft, perfidy, and (·ruelty was a thing unheard of. And he was
very thorough in his teaching. He did not hesitate or compro­
mise. He tells the ruler that since cruelties are necessary they
should be done quickly and mercilessly. In this case, and in this

20. Idem, chap. XVIII, op. cit., II, 340.
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case alone, they will have the desired effect: they will prove to
be crudelta bene usate. It is no use postponing or mitigating a
cruel measure; it must be done at one blow and regardle!ls of all
human feelings. A usurper who has won the throne must not
allow any other man or woman to stand in his way; he must extir­
pate the whole family of the legitimate ruler. 21 All these things
may be called shameful; but in political life we cannot draw a
sharp line between "virtue" and "viec." The two things often
change places: if everything is considered we shall find that some
things that seem to be very virtuous. if they arc turned into
actions, will be ruinous to the prince, whl:'reas others that are
regarded as vicious are beneficial. 22 In politics all things change
their place: fair is foul, and foul is fair.

It is true that there are some modern students of Machiavelli
who see his work in quite a different light. They tell us that this
work was by no means a radical innovation. It was, after all, a
rather commonplace thing; it belonged to a familiar literary type.
The Prince, thcse writers assure us, is only one of the innumerable
books that, under various titles, llad been written for the instruc­
tion of kings. Medieval and Rcnaissanre literatures were full of
these treatises. Between the "ears 800 and 1700 there were acces­
sible some thousand books t~niJl~ the king how to conduct him­
self so that he may he "clear in his great office." Everyone knew
and read these works: D(~ offiCio regis, De institutione principum,
De regiminc prillcipmll. l'\'fachiavelli Simply add~d a new link to
this long list. His book is by no means sui generis; it was rather a
typical book. There is no real novelty in The Prince-neither a
novelty of thought nor a novelty of style.2 :{

Against this judgment we can, howevcr, appeal to two wit­
nesses: to the witness of Machiavelli himself and to that of his
readers. ~fachiavelli was deeply convinced of the originality of
his political views. "Prompted by that desire which nature has
implanted in me fearlessly to undertake whatsoever I think offers
a common benefit to all," he wrote in the Preface to his Dis­
courses, "I cnter on a patll which, being untroddcn by any though
it involve me in trouhle, may yet win mc thanks from those who

21. Discourse.f, Bk. HI, chaps. IV, XXX; d. Tlw Prince, chap. m: "a posscdcrli
sicuramente basta averc spenta la linl'a del principe ehe Ii dominavn."

22. The Prince, chap. xv.
23. Sec Allan H. Gilbert, Mach1auellfs "Prince" and Its Forerunners. "The

Prince" as a Typical Book"de Regimine Principum" (Duke University Press, 1938).
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judge my efforts in a friendly spirit." 24 This hope was not disap­
pointed: Machiavelli's readers judged likewise. His work was
read not only by scholars or by students of politics. It had a
much wider circulation. There is hardly one of the great modem
politicians who did not mow Machiavelli's book and who was
not fascinated by it. Among its readers and admirers we find
the names of Catarina de' Medici, Charles V, Richelieu, Queen
Christina of Sweden, Napoleon Bonaparte. To these readers the
book was much more than a book; it was a gUide and lodestar in
their political actions. Such a deep and permanent influence of
The Prince would hardly be understandable if the book were only
a specimen of a well-known literary type. Napoleon Bonaparte
declared that of all political works those of Machiavelli were the
only ones worth reading. Can we think of a Richelieu, a Catarina
de' Medici, a Napoleon Bonaparte as enthusiastic students of
works such as Thomas Aquinas' De regimine principum, Erasmus'
Institutio principis Christiani or Fenelon's TeMmaque?

In order to show the striking contrast between The Prince and
all the other works De regimine principum we. need, however,
not rely on personal judgments. There are other and better rea­
sons to prove that there is a real gulf between Machiavelli's views
and those of all previous political writers. Of course The Prince
had its forerunners; what book has not? We may nnd in it many
parallels to other writers. In Burt's edition most of these parallels
have been carefully collected and annotated. But literary parallels
do not necessarily prove parallels of thought. The Prince belongs
to a "climate of opinion" guite different from that of previous
writers on the subject. The difference may be described in two
words. The traditional treatises De re{!,e et regimine, De institu-­
tione re{!,is, De regno et regis institutione were pedagogical trea­
tises. They were destined for the education of princes. Machia­
velli had neither the ambition nor the hope of being equal to this
task. His book was concerned ""ith quite different problems. It
only tells the prince how to acquire his power and how, under
difficult circumstances, to maintain it. Machiavelli was not naive
enough to assume that the rulers of the principati nuovi, that men
like Cesare Borgia, were apt subjects for "education." In earlier
and later books that called themselves The King's Mirror the mon­
arch was supposed to see, as in a mirror, his fundamental duties

24. Thomson trans.• p. 3.
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and obligations. But where do we find such a thing in Machia­
velli's Prince? The very tenn "duty" seems to be missing in his
book.

The Technique of Politics

Yet if The Prince is anything but a moral or pedagogical trea­
tise, it does not follow that, for this reason, it is an immoral book.
Both judgments are equally wrong. l'he Prince is neither a moral
nor an immoral book: it is Simply a technical book. In a technical
book we do not seek for rules of ethical conduct, of good and evil.
It is enough if we are told what is useful or useless. Every word
in The Prince must be read and interpreted in this way. The book
contains no moral prescripts for the ruler nor does it invite him
to commit crimes and villainies. It is especially concerned with
and destined for the "new principalities." It tries to give them all
the advice necessary for protecting themselves from all danger.
These dangers are obviously much greater than those which
threaten the ordinary states-the ecclesiastic principalities or the
hereditary monarchies. In order to avoid them the ruler must
take recourse to extraordinary means. But it is too late to seek for
remedies after the evil has already attacked the body politic.
Machiavelli likes to compare the art of the politician with that
of a skilled physician. Medical art contains three parts: diagnosis,
prognosis, and therapy. Of these a sound diagnosis is the most
important task. The principal thing is to recognize the illness at
the right moment in order to be able to make provision against
its consequences. H this attempt fails the case becomes hopeless.
"The physicians," says Machiavelli,

say of hectic fevers, that it is no hard task to get the better of them in
their beginning, but difficult to discover them: yet in course or time,
when they have not been properly treated and distinguished, they are
easily discovered, but difficult to be subdued. So it happens in political
bodies; for when the evils and disturbances that may probably arise
in any government are foreseen, which yet can only be done by a
sagacious and provident man, it is easy to ward them off; but if they
are suHered to sprout up and grow to such a height that their malig­
nity is obvious to every one, there is seldom any remedy to be found
of sufficient efficacy to repress them.'·

25. The Prince, chap. m, op. cit., 11, 200 f.
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All the advice of Machiavelli is to be interpreted in this spirit.
He foresees the possible dangers that threaten the diHerent forms
of government and provides for them. He tells the ruler what he
has to do in order to establish and to maintain his power, to avoid
inner discords, to foresee and prevent conspiracies. All these coun­
sels are "hypothetical imperatives," or to put it in the words of
Kant, "imperatives of skill." "Here," says Kant, "there is no ques­
tion whether the end is rational and good, but only what one
must do in order to attain it. The precepts for the physician to
make his patient thoroughly healthy, and for a poisoner to ensure
certain death, are of equal value in this respect, that each serves
to effect its purpose perfectly." ~6 These words describe exactly
the attitude and method of Machiavelli. He never blames or
praises political actions; he simply gives a descriptive analysis of
them-in the same way in which a physician describes the symp­
toms of a certain illness. In such an analysis we are only con­
cerned with the truth of the description, not with the things
spoken of. Even of the worst things a correct and excellent de­
scription can be given. Machiavelli studied political actions in
the same way as a chemist studies chemical reactions. Assuredly
a chemist who prepares in his laboratory a strong poison is not
responsible for its effects. In the hands of a skilled physician the
poison may save the life of a man-in the hands of a murderer it
may kill. In both cases we cannot praise or blamc the chemist.
He has done enough if he has taught us all the processes that are
required for preparing the poison and if he has given us its chemi­
cal formula. Machiavelli's Prince contains many dangerous and
poisonous things, but he looks at them with the coolness and in­
difference of a scientist. He gives his political prescriptions. By
whom these prescriptions will be uSfld and whether they will be
used for a good or evil purpose is no concern of his.

What Machiavelli wished to introduce was not only a new sci­
ence but a new art of politic~. He was the first modern author
who spoke of the "art of the state." It is true that the idea of such
an art was very old. But Machiavelli gave to this old idea an
entirely new interpretation. From the times of Plato all great po-

26. See Kant, Fundamental Principles CJf the Metaphysics CJf Morola. English
trans. by T. K. Abbott, Kont's Critique of Practical Reason and Other WorkS on
the Theory of Ethics (6th ed. New York and London, Longmans, Green & Co.,
1927), p. 32.
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litical thinkers had emphasized that politics cannot be regarded
as mere routine work. There must be definite rules to guide our
political actions; there must be an art (tcchne) of politics. In his
dialogue Gorgias Plato opposed his own theory of the state to the
views of the sophists-of Protagoras, Prodikos, Gorgias. These
men, he declared, have given us many rules for our political con­
duct. But all these rules have no philosophical purport and value
because they fail to see the principal point. They are abstracted
from special cases and concerned with particular purposes. They
lack the essential character of a techne--the character of univer­
sality. Here we grasp the essential and ineradicable difference be­
tween Plato's technc and Machiavelli's uric dello Stato. Plato's
techne is not "art" in Machiavelli's sense; it is knowledge (cpis­
teme) based on universal prinCiples. These principles are not only
theoretical but practical, not only logical but ethical. Without an
insight into these principles no one can he a true statesman. A
man may think himself to be an expert in all problems of political
life, because he has, by long experience, formed right opinions
about political things. But this does not make him a real ruler;
and it docs not enablc him to give a firm judgment, because he
has no "understanding of the cause." ~7

Plato and his followers Imd tried to give a theory of the Legal
State; Machiavelli was the first 10 introducp a theory that sup­
pressed or minimized this specific feature. His art of politic!> was
destined and cqually lit for the ille~al and fOT the legal state.
The sun of his political wisdom shines upon both legitimate
princes and usurpers or tyrants, on just and unjust rulers. He gave
his counsel in affairs of state to all of them, liberally and profusely.
We need not blame him for this attitude. If we wish to compress
The Prince into a short formula we could perhaps do no bettcr
than to poiJ.1t to the words of a great historian of the nineteenth
century. In the introduction to llis History of English Literature
Hippolyte Taine dcdures tllat the historian should speak of hu­
man actions in the same way as a chemist speaks of different
chemical compounds. Vice and virtue are products like vitriol or
sugar and wc shOllld deal with them in the same cool and detached
scientific spirit. That was exactly the method of Machiavelli. To
be sure he had his personal feelings, his poUtical ideals, his na­
tional aspirations. But he did not allow these things to affect his

27. See Plato, Republic, 533 B; cf. above, Chapter VI, p. 70.
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political judgment. His judgment was that of a scientist and a
technician of political life. If we read The Prince otherwise, if we
regard it as the work of a political propagandist, we lose the gist
of the whole matter.

The Mythical Element in MachiaveUi's Political Philosophy:
Fortune

Machiavelli's political science and Galileo's natural science are
based upon a common principle. They start from the axiom of
the uniformity and homogeneity of nature. Nature is always the
same; all natural events obey the same invariable laws. This leads,
in physics and cosmology, to the destruction of the distinction
between the "higher" and the '10wer" world. All physical phe­
nomena are on the same level: if we have found a formula that
describes the movements of a falling stone we may apply it to
the movements of the moon around the earth and to the remotest
fixed stars. In politics, too, we find that all ages are of the same
fundamental structure. Whoever knows one age; knows them all.
The politician who is confronted with a concrete actual problem
will always find in history an analogous case, and by this analogy
he will be able to act in the right way. The knowledge of the past
is a sure guide; he who has won a clear insight into past events
will understand how to cope with the problems of the present
and how to prepare the future. There is no greater danger for a
prince, therefore, than to neglect the examples of history. History
is the clue to politics. "It ought not to appear strange to anyone,"
says Machiavelli in the beginning of his work,

if in what I am going to say concerning principalities and princes and
states, altogether new, I shall quote great and eminent examples; for
mankind in general are apt to tread in the footsteps and imitate the
actions of others. . . . A wise man ought always to follow the traces
of those illustrious personages whose actions are most worthy of his
imitation: so that if he cannot equal, he may at least in some measure
resemble them.2'

Yet, in the field of history, this resemblance has its definite
limits. In physics we may always argue upon the principle that
the same causes must have the same effects. We may predict with

as. The Pnnoe. chap. VI, op. 011•• U, US f.
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absolute certainty a future event: for instance, an eclipse of the
sun or the moon. But when it comes to human actions all this
seems suddenly to be called into question. We can, to a certain
degree, anticipate the future, but we cannot foretell it. Our ex­
pectations and hopes are frustrated; our actions, even the best
planned actions, faU to have their effect. How is this diHerence
to be accounted for? Shall we give up the principle of universal
determinism in the field of politics? Shall we say that here things
are incalculable; that there is no necessity in political events;
that, as contrasted with the physical world, the human and social
world is governed by mere chance?

This was one of the great puzzles that Machiavellfs political
theory had to solve. On this matter he found his political experi­
ence in flagrant contradiction with his general scientific principles.
Experience had taught him that even the best political advice is
often ineffective. Things will go their own way; they will thwart
alI our wishes and purposes. Even the most artful and cunning
schemes are liable to failure; they may, suddenly and unexpect­
edly, be crossed by the course of events. This uncertainty in the
affairs of men seems to make all political scicnce impossible. Here
we are living in an inconstant, irrcgular, capricious world that
defies all our efforts of calculation and prediction.

Machiavelli saw this antinomv verv clearl", but he could not
solve it and he could 110t even ~xprcss it in ascientific way. His
logical and rational method dcserted him at this point. He had
to admit that human things are not goveTllcd by reason, alld that,
therefore, they are not entirely describable in terms of reason.
We must have recourse to another-to a half-mythical power.
"Fortune" seems to be the ruler of things. And of all things For­
tune is the most whimsical. Every attempt to reduce it to certain
rules is bound to fail. If Fortune is an indispensable element in
political life, it is absurd to hope for a science of politics. To speak
of a "science of Fortune" would be a contradiction in terms.

Here the theory of Machiavelli had come to a L'fucial point.
Yet Machiavelli could not accept this seeming defect of rational
thought. His was not only a very clear, but also a very energetic
and tenacious mind. If Fortune plays a leading part in human
things, it is for the philosophic thinker to understand the part.
For this reason Machiavelli had to insert into his Prince a new
chapter-one of the most curious of the book. What is Fortune
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and what does it mean? What relation does it bear to our own
human forces, to the intellect and will of man?

Machiavelli was by no means the only thinker of the Renais­
sance who wrestled with this problem, for the question itself was
familiar to all the thinkers of his age. It pervaded the whole cul­
tural life of the Renaissance. Artists, scientists, and philosophers
were eagerly concerned to find an answer to it. In the literature
and poetry of the Renaissance the theme occurs over and over
again; in the fine arts we find innumerable symbols of Fortune.28

On the reverse of a Portrait Medal of Cesare Borgia there was
such a symbol.1w But Machiavelli's treatment of the problem
proves once again his great originality. According to his predom­
inant interest he approaches the question from the angle of public
instead of private life. Fortune becomes an element in his phi­
losophy of history. It is the power of Fortune that brings to the
fore now one nation, then another nation and gives it the do­
minion of the world. At all times, savs Machiavelli in tlle Preface
to the second book of his Discourse;, the world has always been
pretty much the same. There has at all times been nearly the same
portion of good and evil ill it; but this good and evil have some­
times changed their stations, and passed from one empire to an­
other. Virtue which once seemed to have fixed itself in Assyria
afterward removed its seat to Media, from thence into Persia, and
at last came and settled amongst the Romans. Nothing under the
sun is stable and ever will be. Evil succeeds good, good succeeds
evil, and the one is always the cause of the other. Yet that does
not mean that man has to give up his struggle. Quietism would
be the deathblow of an active life-the only life worthy of man.
The Renaissance was, in its feelings and its thoughts, under the
strong pressure of astrology. With the sale exception of Pico della
Mirandola no Renaissance thinker could avoid or overcome this
pressure. The life of such a great and noble mind as Ficino was
still filled with superstitious astrological fcars.31 Even Machiavelli

29. For B detailed account see the third chapter "Freiheit und Notwendigkeit
in der Philosophie der Renaissance," of my book Individuum und Kosmos in der
Philo80phie der Renaissance, "Studien der Bibliothek Warburg" (Leipzig, B. G.
Teubner. 1927), X. 77-129.

30. A reproduction of this medal is to be found in the book of Mrs. D. Erskine
Muir, MachiaveUI and HIB Time' (New York, E. P. Dutton Bnd Co., 1936), p. 150.

31. See Cassirer. op. cit., pp. 10511., and Journal for the HlBtory of ldelll, 111,
Nos. 2 and 3 (1942), 123-144 and 319-346. About Ficino's attitude toward
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could not entirely free himself from astrological conceptions. He
thought and spoke in the manner of his age and contemporaries.
We see from many instances both in ancient and modern history,
he said in his Discourses, that before any great misfortune hap­
pens to a state, it is commonly foretold either by soothsayers, or
revelations, or signs in the heavens. He confesses his ignorance as
to the explanation of the fact; but the fact itself is not denied. 32

Nevertheless Machiavelli does not yield to any sort of fatalism.
The adage Sapiens vir dominabituT astTis was often quoted in the
Renaissance.a3 Machiavelli gave a new turn to this adage. To
overcome the inimical inHuencc of the stars strength and will
power are needed in addition to wisdom. The power of Fortune is
great and incalculable, but it is not irresistible. If it seems to be
irresistible it is the fault of man who does not use his own forces,
who is too timid to take arms against Fortune.

There have been many, I know, and still are some, who think the
affairs of this world are governed either by divine providence, or For­
tune, in such a manner, that human wisdom has no share at all in
them: from whence they infer, that it is best not to give ourselves any
trouble about them, but to leave every thing to its natural tendency.
. . . And indeed, when I sometimes seriously consider these things. I
am almost persuaded to think so myself. Nevertheless, that our free
will may not be absolutely overruled, it seems u if Fortune had re­
served the direction of one half of our actions to herself, and left the
other in a great measure to our own management.

Fortune may be compared to a rapid ,-iver which when it ov('r­
flows its banks breaks all resistance. This ought not. however, to
discourage us from throwing up mounds and cutting trenches,
and making other due provisions whilst the season is favorable to
guard against it in such a manner, when it swells again, that if
the current cannot be wholly stemmed. it may at least be divided
into other channels, and the impetuosity of the current in some
measure restrained.34

That is said in a merely metaphorical, in a poetical or mythical
way. Yet under the cover of this mythical expression we find the
astrology see Paul Oskar Krlsteller, The Philosophy of Marsilio Fieino (New York,
Columbia University Press. ]943), pp. 310 lE.

32. See Discourses, Bk. I, chap. LVI.

33. See Jakob Burckhardt, Die Kultur der Reooissance in ItaUen. English trans.
by S. G. C. Middlemore (New York, Oxford University Press, 1937), p. 269.

34. The Prince, chap. XXV, op. cit., II, 41l f.
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tendency that determines and pervades Machiavelli's thought.
For wllat is given here is nothing but a secularization of the sym­
bol of Fortune. Even in medieval literature this symbol was quite
familiar. But with Machiavelli it has undergone a characteristic
change of meaning. The classical expression of the role that For­
tune had in the medieval system is to be found in a famous pas­
sage of Dante's Inferno. It is Virgil who teaches Dante the true
nature and function of Fortune. Men, he explains to him, are in
the habit of speaking of Fortune as if she were an independent
being. But such a conception is a mere result of human blind­
ness. Whatever Fortune does she does not in her own name but
in that of a higher power. Men praise Fortune as long as they are
favored by her; they insult her as soon as they find themselves
insulted by her. Both attitudes are foolish. Fortune can neither
be blamed nor extolled; for she has no power of her own but is
only the agent of a higher principle. If she acts she acts under
the control of divine providence which has assigned to her the
task she has to pedorm in human life. Therefore she is far superior
to the judgment of men; she is impregnable to blame and praise.8~

This Christian element is removed in Machiavelli's description.
He goes back to the Greek and Roman, the pagan conception.
Yet, on the other side, he introduces a new element of thought
and feeling which is specifically modern. The conception that
Fortune is the ruler of the world is true; but it is only half of the
truth. Man is not subdued to Fortune; he is not at the mercy of
winds and waves. He must choose his course and steer his course.
If he fails to perform this duty Fortune scorns and deserts
him.

In the twenty-fifth chapter of The Prince Machiavelli explains
the tactical rules for this great and continual battle against the
power of Fortune. These rules are very involved and it is not easy
to use them in the right way. For they contain two elements that
seem to exclude each other. The man who wishes to stand his
ground in this combat must combine in his character two oppo­
site qualities. He must be timid and courageous; reserved and
impetuous. Only by such a paradoxical mixture can he hope to
win the victory. There is no uniform method to be followed at all
times. At this moment we must be on our guard, again we must
dare everything. We must be a sort of Proteus who, from one mo-

ss. See DBllt.e, Infemo. V1I, PIT I.
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ment to another, can change his shape. Such a talent is very rare
in men.

There is no person, let him be ever so wise, that can perfectly accom­
modate himseH to all changes; for one man cannot well tell how to
act contrary to what. perhaps, he is powerfully inclined by nature;
and another cannot easily persuade himself to quit a course of life in
which he has always succeeded before. So that when it is necessary to
proceed with vigour and expedition, a cool and deliberate man, not
knowing how to act that part, is generally undone: whereas if he
would alter his conduct. according to the times, he would have no reason
to complain that Fortune had deserted him.Be

He who enters the lists against Fortune must know both ways: he
must understand defensive and offensive warfare and he must.
suddenly and unexpectedly, change from one to the other. Per­
sonally Machiavelli is more in favor of the offensive. "It is better,"
he says, "to be bold than bashful: for Fortune is like a woman who
must be teased and treated ill a Cavalier mannel' by those that
expect to prevail over her." 3?

The Machiavelli who gives us his theory of Fortune seems to
be a person quite different from the author of the preceding chap­
ter. What we find here is not his usual clear logical style but an
imaginative.and rhetorical style. Nevertheless eWll the theory of
Fortune does not lack philosophical importance. It is not a mere
diversion but is connected with the whole of the work. Machia­
velli tries to convince his reader that. in t:hc struggle against For­
tune. it is not enough to rely upon material weapons. Assuredly
he did not underrate these weapons. Throughout his book he ad­
monished the prince not to neglect the art of war. A prince ought
to tum all his thoughts and care and application to the art of
war.38 If his arms are good he need not care for the judgment of
the world; he can always act upon the principle: Odel'int dum
metuant.39 He can cope with all dangers if he is well armed and
has good allies: and such he will always be sure to have whilst his
arms are respectable.40 Here Machiavelli speaks as a champion of
militarism; we may even see in him the first philosophical advo-

36. The Prince, chap. xxv, op. cU., II. 414.
37. Idem, op. elt., II, 416.
38. Idem, chap. XVI.
39. Idem, chap. xvn: "It is safer to be feared than beloved, if one side or other

of the question must necessarily be taken."
40. Idem, chap. XI.
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cate of a resolute militarism. He wrote a special treatise on the
art of war in which he dealt with many technical details: with
the dangers in using mercenaries, with the requirement of mili­
tary service for all citizens. with the superiority of infantry over
cavahy and artillery. Yet all this has only a biographical not a
systematic interest. In his Art of War Machiavelli could only speak
as a simple amateur. His experience in this field was scanty and
inadequate. A man who for a few years had been the commander
of the Florentine militia could not very well speak and judge as
an expert in the art of war. When compared to the whole of his
work this factor appears as a negligible quantity. But there was
another thing that was much more important. Machiavelli dis­
covered an entirely new type of strategy-a strategy based upon
mental weapons instead of physical weapons. No other author
before him had taught this strategy. It was a compound of two
elements: it was created by a clear, cool, and logical mind and
by a man who could make use of both his rich personal experi­
ence in the affairs of the state and his deep knowledge of human
nabue. .



XIII

THE RENAISSANCE OF STOICISM AND
"NATURAL RIGHT" THEORIES OF

THE STATE

The Theory of the Social Contract

THE fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were the period of the
labor pains of the modern world. In all branches of human

_ A culture, in religion, art, philosophy, a new spirit began to
arise and to prove its strength. But this spirit was still in a chaotic
state. The philosophy of the Renaissance is rich in new and fruit­
ful impulses but filled with the grossest contradictions. The mod­
em mind had begun to find its way; but it did not yet under­
stand it. Side by side with a great gift for empirical observation
we find a new flowering of all the "occult sciences." Magic, al­
chemy, astrology were held in the highest esteem. Giordano Bruno
was the first philosophical spokesman of the Copernican system.
He is usually reckoned among the pioneers and martyrs of mod­
ern science. But if we study his work we find a quite difIp.rent
picture. His faith in magic is unshaken; his log:c is an imitation
of the Great Art of Raymundus Lullus. Here as elsewhere every­
thing is still in a state of uncertainty; philosophical thought is di­
vided within itself and tending to opposite directions.

The great scientists and philosophers of the seventeenth cen­
tury were the first to put an end to this confusion. Their work
mav be condensed in two great names-Galileo and Descartes.
Gaineo began his investigations of natural phenomena with a
general statement of the task of science and philosophy. Nature,
he declared, is not wrapped in mystery; nor is it an involved and
complicated thing. Philosophy is written in that vast book of the
universe that constantly lies before our very eyes. But the human
mind must learn how to deCipher and interpret this book. It is
written in mathematical language; its characters are not ordinary
sense perceptions, but triangles, circles, and other geometrical fig­
ures. If we fail to grasp this geometrical language it is impossible
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to understand a single word of the book of nature.! Descartes'
physics is in many regards, both in its explanation of special phe­
nomena and in its general conception of the laws of motion, op­
posed to Galileo's views.2 But it is an offspring of the same philo­
sophic spirit. Physics is no special branch of human knowfedge.
It is part and parcel of a comprehensive and universal science­
of that Mathests universalis that deals with all things whatever,
so far as these things are capable of order and measure. Descartes
had begun with his universal doubt. It was not a skeptical but a
methodological doubt. It became the "Archimedean point," the
fixed and immobile center of a Dew world of philosophic truth.
With Descartes and Galileo a new age began of "clear and dis­
tinct ideas," In the sharp and bright light of Galileo's "two new
sciences" and of Descartes' geometrical and logical analysis the
"occult sciences" of the Renaissance were fading away. The pe­
riod of fermentation was succeeded by the period of maturity. The
modem spirit became aware of its creative energies; it began to
form and understand itself. The divergent and incoherent tend­
encies of the Renaissance were thus bound together by a superior
intellectual force. They were no longer isolated and dispersed
but directed to a common center. In Descartes' philosophy the
modem mind came of age; it stood its ground and defended its
right against all traditional concepts and external authorities.

But if the physical world had become transparent to the human
mind, was the same thing possible in an entirely different field?
If knowledge meanS mathematical knowledge, can we hope for
any science of politics? The very concept and ideal of such a
science seems, at first sight, to be a mere utopia. Galileo's saying
that philosophy is written in geometrical characters may apply
to nature; but it does not apply to man's social and political life,
which is not to be described and explained in mathematical terms.
It is a life of emotions and passions. No mere effort of abstract
thought seems to be able to rule these passions, to set them defi­
nite boundaries, and to direct them to a rational end.

1. Galileo, Il soggfatore. "Opere" (Edizlone nazionale, Tipogra.Ga di C. Bar­
bera, Florence. 1890--1909), VI, 232. 20 vols. For 1\ detailed discussion of Galileo's
concept of nature see E. Cassirer, Individuum und KOS1ROB in der Philoaophie der
RenauBtlnce, op. cit., pp. 165 fl., 177 fl.

2. An excellent account of the relation between Galileo's and Descartes' physics
has been given by A. Koyre, 1ttudeB GallUIMneB, III, "Cali18e et la loi d'iDllI1ieN

(Paris, Hermann. 1940).
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The thinkers of the seventeenth century however did not give

way before this obvious objection. All of them were determined
rationalists. They had an almost unbounded faith in' the power of
human reason. In this regard we can scarcely find any difference
between the various philosophical schools. Hobbes and Hugo
Grotius are the two opposite poles of the seventeenth century's
political thought. They disagree in their theoretical presupposi­
tions and in their political demands. Nevertheless they follow the
same way of thinking and arguing. Their method is not historical
and psychological, but analytical and deductive. They derive their
political principles from the nature of man and the nature of the
state. And in this they follow the same gl'eat historical example
of Galileo. We have a letter written by Hugo Grotius in which
he expresses the greatest admiration for Galileo's work. 3 The same
holds for Hobbes. From the first beginning of his philosophy it
was his great ambition to create a theory of the body politic equal
to the Galilean theory of physical bodies--equal in clarity, in sci­
entific method, and in certainty. In the introduction to his work
De ;ure beUi et pacis Hugo Grotius expressed the same convic­
tion. According to him it is by no mp,ans impossible to find a
"mathematics of politics." Man's social life is not a mere mass of
incoherent and haphazard facts. It is based upon judgments
which arc of the same objective validity and are capable of the
same firm demonstration as any mathematical proposition. For
they are not dependent on accidental empirif'al observations;
they have the character of universal ana eternal truths.

In this respect all the political theories of the seventeenth cen­
tury, however divergent in their aims and means, have a com­
mon metaphysical background. Metaphysical thought definitely
takes precedence over theological thought. But metaphysics it­
seH would be powerless without the help of mathematics. The
boundary between these two fields becomes almost imperceptible.
Spinoza develops a system of ethics according to a geometrical
method. Leibniz goes even farther. He does not hesitate to apply
the general principles of his Scientia generalis and his Character­
mica universalLy to concrete and special political problems. When
Leibniz was invited to give his opinion on the question who of

3. Hugo Grotius, Epistolae, No. 654 (Amsterdam, 1687), p. 266; for more details
see E. Cassirer, "WaluheitsbegrlJf UDd Wahrheitsproblem bel GaliIel," ScIerItIo
(Mllaoo, October. 1937), p. 188.
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all the rivals for the Polish throne had the best claim, he wrote .1

paper in which he tried to prove his point-the election of Stanis­
laus LetizinSky-by formal arguments.4 Leibniz' disciple Chri­
stian Wolff, who followed the example of his master, was the first
to write a textbook on natural law according to a strict mathe­
matical method.5

But here arose another question that was of vital importance
for the further development of political thought. Granted that it
is possible, and even necessary, to demonstrate a political or ethi­
cal truth in the same way as a mathematical truth-where can
we find the principle of such a demonstration? If there is a
"Euclidean" method of politics we must assume that, in this field
too, we are in possession of certain axioms and postulates that are
incontrovertible and infallible. Thus it became the first aim of
any political theory to find out and to formulate these axioms.
That may seem to us a very difficult and intricate problem. But
the thinkers of the seventeenth century did not feel it so. :Most
of them were convinced that the question had been solved even
before it was raised. We need not seck for the first principles of
man's social life. They have been found long ago. It is enough
to reassert and reformulate them, to express them in logical lan­
guage, the language of clear and distinct ideas. According to the
philosophers of the seventeenth century the task is a negative
rather than a positive one. All we have to do is to dispel the clouds
that hitherto have obscured the clear light of reason-to forget
all our preconceived opinions and prejudices. For reason, says
Spino7.a, has this peculiar powcr to illuminate itself and its con­
trary; to discover both truth and falsehood.

The political rationalism of the seventeenth century was a re­
juvenation of Stoic ideas. This process began in Italy, but after
a short time it spread over the whole of European culture. In rapid
progress Neo-Stoicism passed from Italy to France; from France
to the Netherlands; to England, to the American colonies. The
best-known political books of this period show the clear and un­
mistakable imprint of the Stoic mind. These books were not only
studied by scholars or philosophers. Works like Pierre Charron's

4. See Leibniz, Illstor/~ch-politische und 8tootswis8ellschaftl/che Schriften. ed.
Onna Klopp (Hanover, 1864 fr.), II, 100 H.

5. Christian Wolff, TUB gentium methodo 8cientifica pemactatum (Halle, 1749,
new ed. Oxford, Clarendon Press; London, Humphrey Milford, 1934).
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De la sagesse, du Vair's treatise De la constance at consolation ~11

calamitez publiques, Justus Lipsius' De constantia or Philosophia
et physiologia Stoica became a sort of lay breviary in ethical wis­
dom. The inHuence of these books was so strong that it made it­
self felt even in the field of practical political problems. In the
education of princes and princesses the medieval treatises De rege
et regimine, or De institutione principum were replaced by these
modern treatises. We know from the example of Queen Christina
of Sweden that her first teachers knew no better way to introduce
her to the problems of politics than through the study of Lipsius
and of the classic Stoic writers.a

When Thomas JeHerson, in 1776, was asked by his friends to
prepare a draft of the American Declaration of Independence he
began it by the famous words: "We hold these truths to be self­
evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these
are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That, to secure these
rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just
powers from the consent of the governed." \Vhcn Jefferson wrote
these words he was scarcely aware that he was speaking the lan­
guage of Stoic philosophy. This language could be taken for
granted; for since the times of Lipsius and Grotius it had a com­
mon place with all the great political thinkers. The ideas were
regarded as fundamental axioms that were uot capable of further
analysis and in no need of demonstration. For they expressed the
essence of man and the very character of human reason. The
American Declaration of Independence had been preceded and
prepared by an even greater event: by the intellectual Declara­
tion of Independence that we find in the theoreticians of the sev­
enteenth century. It was here that reason had first declared its
power and its claim to rule the social life of man. It had emanci­
pated itself from the guardianship of theological thought; it could
stand its own ground.

The history of the great intellectual movement that culminated
in the American Bill of Rights and in the French Declaration of
the Rights of Man and the Citizen has been studied in all its details.
We seem now to be in full possession of all the facts of this his­
tory. But it is not enough to know the facts. We must try to un-

6. See my essay. "Descartes und Kilnigin Christina von Schweden," DescarleB
(Stockholm, Bermann-Fisl'her, 1939), pp. 177-278.
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derstand them; we must inquire into their reasons. And these rea­
sons are by no means obvious. So far the question does not seem
to have found a satisfactory answer. How was it that the same
ideas that had been known for two thousand years and had been
discussed ever since, were suddenly seen in an entirely new light?
For the influence of Stoic thought had been unbroken and con­
tinuous. We can trace it in Roman jurisprudence, in the Fathers
of the Church, in scholastic philosophy.1 But all this then had a
theoretical interest rather than an immediate practical effect. The
tremendous practical Significance of this great stream of thought
did not appear until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Henceforward the theory of the natural rights of man was no
longer an abstract ethical doctrine but one of the mainsprings of
political action. How was this change brought about? What gave
to the old Stoic ideas their freshness and novelty, their unprece­
dented strength, their importance for the formation of the mod­
ern mind and the modern world?

Taken at its face value the phenomenon appears, indeed, para­
doxical. It seems to contradict all our current opinions about the
general character of the seventeenth century. If there is any fea­
ture that is characteristic of this age and that may be regarded as
the distinctive mark of the whole epoch, it is its intellectual cour­
age, its radicalism of thought. Descartes' philosophy had begun
with a general postulate. Once in his life every man has to forget
all that he has learned before. He has to reject all authorities and
to defy the power of tradition. This Cartesian demand led to a
new logiC and epistemology, to a new mathematics and metaphys­
ics, to a new physics and cosmology. But seventeenth century's
political thought seems, at first sight, to have been untouched by
the new Cartesia~ ideal. It does not enter upon an entirely new
route. On the contrary, it seems to continue a time-honored tradi­
tion. How can we account for this fact? ObViously the general
background of the civilization of the seventeenth century was not
the same as that of Graeco-Roman culture. The intellectual, reli­
gious, social and economic conditions were widely different. How
could any serious thinker ever try to solve the problems of this
age, the problems of the modern world, by speaking in terms and
thinking in concepts that had been coined two thousand years
before?

7. See above Chapter VIII, p. 102 fE.
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There is a double reason that may explain this fact. What mat­
ters here is not so much the content of the Stoic theory as the
function that this theory had to fulfil in the ethical and political
conflicts of the modern world. In order to understand this func­
tion we must go back to the new conditions created by the Renais­
sance and the Reformation. All the great and undeniable progress
made by the Renaissance and the Reformation were counterbal­
anced by a severe and irreparable loss. The unity and the hmer
harmony of medieval culture had been dissolved. Assuredly the
Middle Ages were not free from deep conflicts. The struggle be­
tween the Church and the State never came to an end; the dis­
cussions about logical, metaphysical, and theolOgical problems
seemed to be interminable. But the ethical and religious founda­
tion of medieval civilization was not seriously affected by these
discussions. Realists and nominalists, rationalists and mystics, phi­
losophers and theologians had a common basis that never was
called into question. After the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
this basis was shaken; it could never regain its former solidity.
The hierarchic chain of being that gave to everything its right.
firm, unquestionable place in the general order of things was de­
stroyed. The heliocentric system deprived man of his privileged
condition. He became, as it were, an exile in the infinite universe.
The schism within the Church endangered and undermined the
foundation of the Christian dogma. Neither the religious nor the
ethical world seemed to possess a fixed center. During the sev­
enteenth century theologians and philosophers stilI cherished the
hope of finding such a center again. One of the greatest thinkers
of the age incessantly worked on this problem. Leibniz made the
most serious efforts to find a formula for the reunion of the dif­
ferent Christian churches. But all these attempts were made in
vain. It became clear that, within the Church itself, the former
"catholicity" could not be restored. H there was to be a really
universal system of ethics or religion, it had to be based upon
such principles as could be admitted by every nation, every creed,
and every sect. And Stoicism alone seemed to be equal to this
task. It became the foundation of a "natural" religion and a system
of natural laws. Stoic philosophy could not help man to solve the
metaphysical riddles of the universe. But it contained a greater
and more important promise: the promise to restore man to his
ethical dignity. This dignity. it asserted. cannot be lost; for it does
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not depend on a dogmatic creed or on any outward revelation.
It rests exclusively on the moral will-on the worth that man at­
tributes to himself.

That was the great and, indeed, invaluable service which the
theory of natural rights had to render to the modern world. With­
out this theory there seemed to be no escape from a complete
moral anarchy. Bossuet, one of the greatest theologians of the
seventeenth century, still represcnts the tradition of the Catholic
Church in its inner unity and old strength. But he too had to make
aU sorts of accommodations. These accommodations were inevita­
ble if the Christian dogma was to be maintained in a new age, in
the world of Louis XIV. Louis XIV was praised and admired as
the protector and defender of Christian religion; he was styled the
rex ChTistianissimus. But his court was scarcely a place where
the old Christian ideals could thrive and subsist.

The hidden conflict of the Sweu! de Louis XIV suddenly came
into the open in the struggle between Jansenism and Jesuitism.
At first Sight it is extremely difficult to grasp the real meaning
and purport of this struggle. If a modern reader tries to study
Jansen's great work on St. Augustine he is completely at a loss to
understand how a book like tllis ever could arouse such a storm
of the most violent passions. How was it that a work of scholastic
theology, a work dealing with the most abstruse and obscure dog­
matic questions could shake the whole moral and social order
and have such a tremendous effect upon French public life?

We find the answer to this question when reading one of the
greatest books of French literature in the seventeenth century.
In his Lettres prodnciales P.lscal too begins with a discussion of
the subtlest problems of dogmatic theology-with the distinction
between "sufficient" and "efficacious" grace, between the "real"
and the "proximate" power of the human will to observe the di­
vine precepts. But all this is only a prelude. Suddenly and unex­
pectedly Pascal changes his problem and his tactics. He attacks
his adversaries from another sit:~e and at a much more vuhlerable
point. He denounces the ambiguity and perversity of the Jesuitic
system of morality. Pascal did not speak as a theologian. His was
a logical and a mathematical rather than a theological mind. He
could, therefore, not content himself with stigmatizing the moral
theology of the Jesuits. He had to seek for the hidden motives,
both the logical and the moral. What was it that had incited the
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authors of Jesuitic casuistry to write and to propagate their books?
According to Pascal the answer to this question may be given in
one word. The Jesuits were members of the Ecclesia milUans.
With the utmost exertion they strove to maintain the absolute au­
thority of the Pope and the Catholic Church. No price seemed
to be too high for this purpose. Now in the modern world, in the
century of Louis XIV, the old stern and austere Christian ideals
llad no place. They had to be sacrificed. A new morality, the
morale reldchee of the Jesuits, seemed to be the only means to
save the Church or, what was the same thing to tIle Jesuit writers,
to save Christian religion. These were the premises of the Jesuitic
system that were uncovered by Pascal's sharp and relentless logi­
cal analysis. Jesuitic morality was shown to be the necessary out­
come of Jesuitic policy.

"Their object is not to corrupt morals," declared Pascal,

that is not their deSign. But neither is it their sole purpose to reform
them: this would be bad policy. Their intention is this: They have
such a good opinion of themselves as to believe that it is useful. and
in some sort essentially necessary to the good of religion, that their
reputation should extend everywhere, and that they should govel'll all
consciences. And as the severe maxims of the Gospt'1 are apt to govern
some people, they make use of them whenev('r the occasion favors it.
But as these maxims do not accord with the views of the great majority
of the people, they waive them in regard to such persons, for the sake
of affording universal satisfaction. On this aceount, )'aving to deal
with pt'rsons of every conclition in life and of :Ill different nations, it
is necessary to have casuists assorted to match this whole diversily.
. . . They have a few for the select few, while the multitude of lax
casuists offer their services for the multitude that prefer laxity. In thIS
manner they have spread over the whole earth, by the doctrine of
probable opinions, which is the source and the basis of all this dis­
order . . . for they make no secret of it . . . , with this difference
only that they veil tlwir human and political prudence under the pre­
text of divine and Christian prudence, as if faith, supported by tradi­
tion, were not always one and the same and invariable at all times
and in all places; as if it were the part of the rule to bend to the
accommodation of the person who was to submit to it."

This was the wide and deep gulf that divided the theologian
writers into two oppOSite camps. Once this gulf had been clearly

8. Pascal, Lcttres provinclales, V. English trans. (New York, J. Leavitt; Boston,
Crocker & Brewster. 1828), pp. 69-71.
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seen it was impossible to £ill it. After the publication of Pascal's
Lettres provinciales no reconciliation and no compromise was pos­
sible. There was only one alternative left. In his moral conduct
man had to choose between two opposites: between the stem and
austere demands of Jansenism and the laxity of the Jesuitic sys­
tem. But what was the place of philosophy in this conflict? Could
the contemporaries of Galileo and Descartes be expected to go
back to St. Augustine's doctrine of grace and free will? Could tlie
seventeenth century's philosophy-a philosophy of "clear and
distinct ideas"-return to the scholastic distinctions between "suf­
ficient" and "effit.'acious," "concomitant" and "efficient" grace? Or
could a humanist and a moral philosopher, a great and noble mind
like Hugo Grotius, yield to the morale relilchee of the Jesuits?
Both ways were impossible. But the philosophic thinkers of the
seventeenth century were not in need of a "moral theology." They
were even convinced that the very concept of such a theology
was, in a sense, a contradiction in terms. For they had accepted
the Stoic principle of the "autarky" (aVTu.plma) of human reason.
Reason is autonomous and self-dependent. It is no~ in need of any
external help; it could not even accept this help if it were offered.
It has to find its own way and to believe in its own strength.

This principle became the cornerstone of all the systems of
natural right. It has been expressed in a classical way by Hugo
Crotius in the introduction to his work De ;ure belli et pacis. Even
the will of an omnipotent being, said Crotius, cannot change the
principles of morality or abrogate those fundamental rights that
are guaranteed by natural laws. These laws would maintain their
objective validity even if we should assume-per impossibile­
that there is no God or that he does not care for human aHairs.o

The rational character of the seventeenth century's political phi­
losophy becomes even clearer if, instead of analyzing its first prin­
ciples, we look at its general method. As to the question of the
principles of the social order we find a sharp opposition between
the systems of absolutism-the systems of Bodin or Hobbes-and
the defenders of popular rights and of the sovereignty of the peo­
ple. But both parties, however combating each other, agree in one
point. They try to prove their point by going back to the same
fundamental hypothesis. The doctrine of the state-contract be-

9. GrotiWl, De ;we beUi lit paN, "Prolegomena," sec. 11.
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comes in the seventeenth century a self-evident axiom of political
thought.

In the history of our problem this fact marks a great and de­
cisive step. For if we adopt this view, if we reduce the legal and
social order to free individual acts, to a voluntary contractual sub­
mission of the governed, all mystery is gone. There is nothing less
mysterious than a contract. A contract must be made in full aware­
Dess of its meaning and consequences; it presupposes the free
consent of all the parties concerned. If we can trace the state to
such an origin, it becomes a perfectly clear and understandable
fact.

This rational approach was by no means understood as a his­
torical approach. Only a few thinkers were so naive as to assume
that the "origin" of the state, as explained in the theories of the
social contract, gave us an insight into its beginnings. Obviously
we cannot assign a definite moment of human history at which
the state made its first appearance. But this lack of historical
knowledge does not concern the theoreticians of the state·
contract. Theirs is an analytical, not a historical, problem. They
understand the term "origin" in a logical not in a chronological
sense. What they are seeking for is not the beginning, but the
"principle" of the state-its raison d'etre.

That becomes particularly clear if we study the political phi­
losophy of Hobbes. Hobbes is a typical example of the general
spirit that led to the various theories of the social contract. His
results were never generally accepted; they met with opposition.
But his method exerted the strongest influence. And this new
method was an outcome of Hobbes's logic. The philosophical
value of Hobbes's political works consists not so much in their
subject-matter as in the form of arguing and reasoning. In the
Drst chapters of his work De corpore Hobbes gives us his general
theory of knowledge. Knowledge is the inquiry into first prin­
ciples, or, as he puts it, into "first causes." In order to understand
a thing we must begin with defining its nature and essence. Once
this definition has been found all its properties can be derived in
a strictly deductive way. But a definition is not adequate as long
as it contents itself with designating a special quality of the sub·
ject. True definitions must be "genetic" or "causal" definitions.
They not only have to answer the question what a thing is, but
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why it is. In this way alone we can come to a true insight. "Ubi
generatio nulla," says Hobbes, "... ibi nulla philosophia intel­
fegitur"-where there is no generation, there is no true philo­
sophical knowledge.10 But this "generation" is not at all under­
stood by Hobbes as a physical or historical process. Even in the
field of geometry Hobbes demands a genetic or causal definition.
The objects of geometry must be constructed in order to be fully
understood. Obviously this constructive act is a mental, not a
temporal process. What we are looking for is an origin in reason,
not in time. We try to analyze geometrical objects into their first
elements and reconstruct them by a synthetic process of thought.
The same principle holds for political objects. If Hobbes describes
the transition from the natural to the social state, he is not inter­
ested in the empirical origin of the state. The point at issue is not
the history but the validity of the social and political order. What
matters alone is not the historical but the legal basis of the state;
and it is the question of this legal basis that is answered by the
theory of the social contract.

Hobbes's theory culminates in the paradoxical assertion that
the legal bond between the ruler and the subjects once it has been
tied is indissoluble. The pact of submission by whieh the indi­
viduals renounce all their rights and freedoms is the ne.cessary
presupposition, the first step, that leads to a social order. But it
is, in a sense, also the ultimate step. Henceforth the individuals
no longer exist as independent beings. They have no will of their
own. The social will has become incorporated with the ruler of
the state. This will is unrestricted; there is no other power beside
or above the absolute sovereign.H Obviously this was a gratuitous
assumption that could not be proved or justified by the general
concept of the social contract. For when combined with the Stoic
doctrine of natural rights this concept led to the very opposite
result. It was clear that the indiviuuals, when entering into an
agreement with each other and with the ruler, could only act for
themselves. They could not create an absolutely rigid and un­
changeable order; they could not bind their posterity. And even
from the point of view of the present generation it was not pos­
sible to abdicate, unconditionally and absolutely, all rights and

10. See Hobbes, De corpore, Pars I, cap. I, sec. 3 ad 8, "Opera Philosophica
quae Latine scripsit," ed. W. Molesworth (London, Bohn, 1839), I, 9.

11. See Hobbes, De ave, cap. 5-7; LevfcJthon, cap. 17-19.
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to transfer them to the ruler. There is, at least, one right that can­
not be ceded or abandoned: the right to personality. Arguing
upon this principle the most influential writers on politics in the
seventeenth century rejected the conclusions drawn by Hobbes.
They charged the great logician with a contradiction i.n tenns. If
a man could give up his personality he would cease being a moral
being. He would become a lifeless thing-and how could such a
thing obligate itself-how could it make a promise or enter into
a social contract? This fundamental right, the right to personality,
includes in a sense all the others. To maintain and to develop his
personality is a universal right. It is not subject to the freaks
and fancies of single individuals and cannot, therefore, be trans­
ferred from one individual to another. The contract of nllership
which is the legal basis of all civil power has, therefore, its in­
herent limits. There is no pactum subjectionis, no act of submis­
sion by which man can give up the state of a free agent and en­
slave himself. For by such an act of renunciation he would give
up that very character which constitutes his nature and essence:
he would lose his humanity.



XIV

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT
AND ITS ROMANTIC CRITICS

I
N THE development of political thought the eighteenth century,

the period of the Enlightenment, proved to be one of the most
fertile ages. Never before had the philosophy of polities played

such an important and decisive role. It was no longer regarded
as a special branch but was the very focus of all intellectual activi­
ties. All other theoretical interests were directed to and concen­
trated upon this end. "Of the different works which I had on the
stocks," writes Rousseau in his Confessions,

the one which I had long had in my head, at which I worked with the
greatest inclination, to which I wished to devote myself all my life,
and which, in my own opinion, was to set the seal upon my reputation,
was my Institutions Politiques . . . I had come to see that everything
was radically connected with politics, and that, however one pro­
ceeded, no people would be other than the nature of its government
made it.1

Yet in spite of this keen interest in all political problems the
period of the Enlightenment did not develop a new political phi­
losophy. When studying the works of the most famous and influ­
ential authors we are surprised to find that they do not contain
any totally new theory. The same ideas are repeated over and
over again-and these ideas had not been created by the eight­
eenth century. Rousseau is fond of speaking in paradoxes, but
when it comes to politics, we hear quite a different and a very
sober tone. In Rousseau's conception of the aim and the method
of political philosophy, in his doctrine of the indefeasible and in­
alienable rights of men, there is hardly anything that has not its
parallel and model in the books of Locke, Grotius, or Pufendorf.
The merit of Rousseau and his contemporaries lies in a different
field. They were much more concerned about political life than
political doctrine. They did not want to prove, but to affirm and
apply the first principles of man's social life. In matters of politiCS

1. Rousseau, Confesalons, Bk. IX (Everyman's Library, New York. E. P. Dut­
ton & Co., 1931 >, D, 55.
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the eighteenth century's writers never had the intention of being
original. As a matter of fact they regarded originality in this field
as highly suspicious. The French Encyclopedists who werp. the
spokesmen of the age always warned against what they called
fesprit de systeme. They had DO ambition to emulate the great
systems of the seventeenth century, the systems of Descartes, Spi­
noza, or Leibniz. The seventeenth century had been a metaphysi­
cal century and created a metaphysics of nature and a meta­
physics of morals. The period of the Enlightenment had lost its
interest in these metaphysical speculations. Its whole energy was
concentrated upon another point, not so much an energy of
thought as of action. "Ideas" were no longer regarded as "ab­
stract ideas." They were forged into weapons for the great politi­
cal struggle. The question never was whether these weapons were
new but whether they were efficient. And in most cases it turned
out that the oldest weapons were the best and most powerful
ones.

The writers of the Great Encyclopedia and the fathers of Amer­
ican democracy, men like D'Alembert, Didcrot, and Jefferson,
would scarcely have understood the question whether their ideas
were new. All of them were convinced that these ideas were in a
sense as old as the world. They were regarded as something that
has been always, everywhere and believed by all: quod semper,
quod ubique, quod ab omnibus. "La raison," said La Bruyere, "est
de tous les climats." "The object of the Declaration of Independ­
ence," wrote Jefferson on May 8,1825, in a letter to Henry Lee,

was not to find ont new principles, or new arguments, never before
thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said be­
fore; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in
tenns so plain and finn as to command their assent.... Neither aim­
ing at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any
particular and previous writing. it was intended to be an expression of
the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and
spirit called for by the occasion.2

But the principles laid down in the American Declaration of
Independence and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man
and the Citizen were not only an expression of a general popu-

2. Thomas Jefferson, "Writings," ed. Paul Chester Ford (New York, G. P.
PutDaDl's SOIlS, 1899), X, 343. Modem Library ed., p. 719.
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lar sentiment.8 Nothing is perhaps so characteristic of the inner
,,/ unity of the culture of the eighteenth century as the fact that the

same principles were maintained and confirmed by the deepest
thinker of the age: by the critic of pure reason.

Kant was a fervent admirer of the French Revolution. And it
is significant for the strength of his mind and character that he
did not change his judbrment when the cause of the' French Revo­
lution seemed to be lost. His belief in the ethical value of the
thoughts expressed in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and
the Citizen remained unshaken. "Such an event," he said,

does not consist in important deeds or misdeeds of men, whereby,
what had been great, became little among men, or what had been
little, became great, and . . . old gloriOUS political ediflces disap­
peared, whereas, in thcir stead, other ones grew out of the ground.
No; nothing of the kind! ... The revolution of an ingenious people
which we have lived to see, may succeed or fail. It may be filled with
such calamities and atrocities that a righteous man, even if he could
be sure to carry it out luckily, never would decide to repeat the ex­
periment at such a high price. In spite of all this such a revolution
finds, in the minds of all spectators, a sympathy very near to enthu­
siasm. . . . Such a phenomenon in the history of mankind can never
be forgotten; because it proves that in human nature there exists an
inclination and disposition to the better which no politician ever could
have been able to predict by summing up the course of former events.'

The spirit of the eighteenth cenhlry is usually described as an
"intellectualistic" spirit. But if "intellectualism" means a cool and
abstract attitude, an aloofness from the actual problems of practi-

3. We need not enter here into the vexed question of the historical origin of the
French Dcdaration. In a paper, publishPd in lR95, Georg Jellinek tried to prove
that it is II mistake to regard the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen as
a result of the idea.~ of the French philosophers of the eightl'l'uth century. According
to Jellinek we have to seek the real SOUfl'e of the legal and political ideas of the
French Rl'volution in the Aml'rican BH!5 of Rights, especially in the Bill of Right of
the State of Virginia. Other anthors have emphatkally denied this view, see. for
instance. V. Mart'aggi, Les orig/ne" cle la declaration des droits de l'homme de 1789
(Paris, 1904). But in this case the question of priority is of little interest. It is clear
thot neither Jefferson nnd Adams nor Lafa}'!'tte and Condorc!'t "in\'ented" tI,e ideas
that were incorporated in the Declaration of Rights; ther Simply eXfressed the con­
victions that were held by all the pioneers of the theory of "natura rights."

4. Kant, Der Streit der Fakultiiten (1798), see. II, "Werke," ed. E. Cassirer,
VII, 397 f., 401.
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cal, social, political life, no description could be more inadequate
and misleading. Such an attitude was entirely alien to the think­
ers of the Enlightenment. All of them would have accepted that
principle that was later formulated by Kant as the "primacy of
practical reason," They never admitted a clear-cut distinction be­
tween theoretical and practical reason. They did not separate
speculation from life. There has perhaps never existed a more
complete harmony between theory and practice, between thought
and life, than in the eighteenth century. All thoughts were im­
mediately turned into actions; all actions were subordinated to
general principles and judged according to theoretical standards.
It was this feature that gave to the culture of the eighteenth cen­
tury its strength and its inner unity. Literature and art, science
and philosophy had a common center and cooperated with each
other to the same end. For this reason the great political events
of the age were hailed with such general enthusiasm. "It is not
enough," wrote Condorcet, "that they (the original and impre­
scriptible rights) live in the writings of the philosophers and in
the hearts of all righteous men. Ignorant or feeble men must read
them in the example of a great nation. America has given us this
example. The American Declaration of Independence is a simple
and sublime expression of those sacred .lights which such a long
time had been forgotten." 5

How was it that all the~e great achievements were suddenly
called into question-that the ninctp.enth century bt:gan with at­
tacking and openly defying all the philosophical and political
ideals of the former generation? There seems to be an easy an­
swer to this question. The French Revolution had ended In tile
period of the Napoleonic Wars. The first enthusiasm was followed
by a deep disillusionment and mistrust. In one of his letters, writ­
ten ill the beginning of the French Revolution, Benjamin Franklin
had expressed the hope that the idea of the inviolable rights of
man would operate in tlle same way as nre operates on gold: "it
will purify without destroying." But this optimistic hope seemed
to be frustrated once for all. All the brreat promises of the French
Revolution remained unfulfilled. The political and social order of
Europe seemed to be threatened with a complete breakdown.

5. Condorcet. De rlnfluence de 1IJ revolution d"Amerique sur fEurope (1786),
chap. I, "Oeuvres completes" (Brunswick, Vieweg; and Paris, Henrichs, 1804),
XI,249.
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Edmund Burke called the French constitution of 1793 a "digest
of anarchy" and the doctrine of inalienable rights was to him "an
invitation to insurrection and a persistent cause of anarchy." 8 "La
raison humaine," wrote Joseph de Maistre in his book De la
papaute, "est manifestement convaincue d'impuissance pour con­
duire les hommes . . . en sorte qu'en general il est bien, quoi
qu'on dise, de commencer par l'autorite."

These are the obvious reasons for the complete and rapid
change of ideas that we meet in the first decades of the nine­
teenth century. But it is not enough to describe this reaction as
merely political. It has other and deeper causes. The German
romanticists who began the fighting and were the first heralds in
the combat against the philosophy of Enlightenment were not
primarily interested in political problems. They lived much more
in the world of "spirit"-poetry and art-than in the world of
hard political facts. Of course romanticism had not only its phi­
losophy of nature, of art and history, but also its philosophy of
politiCS. But in this field the romantic writers never developed a
clear and coherent theory; nor were they consistent in their prac­
tical attitude. Friedrich Schlegel was at differcnt times an advo­
cate of conservative and liberal ideas. From republicanism he was
converted to monarchism. It seems to be impossible to take a
system of definite, fixed, unquestionable political ideas from any
romantic writer; in most cascs the pendulum sWings from one
pole to its opposite.

There are, however, two points that are of vital importance in
the struggle between romanticism and Enlightenment. The first
is the new interest in history; the second the new conception and
valuation of myth. As to the first point it became a slogan of all
the romantic writers, a sort of war cry that was repeated over
and over again, that the period of the Enlightenment was an en­
tirely unhistorical age. A calm and unbiased analysis of the facts
by no means confirms this view. It is true that the interest in his­
torical facts was not the same with the thinkers of the Enlighten­
ment as with the early romanticists. They approached the prob­
lem from diHerent angles and saw it in a different perspective. Yet
that does not mean that the philosophers of the eighteenth cen­
tury lost Sight of the historical world. On the contrary these phi-

6. See Charles Grove HaJues. The Reotoal of Natural Law Concept. (Cam­
bridge, MUll., Harvard University Press, 1930), p. 65.
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losophers were the first to introduce a new scientific method into
the study of history. They were not yet provided with that im­
mense historical material that has since been collected; but they
had a clear insight into the importance of historical knowledge.
"I believe this to be the historical age and this the historical na­
tion," said David Home speaking of the English culture of the
eighteenth century. Men like Home, Gibbon, Robertson, Mon­
tesquieu, Voltaire cannot be charged with a lack of interest and
historical understanding. In his Siecle de Louis XN and in his
Essai sur les mreurs Voltaire created a new and modern type of
the history of civilization.7

There is, however, one fundamental difference between the con­
ception of history in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The
romantics love the past for the past's sake. To them the past is
not only a fact but also one of the highest ideals. This idealization
and spiritualization of the past is one of the most distinctive char­
acteristics of romantic thought. Everything becomes understand­
able, justifiable, legitimated as soon as we can trace it back to its
origin. This frame of mind was entirely alien to the thinkers of
the eighteenth century. If they looked back to the past they did
so because they wanted to prepare a better future. The future
of mankind, the rise of a new political and social o!"der, was their
great theme and real concern. For this purpose the study of his­
tory is necessary, but it is not an end in itself. History may teach
us many things but it can only teach us "hat has been, not what
ought to be. To accept its verdict as infallible and definitive would
be a crime against the majesty of reason. If history meant a
glorification of the past, a confirmation of the ancien regime, it
was, to the minds of the "philosophers" of the "Great Encyclo­
pedia," doomed from its beginning. It could have no theoretical
interest for tllcm because it lacked a real ethical value. According
to the principle of the primacy of practical reason both things
were correlative and inseparable. The thinkers of the eighteenth
century, who by their adversaries were so often accused of in­
tellectualism, never studied lIistory in order to satisfy a merely
intellectual curiosity. They saw in it a guide to action, a compass
that could lead them to a future and better state of human so­
ciety. "We have admired our ancestors less," said one of the writ-

7. For more details see E. Cassirer, Die Phjlosophie tUff. Aufkliirung (Tfibingen,
Mohr, 1932), chap. v, "Die Eroberung der geschichtlichen Welt;" pp. 263-312.
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ers of the eighteenth century, "but we have loved our contempo­
raries better, and have expected more of our descendants." 8 As
Duclos said, our knowledge of history can be no more and no
better than an "anticipated experience." 9

That is the real diHerence, the deep gulf, between the period
of the Enlightenment and German romanticism. "We have sure
guides," we read in a political pamphlet written on the eve at
inunediately after the outbreak of the French Revolution, "older
than ancient monuments; guides that exist everywhere and are
possessed by all men: reason to govern our thoughts, morality to
conduct our feelings, and natural right." 10 But the romantics
started from the opposite prinCiple. They not only said that every
historical epoch has a right of its own and must be measured ac­
cording to its own standards but went much farther. The founders
of the "Historic Right School" declared that history was the
source, the very origin of right. There is no authority above his­
tory. Law and the state cannot be "made" by men. They are no
products of the human will and they are, therefore, not under the
jurisdiction of these wills. They are not bound ~o nor restricted
by the pretended inherent rights of the individuals. Man could
not make law any more than he could make language, myth or
religion. According to the principles of the Historic Right School,
as they were conceived by Savigny and developed in the works
of his pupils and followers, human culture is not an offspring of
free and conscious human activities. It originates in a "higher
necessity." This necessity is a metaphysical one; it is the natural
spirit which works and creates unconsciously.

According to this metaphysical conception the value of myth is
completely changed. To all the thinkers of the Enlightenment
myth had been a barbarous thin~, a strange and uncouth mass of
confused ideas and gross superstitions, a mere monstrosity. Be­
tween myth and philosophy there could be no point of contact.
Myth enus where philosophy begins-as darkness gives way to

8. Chastellux, De 10 felicitll publique, II, 71; quoted from Carl L. Becker, The
Heavenly City of the Eighteenth Centun) Philo$ophers (New Haven, Yale Univer­
sity Press, 1932), pp. 129-130.

9. See Becker, idem, p. 95.
10. De, Etats-Generau% et prirlcipalement de iesprit qu'on doit y apporter, par

Target (Paris. 1789). quoted from Fritz Klovekonl, Die Entstehung der E,kliirung
det MflMChen. und BiirgerTIu:hte, "Historlsche Studien," XC (Berlin, E. Ebering,
1911), 81, 224, D. 23.
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the rising sun. This view undergoes a radical change as soon as
we pass to the romantic philosophers. In the system of these phi­
losophers myth becomes not only a subject of the highest intel­
lectual interest but also a subject of awe and veneration. It is
regarded as the mainspring of human culture. Art, history, and
poetry originate in myth. A philosophy which overlooks or neg­
lects this origin is declared to be shallow and inadequate. It was
one of the principal aims of Schelling's system to give myth its
right and legitimate place in human civilization. In his works we
find for the first time a philosophy of mythology side by side with
his philosophy of nature, history, and art. Eventually all his in­
terest seems to be concentrated upon this problem. Instead of
being the opposite of philosophic thought myth has become its
ally; and, in a sense, its consummation.

All this may appear paradoxical; but it follows from the very
principles of romantic thought. Schelling only expressed the com·
mon convictions of the whole younger generation in Germany.
He became the philosophic spokesman of romantic poetry. The
deep wish to go back to the sources of poetry accounts for the
romantic interest in myth. Poetry must learn to speak a new lan­
guage, a language not of concepts, of "c1mrr and distinct ideas,"
but of hieroglyphs. of secret and sacred symbols. That was the
language spoken in Novalis' fJeinricll tJon Ofterdinf!.en. To Kant's
critical idealism Novalis opposed his own "magic idealism"-and
it was this new type of idealism that W~l'; thought by Schelling
and Friedrich Schlegel to be the keystone of philosophy and
poetry.

That was a new step in the general history of ideas-a step
that was pregnant with the most important consequences which
proved to he even more momentous for the further development
of political than for that of philosophic thought. In philosophy
the infJu(,l1ce of Schelling was counterbalanced and soon eclipsed
by the appearance of the Hegelian system. His conception of the
role of mythologv remained only an episode. Nevertheless the
way was paved that could lead later to the rehabilitation and
glorification of myth that we find in modern politics.

It would, however, be a mistake, and it would not do justice
to the romantic spirit, to hold it responsible for this later develop­
ment. In recent literature we often meet with the view that ro­
manticism was the first and the most prolific source of the myth
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of the twentieth century. According to many writers it has pro­
duced the concept of the "totalitarian state," and has prepared all
the later forms of an aggressive imperialism. I I But judging in this
way we are likely to forget the principal and, indeed, the decisive
feature. The "totalitarian" view of the romantic writers was, in
its origin and meaning, a cultural not a political view. The uni­
verse they were longing for was a universe of human culture.
They never meant to politicize but to "poeticize" the world. To
pervade all spheres of human life-religion, history, even natural
science-with the "poetic spirit" was declared by Friedrich Schle­
gel as the highest aim of the romantic movement. I:! Like most of
the romantic writers Friedrich Schlegel felt much more at home
in the "divine world of science and art" than in the world of poli­
tics. It was thi.. attitude that gave romantic nationalism its special
tinge and character. Assuredly the romantic poets and philoso­
phers were fervent patriots, and many of them were intransigent
nationalists. But their nationalism was not of an imperialistic type.
They were anxious to preserve not to conquer. They tried, with
the utmost exertion of all their spiritual forces, to maintain the
peculiarity of the German character but they never meant to en­
force and impose it upon other peoples.

This was a necessary result of the historical origin of German
nationalism. This nationalism had been created by Herder-and
of all the thinkers and poets of the eighteenth century Herder
possessed the keenest sense and the deepest understandinF; of
individuality. That individualism became one of the outstanding
and most characteristic features of the romantic movement. The
romanticists never could sacrifice the particular and specific forms
of cultural life, poetry, art, religion, and history, to the "totali­
tarian" state. They had a deep respect for all the innumerable,
subtle differences that characterize the life of individuals and na­
tions. To feel and to enjoy these differences, to sympathize with
all forms of national life, was to them the real scope and the
greatest charm of historical knowledge. The nationalism of the

II. See. for instance, Peter Viereck, Metapolit/cs. From the Romantics to lIitler
(New York. A. A. Knopf, 1941). See also the article by Arthur O. Lovejoy. "The
Meaning of Romanticism for the Historian of Ideas," and his very interesting dis­
cussion with Leo Spitzer, 10urnal of the History of Ideas, Vol. II, No. 3 (1941)
and Vol. V. No.2 (1944).

12. See Friedrich Schlegel. "Gespriich tiber die Poesie," Pf'osa/sche 1ungend­
lehriften, ed. Jacob Minor (.2d ed. Vienna, Carl Konegen, 1908), II, 338 if.
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romantics was, therefore, no mere particularism. It was the very
contrary. It was not only compatible with a real universalism but
presupposed it. To Herder every nation was only an individual
voice in a universal, all-embracing harmony. In his collection of
national songs we find the songs of all peoples, German, Slavic,
Celtic, Scandinavian, Lithuanian, und Turkish. And the romantic
poets and philosophers were the heirs of Herder and Goethe.
Goethe was the first to use the term World Literature (Welt­
literatur) which became the great passion of all romantic writers.
In his lectures OIl dramatic art, A. W. Schlegel gave a universal
survey of the dramatic literature of all ages and he treated them
with the same love and the same unbiased sympathy.

This literary universalism was confined and strengthened by a
new religious universalism. The early romanticists saw the great­
est privilege of medieval culture in the fact that the Middle Ages
were held together by a universal religious ideal. Here Chris­
tianity was still an undivided whole. Christian society was a mys­
tic body, governed by God and represented in the two correlative
orders of the Universal Church and the Universal Empire. The
romantic writers were inspired by the wish to return to this golden
age of mankind. In this regard they could not think of restricting
their cultural and religious ideals to their own country. They
strove not only for a unified Germany but also for a unified Eu­
rope. In his essay Christianity or Europe Novalis praised the beau­
tiful and splendid days when one Christianity inhabited the con­
tinent of Europe, when one great interest connected the remot­
est provinces of this wide spiritual empire. 1a The greatest of the
romantic theologians, Friedrich Schleiermacher, went much far­
ther. The universal religion that he developed and defended in
his Reden uber die Religion comprises all sorts of creed and wor­
ship. All the "heretics" of former times could be included in this
religious ideal. The "atheist" Spinoza waS called by Schleier­
macher "the great and sainted Spinoza." For truly religious feel­
ing, declared Schleiermacher, all dogmatic diHerences are irrele­
vant. Religion is love but it is not love for "this" and "that" or
for a finite and special object, but love for the Universe, the In­
finite.

That explains further the character of romantic nationalism.

13. Navalis, Die Chrfstenhelt oder Europa (1799), "Schr!ften," ed. Jacob Minor
(Jena, Diederichs, 1907), II, 23.
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This nationalism, too, was a product of love not, as so many later
forms of nationalism, of hatred. In Friedrich Schlegel's "Dialogue
on Poetry" love had been declared to be the very principle of aU
romantic poetry. It is like an invisible medium which must pene­
trate every line and every verse of a true poem. To the poet ev­
erything is only an indication of what is higher and really infinite;
a hieroglyph of etcrnallove and of the holy vital power of plastic
nature. 14 The political ideals of the early romanticists were per­
vaded with the same feeling. They had a definitely esthetic or
poetic character. Novalis spoke of the state in enthusiastic terms.
What he really admired, however, was not its physical power but
its beauty. "A true prince," he wrote, "is the artist of artists.
Everyone ought to be an artist; everything can become fine art.
. . . The prince performs in an infinitely manifold spectacle
where the scene and the public, the actors and spectators arc one
and the same, and where he himself is the author, the drama­
turgue and the hero of the play," l~

It is true that this poetical and esthetic conception was not
equal to the task of solving the problems of political life. When
these problems became more and more serious and threatening,
the theory developed by the nrst romantic writers could not hold
its ground. In the age of the Napoleonic Wars the founders and
pioneers of Gennan romanticism began to doubt their own ideal
of "poeticizing" political life. They became convinced that, at
least in this field, a more "realistic" attitude was imperative and
indispensable. Many romantic pacts were prepared to offer up
their former ideals to the national cause. In poets like Heinrich
von Kleist romantic love changed into a bitter and implacable
hatred. Even A. W. von Schlegel felt similarly. "As long as our
national independence, and even the continuance of our German
name, is so seriously threatened," he wrote in 1806, "our poetry
might perhaps have to yield entirely to eloquence," 10 But only
a few romanticists followed this counsel; even in their extreme
nationalism they would not disavow or renounce their Wliversal
ideals of human culture.

14. Schlegel, cp. cit.• II. 370 f.
15. Navalis, GlDuhen utld LlIlbe, sec. 33, "Schriften," II, 162.
16. A. W. von Schlegel, Letter '0 Fouque, see "Siimtliche Werke," ed. Eduard

&eking (Leipzig, Weidmann, 1846), VIII, 145.
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THE PREPARATION: CARLYLE

Carlyle's Lectures on Hero Worship

W
HEN Thomas Carlyle on May 22,1840, began his lectures

On Heroes, Hero Worship and the Heroic in History he
spoke to a large and distinguished audience, A "mob of

London society" had assembled to listen to the speaker, The lec­
tures created a sort of sensation; but nobody could have foreseen
that this social event was pregnant with great political conse­
quences. Carlyle spoke to Englishmen of the Victorian era. His
audience was between two and three hundred in number and
"aristocratic in rank and intellect." As Carlyle says in one of his
letters "bishops and all kinds of people had appeared; they heard
something new and seemed greatly astonished and greatly pleased.
They laughed and applauded." 1 But assuredly none of the hear­
ers could think for a moment that the ideas expressed ill these
lectures contained a dangerous explosive. Nor did Carlyle him­
self feel this way. He was no revolutionary; he was a conserva­
tive. He wished to stabilize the social and political order and he
was convinced that for stich a stabilization he could recommend
no better means than hero worship. He never meant to preach a
new political evangelism. To him hero worship was the oldest
and finnest element in man's social and cultural life. He saw in
it "an everlasting hope for the management of the world." "Had
all traditions, arrangements, creeds, societies that men ever insti­
tuted, sunk away, this would remain ... it shines like a pole­
star through smoke-clouds, dust-clouds, and all manner of down­
rushing and conflagration." 2

._' 1. A detailed description of Carlyle's lectures has becn givcn by A. M~cMeehan
in the introduction to his edition (Boston, Ginn & Co., 1891). See also The Cnrre­

. spondence of Thomas Carlyle and Ralph Emerson, 1834-1872 (Doston, H194), I,
293 f. 2 vols.

2. On Heroes, Hero Worship and the lleroic in History, Lecl. VI, p. 195. CCIl­

tenary ed., V, 202. 1 quote the lectures from the edition of H. D. Gray in Long­
man's English Classics (New York, Longmans, Green & Co., 1896). The other
works of Carlyle are quoted from the Centenary edition, "The Works of Thomas
Carlyle" (30 vo1s.) .first published by H. D. Traill (London, Chapman & Hall,
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The effect produced by Carlyle's lectures was, however, far
diHerent from the author's expectations. As Carlyle pointed out,
the modern world had passed through three great revolutions.
First came the Reformation of Luther, then the Puritan revolu­
tion, and at last the French Revolution. The French Revolution
was properly the third act of Protestantism. This third act we may
well call the final one: "for lower than that savage Sans-culottism
men cannot go." :i \'Vhen Carlyle spoke thus he could not know
that the very ideas llc propounded in his lecturcs were also the
beginning of a new revolution. A hundred years later these ideas
had been turned into the most efficient weapons in the political
struggle. In the Victorian era nobody could have divined the role
that Carlyle's theory was to play in the twentieth century.

In recent literature there is a strong tendency to connect Car­
lyle's views with our own political problems-to see in him one
of those men who had done most for the future "March of Fas­
cism." In 1928 B. H. Lehman wrote a book-Carlylc's 1'heory of
the Hero. Its Sources, IJevelopmclIt, History, and Influence on
Carlylc's Work. 4 This was a merely historical anillysis. But it was
soon followed hy other studies in which Carlyle was, more or
less, made responsible for the whole ideology of National Social­
ism. After Ilitler's rise to power H. F. C. Grierson published a
lecture that, thr<~e years previously, he had delivered on "Carlyle
and the Hero" under a new title, Carlyle and Ilitler. "I have been
tempted," he says, "to give it a new, shall I say metonymous, title,
so entirely do the recent happenings in Germany illustrate the
('onditions which lead up la, or at least make possible, the emer­
gence of the Hero, as Carlyle chiefly thought of him, and the feel­
ings, religious and political ... which raise the wave that washes
him into power." r. It SCCI\1('d to be not onl", natural but almost
inevitable to attrihute to Carlyle all those ideas of political lead­
ership that dcvdopC'd mueh later and under a quite different
"climate of opinion." To the long list of books and articles in
which he had studied the pl,jlosophy and genealogy of modern
imperialism Ernest Seilliere added, in 1939, a book on Carlyle.
1831 If.), then superseded by n new Ameriean edition (New York. Charles Scrib­
ner's Sons, 19(0).

3. On Heroes. Ll'Ct. "1, p. 229. Centenary ed., V, 237.
4. Durham, N. C., Duke University Prl'ss.
5. H. F. C. Grierson, Carlyle arid Hiller (Cambridge, England, University

Preu, 1933).
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He finds in his works aU the characteristics of an "esthetic mysti­
cism" and the first traces of "racial mysticism," and later on, in
his book on Frederick the Great, the open defense of Prussian
militarism. "The more that, meditating on lifc's lessons and on
the true character of human naturc, he approached Toryism, the
more room he made for politicians and the military among the
delegates of the Most High: it was the Prussian tendency in the
heart of German romanticism." 6 AccordinF;ly this Prussification
of Carlylc's romanticism was the last and decisivc stcp which led
him to a deification of the political leaders and to an identification
of might and right.7

There is much truth in this description of the effects of Carlyle's
theory. Nevcrthelcss it seems to me to be an oversimplification
of the matter. Carlyle's conception of the "hero" is very compli­
cated, both in its meaning and in its historical presuppositions.
To do full justicc to his theory we must study all the diverse and
often contradictory clemcnts that fonned Carlyle's character, his
life, and his work. Carlyle was not a systematic thinker. He did
not even try to construct a coherent philosophy of history. To
him history was no system-it was a great panorama. History, lIe
declared in his essay on biography, is the essence of innumerahle
bioF;raphies.R To read into Carlyle's work, thcrefore, a definitc
philosophical construction of the historical process, taken as a
whole, or a definite political program is precarious and illusive.
Instead of jumping to conclusions ahout his dar-trines we must
first try to understand the motives that lay at the bottom of them
without a clear insiF;ht into which many, if not most, of his ideas
remain ohscure and ambiguous. Carlyle's conception of history
and politics always depends on his own personal history; it is
much more biowaphical than systematic or methodical.

Undoubtedly Carlyle developed in his lechlres the idea of "lead­
ership" into its most radical conscquences. lIe identified the whole
of historical life with the life of great men. Without thcm there
would be no history; there would be stagnation, and stagnation
means death. A mere sequence of events does not constitute his-

tory, It consists in deeds and actions, and there are no deeds with-
6. E. SeHliere, Un precurseur du Natlonal-Soclalisme: L'actuolitB de Carlyle

(Paris, ~ditions de la Nouvelle Revue Critique, 1939), p. 173.
7. Idem, pp. 203 ff.
8. "BioWaphy" (1832), Critical and Miscellaneous Essays. III. 46. Centenary ed.,

Vol. XXVllI.
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out a doer, without a great, immediate, personal impulse. "Hero
Worship," exclaimed Carlyle, "heartfelt prostrate admiration, sub­
mission, burning, boundless, for a noblest godlike form of man­
is not that the germ of Christianity itself?" 9 This idea was, in a
sense, the alpha and omega, the beginning and the end, of his
whole philosophy of life and history. He had spoken likewise in
his first work. "Well was it written by theologians," he says in
Sartor Resartus, "a King rules by divine right. He carries in him
an authority from God, or man will never give it him. . . . He
who is to be my ruler, whose will is to be higher than my will,
was chosen for me in Heaven. Neither except in such obedience
to the Heaven-chosen is freedom so much as conceivable." 10

This seems simply to be the language of a theologian who had
lost his implicit faith in any dogmatic religion and who, there­
fore, tried to replace the worship of God by a worship of men.
The medieval form of hierarchy was changed into the modern
form of "hero-archy.'· Carlyle's hero is, indeed, a transformed
saint, a secularized saint. He need not be a priest or prophet; he
may be a popt, a king, a man of letters. But without such tem­
poral saints, Carlyle declares, we cannot live. If hero-archy ever
could die out we should have to despair of the world altogether.
Without sovereigns, true sovcT<;igns, temporal and spiritual, I see
nothing possible but an anarchy, the hatefullcst of all things. 11

But what is a hero? There must be a certain standard by which
we can recognize him. '\Te must have a touchstone for testing the
heroic men, for dJ:>ccming true gold from base metals. Carlyle
knows, of course, that in the history of religion there are true and
false prophets and in political life, real and would-be heroes. Is
there any criterion by which we know the one from the others?
There are heroes who arc the representatives of the Divine Idea­
there are others who are mere sham heroes. This is a necessary
and indestructible feature of human history. For the mass, or, as
Carlyle says, "the valets," must have heroes of their own.

Know the men that are to be trusted: alas, this is yet, in these days,
very far from us. The sincere alone can recognize sincerity. Not a
Hero only is needed, but a world £it for him; a world not of Valets
... The Valet-World has to be governed by the Sham-Hero.... It

9. On Heroe&. Lect. I, p. 11. Centenary ed., V, 11.
10. Sartor Resartu8. Bk. III, chap. \'n, I. 198.
11. Ora Herou, Lect. IV. p. 120. Centenary ed., V, 124.
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is his; he is itsl In brief, one of two things: We shall either learn to
know a Hero, a true Governor and Captain, somewhat better, when
we see him; or else go on to be for ever governed by the Unheroic.12

All this is clear and unmistakable. There is nothing that Car­
lyle hates and abhors more than the "mechanical" theories of
political life that he ascribes to the eighteenth century and the phi­
losophers of the Enlightenment. But notwithstanding all his spir­
itualism he becomes, in matters of polities, one of the most reso­
lute advocates of passive obedience. Carlyle's political theory is,
at bottom, nothing short of a disguised and transformed Calvin­
ism. True spontaneity is reserved to the few elect. As to the oth­
ers, the mass of the reprobates, they have to submit under the
will of these elect, the born rulers.

So far we have only received, however, a rhetorical not a philo­
sophical answer. Even if we accept all the premises of Carlyle's
theory, the principal question still remains to he answered. Of
course, it would be too much to expect from Carlyle a clear defi­
nition of what he understands by a hero. Such a definition would
be a logical act, and Carlyle speaks with a great contempt of all
logical methods. Logic can never penetrate into the secret of
reality. The healthy understanding is not the logical and argu­
mentative, but the intuitive. "Consider the old Schoohnen, and
their pilgrimage towards truth: the faithfullest ondeavour, inces­
sant unwearied motion, often great natural vigour; only no prog­
ress: nothing but antic feats of one limb puised against the other;
... at best gyrated swiftly, with some pleasure, like Spinning
Dervishes, and ended where they began." 13 Logic is good, but
is not the best; by logic we shall not succeed in understanding
life, let alone its highest form: a heroic life. "To know, to get into
the truth of anything, is ever a mystic act-of which the best
Logics can but babble on the surface." 14 "To attempt theorizing
on such matters would profit little; they are matters which refuse
to be theoremed and diagramed; which Logic ought to know that
she cannot speak of." 13 .

But if knowledge, by its nature and essence, is a mystic act, it
seems to be a hopeless attempt, to communicate it, to express it

12. Idem, Lect. VI, po. 209. Centenary ed., V, 216 f.
13. "Characteristics,' Essays, III, 6.
14. On Heroes, 11,56. Centenary ed., V, 57.
15. Idem, I, 25. Centenary ed., V, 26.
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in the poor symbols of our human speech, especially, if this com­
munication has to be made in a series of public lectures-deliv­
ered before the "mob of London society," How did Carlyle over­
come this difficulty; how could he solve this almost impossible
task? He could only give an illustration, not a demonstration of
his fundamental thesis. It must be admitted that this illustration
was vivid and impressive. He had always looked upon history not
as an arid textbook, but as a picture gallery. We cannot under­
stand history by mere concepts, we can only understand it by
portraits. In his lectures Carlyle tried to cover the whole field of
human history. He went from the first rudimentary stages of
human civilization to contemporary history and literature. All this
had to be combined into one great intuition. Such a synthesis can
never be perfonned by the understanding; it requires other and
higher powers. "Not our logical, mensurative faculty, but our
imaginative one is king over us; I might say, priest and prophet
to lead us heavenward; or magician and wizard to lead us hell­
ward," 10

Of this imaginative faculty Carlyle made ample use in his lec­
tures. His style is, indeed, that of a prophet who leads us heaven­
ward and of a wizard who leads us hellward. In his description
the two directions are sometimes quite undistinguishable. The
understanding, he declared, is indeed thy window . . . ; but fan­
tasy is thy eye, with its colour-giving retina, healthy or diseased. l1

Singular men, he had said in a previous essay,IS are mystic win­
dows through whil'h we glance deeper into the hidden ways of
nature. One "mystic window" after another was opened to the
hearers of Carlyle's lectures. He could only speak by examples.
He felt under no obligation to answer the question: What is a
hero? But he tried to show, who the great heroic men were. His
list is long and variegated. Yet he docs not admit any speCific
differences in the heroic character. This character is one and in­
divisible; it always remains the same. From Norse Odin to Eng­
lish Samuel Johnson, from the divine founder of Christianity to
Voltaire, the hero has heen worshiped, in one or another fonn. 1D

By this method the hero of Carlyle became a Proteus that could

16. Sartor Resartus, Bk. III, chap. m, I, 176.
17. Idem, I. 171.
18. "Peter Nimmo, a Rhapsody."
19. Ora Het'oes, Lect. 1. p. 14 f. Centenary ed., V, 15.



Carlyle's Lectures on Hero Worship 195

asswne every shape. In every new lecture he shows 11S a new face.
He appears as a mythical god, as a prophet, a priest, a man of
letters, a king. He has no limits; nor is he bound to any sp(}cial
sphere of activity.

At bottom the great man, as he comes from the hand of nahlre, is ever
the same kind of thing: Odin, Luther, Johnson, Burns: I hope to make
it appear that these are all originally of one shiff. . . . I confess, I
have no notion of a truly great man that would not be all sorts of
men. . . . I cannot understand how a Mirabeau, with that great glow­
ing heart, with the fire that was in it, with the bursting tears that were
in it, could not have written verses, tragedies, poems, and touched all
hearts in that way, had his course of life and education led him
thitherward.20

That was a rather paradoxical thesis. Even the strongest imagina­
tion will have some difficulties in discovering an identity between
a mythical god like Odin and a Rousseau whom Carlyle described
as "a morbid, excitable, spasmodic man." 21 And we cannot very
well think of a Samuel Johnson, a pedant and schoolmaster, as
the writer of the Divina commedia or of the plays of Shakespeare.
But Carlyle was carried away by the stream of his own eloquence.
He spoke of all his heroes with the same enthusiasm. Iu his "tran­
scendent admiration" 22 of the great men he somdimes seems to
lose every sense of pl"Oportion. The differences of our lower em­
pirical world were almost forgotten; the most disparate historical
characters were put on the same level.

In a writer like Carlyle who had devoted his whole life to his­
torical studies and who in this field possessed a real authority this
attitude was rather surprising. But we must not forget the special
circumstances under which his lectures were given. Carlyle's style
had always been much more oratorical than philosophical. But
never before had he made as ample use of mere rhetorical means
as in these lectures. As a master in the art of criticism he Imew
very well how to distinguish between real eloquence and ordi­
nary rhetoric. In the difference between oratory and rhetoric, he
declared, we Dnd, as indeed everywhere, that superiority of what
is called the natural over the artificial. The orator persuades and

20. Idem, Lect. n, 41 f., CentenllI}' ed., v, 43; Lect. W, 76 f.. Centenary ed.,
V,78£.

21. Idem, Lect. v, 178. CentenllI}' ed., V, 184.
22. Idem, Lect. I, II. CentenllI}' ed., V, 11.
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carries all with him, he knows not how; the rhetorician can prove
that he ought to have persuaded and carried all with him. "So
stands it, in short, with all the forms of intellect, whether as di­
rected to the finding of truth, or to the fit imparting thereof." 23

But this time Carlyle had forgotten this precept. Perhaps he was,
unconsciously, influenced by the attitude of his audience that
seems to have been vcry susceptible to the form of his rhetorical
style. He spoke to a special public "aristocratic in rank and intel­
lect." He had carefully to weigh his words. He chose his effects
and was always sure of them. He tried to capture, to increase and
stimulate the interest of his hearers. And he succeeded in this
task. Only a few, among them one of his best friends and the
most competent critic, John Stuart Mill, seem to have kept their
clear critical judgment. When Carlyle spoke of Bentham's theory
and declared it to be the most beggarly and falsest view of man,
Mill rose from his scat to interrupt the orator and to protest
against this dcscription. But the greater part of the audience re­
acted in quite a different way. The course "On Heroes" became
Carlyle's last and greatest public triumph. "The good people sat
breathless, or broke out into all kinds of testimonies of good
will." 24

Carlyle himsclf was critical enough not to be deceived by this
success. He was by no means blind to tlle grave defects of his lec­
tures. He judged them very severely. "Nothing which I have ever
written pleases me so ill. They have nothing new, nothing that
to me is not old. 1 he style of them requires to be low-pitched, as
like talk as possible'." 2:; But even the hook, as it was published
later, is open to the same obje<:tions. A great admirer of Carlyle
declared that, compared with his masterpieces, the book On
Heroes is "almost flimsy." 2G It WlJl.Ilrl. therefore be unfair to
judge Carlyle's tholl{!.hts on hero worship by this book alone. In
this regard his previous works were witlely superior. To be sure
Sartor RCsflrtlis has not only all the merits but all the defects of
his style. It is written in a bizarre and grotesque language; it of­
fends and defies all mles of sound composition. But it is sincere

23. "CharaC'lf'ristics," EsStJl/S, III, 7.
24. SCI." Carlyll"s Icllcrs to l.fargnrl't Carlyle and to his brolher Dr. John Carlyle.

ce. J. A. Froudl.". Thomas Carlyle. A llistory of llis Life In London (New York
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1908), I. 1556. •

25. See Froude, idem, I, 167.
26. See MacMeehan, op. clt., pp. llDV If.
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in every word; it bears the stamp of Carlyle's personality. In his
book on hero worship, which, unfortunately, became his best
known and most influential book, he tried much more to persuade
than to convince. He had declared the hero to be the "univer.5a1
man." It was, however, a hard task to prove this universality, not
only in the case of a Samuel Johnson or John Knox but even in
the case of Luther or Cromwell. Carlyle's exaggerations and in­
consistencies are obvious. Yet we should not too much insist upon
t1Iese inconsistencies. A historian of the rank of Carlyle may lay
claim to being judged according to his own conception of a true
historical method.

The artist in history may be distinguished from the artisan in hislory:
for here, as in all other provinces, there are artists and artisans: men
who labour mechanically in a department, without eye for the Whole,
~ot feeling that there is a Whole; and men who inform and ennoble
the humblest department with an Idea of the Whole, and habitually
know that only in the Whole is the Partial to be truly discerned. The
proceedings and the duties of these two, in regard to history, must
be altogether diHerent.27

"The Whole" of which Carlyle speaks i~ 110t a metaphysical but
an individual whole. He is a classical witness to that philosophi­
cal attitude that was later styled existential philosophy. We
find in him all the characteristics of the type of thought repre­
sented by Kierkegaard and his attack ag:linst the Hegelian sys­
tem. We know very little of a thinker, he dedares, as long as we
!mow only his concepts. We must know the man before we can
understand and appreciate his theories. From Cennan romantic
writers, especially from Friedrich H. Jacobi, Carlyle borrowed the
tenn Lebensphilosophie.

However it may be with metaphysics and other abstract science orig­
inating in the Head (Verstand) alone, no Life.Philosophy (Lebens­
philosophie) . . . which originates equally in the Character (Ge­
mat), and equally speaks thereto, can attain its signiflcance till the
Character itself is known and seen: till the author's View of the World
~(Welttu'lSkht) and how he actively and passively came by such view,
are clear: in short till a biography of him has been philosophico­
poetically written, and philosophico-poetically read.n

27. "Ou HlstoIy," E88fJys. II, 90.
28. Sarlor Ruartu.9, Bk. I, chap. D, I, 59.
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In accordance with this maxim Carlyle suddenly interrupted his
description of the "philosophy of clothes" that he gave in Sartor
Resartus in order to insert all sorts of biographical details. In a
chapler, "Romance," he tells us a love story of his early youth. He
proceeds to that great intellectual crisis in which he saw his "fire
baptism." This was not a mere diversion; it was a necessary ele­
ment of Carlylc's method as a writer and as a thinker. He refused
to draw a line of demarcation hetween a philosophical system and
its author. What he called his philosophy always contained an
autobiographical clement. There can be no doubt of the authen­
ticity of the scene in Sartor Resartus in which Carlyle describes
the beginning of his vita nuova, of his moral and philosophical
life. "I remember it well and could go straight to the place where
the incident recurred. " . . It is from this hour that I incline to
date my spiritual New-birth, or Baphometic Fire-baptism; per­
haps 1 directly thereupon bcgan to be a man." 2U

Philosophical systems belong, roughly speaking, to two differ­
ent types. They follow an empirical or a rational, an inductive or
a deductive method. They are based on facts or they are derived
from a priori principles. In order to judge them we must either
hegin with a study of empirical data or with an analysis of general
truths. Yet in the case of Carlyle neither way can lead us to a true
insight into the character of his philosophy. His was not an em­
pirical philosophy nor waS it a speculative system. He never tried
to give morc than a "Life-Philosophy," and he never meant to
separate this philo~ophy from his personal experience. In meta­
physics as such, as a general system, he could see no more than
a perennial disease. In all ages the same questions, the questions
of death and immortality, of the origin of evil, of freedom and
necessity, hU\·c appeared under new forms. Ever and anon must
the attcmpt to shape for ourselves some theorem of the universe
be repeated. But all these attempts are doomed to failure; «for
what theorem of the Infinite C111 the Finite render complete?"
The mere existence and necessity of a philosophy is an evil. Man
is not born to solve the riddles of the universe. What he can do
and what he ought to do is to understand himself, his destiny, and
his duties. Ht' stands as in the center of nature: "his fraction of
time encircled hy eternity, his handbreadth of space encircled by

29. Idem, Bk. II, chap. \"U, I, 135.
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inflnitude: how shall he forbear asking himself, What am I; and
Whence; and Whither?" 30 We must first have Carlyle's answer
to all these questions before we can understand any part of his
philosophy or any of his theories about man's historical and social
life.

The Personal Background of Carlyle's Theory

There is little relation between the ideas of Carlyle and Des­
cartes. They are diametrically opposed both in their results and
in their principles; they belong to dilIerent hemispheres of the
globus intellectualis. Nevertheless there is one point of contact­
their personal approach to philosophy. Both assert that philoso­
phy begins not with certainty but with doubt. Doubt, in itself, i.e;
not to be feared. It is not a subversive but a constructive element
in our intellectual life. Metaphysics cannot dispense with it. But
ethics is not the same as metaphysics. The ethical life of man be­
gins when he ceases to remain in this "center of indifference"
which, in a sense, is the only possible standpoint for metaphysicS.
Man must learn how to oppose to the "Everlasting No" the "Ever­
lasting Yea." "Having no hope," says Carlyle, speaking of his
youth,

neither had I any definite fear.... And yet, strangely enough, lliveJ
in a continual, indefinite, pining fear; tremendous, pusillanimous, ap­
prehensive of I knew not what ... Full of such hnmour, and per­
haps the miserablest man . . . all at once, there aro~e a thought ill
me, and I asked myself: "What art thou afraid of? Wh('reforc, like a
coward, dost thou forever pip and whimper, and go coweriug amI
trembling? Despicable biped! what is the sum-total of the worst thilt
lies before thee? Death? Well, Death; and say th(' paJlgs of Tophet
too, and all that the Devil and Man may, will, or can do agaillSt thee!
Hast thou not a heart; canst thou not suffer whatsoever it he; . . .
Let it come, then; I will meet it and defy it!" And as I so thought.
there rushed like a stream of nre over my wholc soul; and I shook
base fear away from me forever. I was strong, of unknown strellgth; a
spirit, almost a god. Ever from that time, thc temper of my misery was
changed: not fear or whining sorrow was it, but indignation and
grim fire-eyed defiance.11

so. "Characteristics:' Essays, III, 25.
31. Sarlor Resaf'tus, Bk. II, chap. vm, I, 134 f.
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Whenever Carlyle, in his later life and work. preached this new
gospel of the "Everlasting Yea," he never forgot to mention the
name of Goethe. Without this great example, he declared, he
could not have found his own way. Goethe's Wilhelm Meister
had convinced him that "doubt, of whatever kind, can be ended
by action alone." 32 Action not speculative thought, ethics not
metaphysics is the only means of overcoming doubt and negation.
In this way alone we can pass from a science of denial and de­
struction to a science of affirmation and reconstruction. 33 Such a
"science of reconstruction" Carlyle had found in Goethe. It was
not the poet Goethe, however, who aroused his highest admira­
tion and was in the focus of his interest. He always spoke of
Goethe as a great thinker rather than as a great poet. He even
went so far as to call him, in the age of Kant, "the Thinker of our
time." 34 "We come nearer our meaning," said Carlyle in his sec­
ond essay on Goethe, "if we say that in Goethe we discover by
far the most striking instance, in our time, of a writer who is, in
strict speech, what philosophy can call a Man. He is neither noble
nor plebeian, neither liberal nor servile, nor infid.el nor devotee;
but the best excellence of all these, joined in pure union, 'a clear
and universal Man:" lie stands forth, not only as the literary or­
nament, but in many respects too as the Teacher and exemplar of
his age.3S His primary faculty, the foundation of all others, was
Intellect, depth and force of vision, "A completed man: the trem­
bling sensibility, the wild enthusiasm of a Mignon, can assort
with the scornful world-mockery of a l\·fephistophelcs; and each
side of manysided life receives its due from him," 36

From the point of view of literary criticism this characteriza­
tion may seem to be onesided. The grealest of all lyrical poets
was changed by Carlyle into a great teacher, a sage and a didac­
tic poet. Nevertheless it was a great step forward that Carlyle
saw Goethe's work in this light. Here he even surpassed the first
German apostles of Goethe. To be sure the romantic writers, Na­
valis, Friedrich Schlegel, Tieck, were much more susceptible to

32. Past and Present, Bk. III, chap. XI, X, 198. Sec Carlyle's trans. of Wilhelm
Melders Lehr;allre, Bk. V, chap. XVI, XXIII, 386.

33. Sarlor Resarlus, Bk. I, chap. UI. I, 14.
34. "Diderot," E.~says, III, 248.
35. "Goethe," Essays, I, 208.
36. "Death of Goethe," Essays, II, 382.
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the charm of Goethe's poetry than was Carlyle. But they did not
sympathize with his ethical ideals; they even saw in them a con­
stant danger to the poet Goethe. When Goethe began to publish
Wilhelm Meisters Lehrfahre those romantic writers were unani­
mous in their admiration and enthusiasm. Yet when, in the prog­
ress of the work, the didactic intention came to the fore, when
Goethe began to develop his ideals on education, they were deeply
disappointed. Goethe, the man whom Novalis had called "den
Statthalter des loetischen Geistes auf Erden," seemed suddenlv
to have deserte the cause of poetry: he praised the most prosaic
and trivial aspect of human life. On the other hand Goethe's work
was also open to the opposite objection. Herder, Goethe's friend
and the greatest among the German critics, could never become
quite reconciled with tne moral atmosphere of the first books of
Wilhelm Meisters Lehrfahre. Characters like Marianne or Philine
were intolerable to him; he found in the book a moral indifferent­
ism and a laxity that seemed to him to be unworthy of a great
poet.ST

It was the great merit of Carlyle to see through both errors.
One of the paradoxes in the history of modern literature is that
this Puritan became the interpreter and defender of Goethe's
moral character. If we take into consideration Carlyle's religious
and cultural background this was no easy task. Obviollsly there
was no agreement hetween the ideas of Goethe and Carlyle. The
latter had laid aside all dogmatic rpligion, but he had never com­
pletely broken with his Calvinistic credo. Many things in Wilhelm
Meister must have been repugnant to him. In a letter to James
Johnstone he confessed that he felt nothing but disgust for the
"players and libidinous actresses" in the story.ss But after a short
time he overcame these moral scruples, for he had found the key
to the whole. He began to understand Goethe, and this led him
to a better understanding of himself and the great crisis of his
early life. "I then felt, and still feel," he wrote later on in his
Reminiscences, "endlessly indebted to Goethe ... ; he, in his
fashion, I perceived, had travelled the steep rocky road before
me-the first of the moderns." 3D He himself had been "in the

37. See R. Haym, Herder (Berlin, R. Gaertner, 1880), II, 618f.
38. Letter of September 21, 1823. See EMly Letters, ed. Charles E. Norton

(London, Macmillan & Co., 1886), p. 286.
39. Reminiscences, ed. Charles E. Norton (Everyman's Library, London, J. M.

Dent 6: Sons; New York, E. P. Dutton & Co., 1932), p. 282.
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very midst of Wertherism, the bleakness and darkness of death." 40

Carlyle was perhaps the first modem critic who interpreted the
subtitle to Wilhelm Meisters Wanderfahre-Die Entsagenden-­
in its right sense. He saw in Goethe's work resignation; but to him
this resignation was, at the same time, the highest ethical affinna­
tion. It was not denial but reconstruction. To complain about
man's unhappiness, he declared, is mere sentimentalism. "A gifted
Byron rises in his wrath; and feeling too surely that he for his part
is not 'happy: declares the same in very violent language, as a
piece of news that may be interesting. It evidently has surprised
him much. One dislikes to see a man and poet reduced to pro­
claim on the streets such tidings." 41 Man's unhappiness comes of
his greatness; it is the surest proof of an Infinite in him, which
with all cunning he cannot quite bury under the Finite. Carlyle
spoke here in the style of Pascal. "The fraction of life can be in­
creased in value not so much by increasing your numerator as by
lessening your denominator. Nay, unless my Algebra deceive me,
Unity itself divided by Zero will give Infinity. Make thy claim
of wages a zero then; thou hast the world und~r thy feet. . . .
Close thy Dyron; opcn thy Goethe." 42

This emphasis all man's activity, on his practical life and prac­
tical duties, is the unromantic feature in Carlyle's philosophy. He
was a typical romanticist both in his ideas and in their style and
expression. But his Philosophy of Life was far different from all
the romantic writers. His was a practical not a magical idealism.
In his essay on Novalis he spoke of time and space as the deepest
of all illusionary appearances. They are not external but internal
entities; they are mere fonns of man's spiritual being.'s But this
illusionary character of human knowledge disappears as soon as
we approach the sphere of action and our ethical life. Only in
this sphere do we stand upon firm and unshakeable ground. All
skepticism and all theoretical "solipSism" are overcome. We have
reached the true reality; we have recognized "the infinite nature
of duty." H Metaphysics, as such, cannot solve the riddle. We
cannot break the spell of skepticism by mere speculation. "There

40. Lectures on the History of Lileralure, ed. J. Reay Greene (New York,
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1892), pp. 192 H.

41. Past and Prerent. Bk. III, chap. IV, X, 154.
42. Sartor Resartus. Bk. II, chllp. IX. I, 152 f.
43. "Novalis," Essays, II, 24 If.
44. On Heroes, Led. u, p. 73. Centenary ed., V, 75.
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is no more fruitless endeavour than this same, which the meta­
physician proper toils in: to educe conviction out of negation.
. . . Metaphysical speculation, as it begins in No or Nothingness,
so it must needs end in Nothingness; circulates and must circulate
in endless vortices, creating, swallowing-itself." 4;;

This conviction of the fundamentally ethical character of reality
had a double influence upon Carlyle's romanticism. It led not
only to a change in his thoughts but also to a change in his style.
In Sartor Resartus Carlyle deliberately imitated all the characters
of the romantic style. Jean Paul became his great model. His man­
ner of writing seemed to defy all logical rules; it was bizarre, fan­
tastic, incoherent. There is, however, one feature of the romantic
style that was inconsistent with Carlyle's nature and tempera­
ment. We find in him the grotesque humor of Jean Paul, but we
do not find the romantic irony. "That faculty of irony," wrote
Carlyle in his first essay on Jean Paul Friedrich Richter, "of cari­
cature, which often passes by the name of humour, but consists
chiefly in a certain superficial distortion or reversal of objects,
and ends at best in laughter, bears no resemblance to the hu­
mour of Richter.... It is but a poor fraction of humour; or
rather, it is the body to which the soul is wanting; any life it has
being false, artificial, and irrational." 4G Carlyle could not be iron­
ical. He always spoke in dead earnest. "No Mirabeau, Napoleon,
Burns, Cromwell," he said in his lectures on Hero Worship, "no
man adequate to do anything, but is first of all in right earnest
about it.... Fearful and wonderful, real as life, real as death, is
this universe to him. . . . At all moments the Flame-image glares
in upon him; undeniable, there, there!-I wish you to take this
as my primary definition of a great man." 41

To most of the romantic writers this aspect of Carlyle's theory
would hardly have been understandable. 'VllCll Friedrich Schle­
gel, in his novel Lucinde, gave his delineation of a truly romantic
life his description ended in praise of idleness. Idleness that com­
monly is denounced as a vice is, in fact, one of the highest vir··
tues. It is the clue to a poetic conception of the universe; the
medium for all imaginative life. Carlyle always spoke of Fried­
rich Schlegel with great sympathy. But nothing was more remote

45. "Characteristics," Essays, III, 27.
46. "Jean Paul Friedrich Richter," Essay., I, 16 £.
47. On Heroes, Lect. II, p. 44. Centenary ed., V, 45.
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from his character and from his doctrine than this theory. He
called himself a mystic but his mysticism never led him to any
kind of quietism. It was not based upon devotional contempla­
tion. "Virtue, Vir-tus, manhood, hero-hood ... is first of all ...
courage and the faculty to do." 48 "Labour is life. . . . Properly
thou hast no other knowledge but what thou hast got by work­
ing: the rest is yet all a hypothesis of knowledge; a thing to be
argued of in schools, a thing Boating in the clouds, in endless
logic-vortices, till we try it and fix it." 40 U this is not worship the
more pity for worship. The categorical imperative of Carlyle is
Produce, Producel "Were it but the pitifullest fraction of a prod­
uct, produce it, in God's nameI ... Work while it is called to­
day; for the night cometh, wherein no man can work," 50

These last words, like so many others in Carlyle's writings, are
a direct quotation from Goethe.51 In Goethe, not in Novalis or
Friedrich Schlegel, could Carlyle find the confirmation of his de­
vice Laborare est orare.52 Goethe was to him the Oedipus of the
modem world who had solved the riddle of the Sphinx. "From
our point of view," he said, "does Goethe rise on u.s as the Uniter,
and victorious Reconciler of the distracted, clashing elements of
the most distracted and divided age that the world has witnessed
since the introduction of the Christian religion." 53

In one of his Maxims and Reflections Goethe says: "Wie kann
man sich selbst kennen lernen? Dureh Betrachten niernals, wohl
aber durch Handeln. Versuche, deine PHicht zu tun, und du weisst
gleich, was an dir ist," "Was aber ist deinc PBicht? Die For­
derung des Tages," M This maxim became to Carlyle the true

48. Idem, VI, 210. Centenary l'.d., V, 218.
49. PfJ3f and Present, Bk. III, chap. Xl, X, 197 f.
SO. Sartor Resartus, Bk. II, chap. IX, I, 157.
51. See Goethe, West-Oe8tlicher Divan, "Bul'h der Spriiche":

"Noch ist es Tag, da rijhre sich der MannI
Die Nacht tritt ein, wo niemand wirken kann."

52. Cf. Carlyle's letter to Goethe of April IS, 182'1: "If I have been delivered
from darkness into any measure of light. it I know aught of myself and my duties
and destination, it is to the study of your writings more than to any other circum­
stance that lowe this." Co"espondencC! between Goethe and Carlyle, ed. Charles
E. Norton (London, Macmillan & Co., 1887), p. 7.

53. "Goethe's Works," Essays, II, 434.
54. Goethe, Maxtmen lind Ref/exionen. herausgegeben von Max Hecker,

"Schriften del Goelhe-GeseUsehaft," Band XXI, Nos. 442, 443 (Weimar, Verlag
der Goethe-GesE'.llschaft, 1907), 93. ("How can we come to know olUselves?
Never by speculation, but by actioD. Try to do your duty and you will know at
once what you are worth." "But what is your duty? The demand of the day.-)
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metaphysics of life. the kernel of his "Life-Philosophy." Self­
contemplation. as a mere theoretical act "is infallibly a symptom
of disease. . . . There is a self-seeking; an unprofitable looking
behind us to measure the way we have made: whercas the sole
concern is to walk continually forward. and make more way." G5

For this purpose it is enough to know "the claims of the day"; to
fulfil "the task that lies nearest." "Do the duty which lies nearest
thee. which thou knowest to be a dutyl Thy second duty will
already become clearer.... You discover, with amazement
enough. like the Lothario in Wilhelm Meister. that your 'America
is here or nowhere.''' ~8 "Our works are the mirror wherein the
spirit first sees its natural lineaments. Hence. too, the folly of that
impossible precept. Know thyself; till it be translated into this
partially possible one. Know what thou canst work at." roT

This active and energetic conception of man's life necessarily
has its repercussion upon our conception of nature. Both ques­
tions are closely interwoven; they are only different aspects of
one and the same problem. Man will always fOInl his image of
nature after his own image, If he fails to see in himself an origi­
nal and creative power. nature too becomes to him a mere passive
thing-a dead mechanism. According to Carlyle this was the fate
of the French Encyclopedists and the "philosophers" of thc eight­
eenth century. Their theory of naturc was the exact counterpart
of their theory of man. Holbach's Systeme de lil nature and La­
mettrie's L'homme machine are closely akin. They express the
same skeptical. destructive. negative spirit. The true hero of this
philosophy was not Faust, the active and striving man, but Me­
phisto. "der Geist der stets verneint." Mephisto's maxim is the
same as Voltaire's "N'en CToyez rien." "The shrewd, all-informed
intellect he has, is an attorney intellect; it can contradict, but
it cannot affirm. With lynx vision he descries at a glance the ridicu­
lous, the unsuitable, the bad; but for the solemn, the noble, the
worthy, he is blind as his ancient mother." roR

How could, indeed, man find greatness in nature after he had
lost sight of his own greatness? How could he see in it a great
living force when he himself was no longer alive but a mere auto-

55. "Characteristics," Essays, III, 7 f.
56. SanOf' Resartus, Bk. II, chap. x, I. 156.
57. Idem. DIc. II, chap. vm. I, 132.
sa. "Goethe's Helena," ES86ys, I. 157.
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maton? On the other hand the dynamism that we have discovered
in ourselves becomes the clue to a new conception of nature.
Nature is no great engine moved by outward mechanical forces.
It is the symbol and vesture of the Infinite, ..the in6nite gannent
of God." That is the very core of that "philosophy of clothes"
which Carlyle develops in SartOf' Resartus. "Alles Vergangliche
ist nur ein Gleichnis"-all visible things are emblems. Before this
great vision the illusion of a dead nature disappears. "System of
Naturel To the wisest man, wide as his vision, nature remains of
quite infinite depth." It is incomprehensible and inscrutable as
long as we try to stretch it into the Procrustean bed of our poor
words or our scientific concepts. We may speak of the "volume
of nature"; but "it is a volume written in celestial hieroglyphs, in
the truc sacred-writing, of which even prophets are happy that
they can read here a line and there a line."lo We must oppose
this true synthetic view of nature to the analytical view of the
eighteenth century. Then, and then alone, we shall understand
the "open secret." 00 We shall no longer see in the phYSical world
a "frightful machine of death" nor hear in it a "monotonous din
of a huge mill-a mill as such without millwright or miller." 81

In all this Carlyle seems simply to reproduce and paraphrase
the ideas of Goethe. Yet, on the other hand, he could never accept
these ideas in their real and original meaning. Even after he had
abandoned his Puritan faith he needed a more personal ideal of
the Divine and Infinite than he could find in Goethe's works.
There is a constant tendency in Carlyle's writings to suppress or
to minimize all the pagan features of Goethe's religion. His own
was a moral religion not a religion of nature. In his first lectures
on hero worship he tried to do full justice to the different forms
of polytheism. The worship of the great natural powers, he said,
was the first and inevitable step in religious history. But he could
not even understand this step without, unconsciously, modifying

59. Sartor Resartus, Bk. III, chap. VIII, I, 205 f.
60. On Heroes, Lect. m, p. 78. Centenary ed., V, SO. See Goethe, Gedtchte

(Weimar ed.), III, 88.
"Miisset im Naturbetrachten
Immer eins wie alles achten;
Nichts ist drinneD, Diehts ist draussen:
Denn was innen: das ist BUSsen.

So ergreifet ohoe Siiumnis
HeiJi Offentlich Geheimnis."

61. "Novalis," Essays, ~. 33; cEo NovalIs, LehrUnge w SoU.
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the very character of polytheism. Odin, the highest god of Gennan
mythology, became to him simply a man, a great king or priest.
We must not think of Odin as a personification of a natural force,
but as a real person. He was, first and foremost, a teacher. Had
he not solved, for the Norse people, "the sphinx-enigma of this
universe"? Existence had become "articulate, melodious by him,
he first had made Life alive. We may call this Odin, the origin
of Norse mythology: Odin, or whatever name the first Norse
thinker bore while he was a man among men." 62

That was the personal reaction of Carlyle toward paganism, a
reaction far diHerent from that of Goethe who sometimes called
himself a "decided pagan" and who, in his essay on Winckelmann,
had become the interpreter and defender of Winckelmann's pa­
ganism.63 Carlyle was no longer a "theist" in the traditional sense.
But if he needed no personal god, he needed, at leas~ a personal
hero. Worship of a natural power was at bottom unintelligible to
him. He was deeply impressed by Goethe's doctrine of the "three
reverences," the worship of all that is around, above, and below
us. But he could never admit a comparison between Goethe's
"ethnic religion" and his own religious convictions. To him such
a religion was, at best, the "infant thought of man opening itself
with awe and wonder, on this ever stupendous universc"-a rude
childlike way of recognizing the divineness of nature.R4

In Eckennann's Conversations with Goethe there is a passage
that is very suitable to illustrate the fundamental difference be­
tween Goethe's religiOUS views and those of Carlyle. He begins
by declaring that there are, obviously, some discrepancies and
even contradictions between the various texts upon which the
Christian revelation is based. Nevertheless we may regard all four
gospels as thoroughly genuine. There is in them the reflection of
a greatness which emanated from the person of Jesus. "If I am
asked," he continues,

whether it is in my nature to pay Him devout reverence, I say­
certainlyI I bow before Him as the divine manifestation of the highest
principle of morality. If I am asked whether it is in my nature to
revere the Sun, I again say-certainlyl For he is likewise a manifesta­
tion of the highest Being, and indeed the most powerful that we chil-

62. On Heroes, Lect. I, p. 21. Centenary ed., V, 22.
63. Goethe, Wlnckelmann und sdn lahrhunderl (Welmar ed.), XLVI, 2511.
64. On Heroes, Lect. I.
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dren of earth are allowed to behold. I adore in him the light and the
productive power of God; by which we all live, move, and have our
being-we, and all the plants and animals with us.OD

Carlyle never felt or spoke in this way. To put the reverence of
Christ on the same level as the adoration of the SUD would have
appeared to him a sacrilege.

There was, however, still another and stronger reason why Car­
lyle, in his religious conceptions and ideals, could not confine him­
self to Goethe's works. "I believe in Godl" says Goethe in one of
his Maxims, "That is a fine, a worthy thing to say; but to recognize
God where and as he reveals himself, is the only true bliss on
earth." 68 According to this dictum Goethe declared himself to be
a "pantheist," a "polytheist," and a "theist" at the same time, "As
a naturalist," he said, "I am a pantheist; as an artist a polytheist,
in my ethical life I am a monotheist." 07

"Wie Natur im Vielgebilde
Einen Gott nur offenbart;
So im weiten Kunstgefilde
Webt ein Sinn der ew'gcn Art;
Dieses ist der Sinn der Wahrheit,
Der sich nur mit Schonem scbmiickt
Und getrost der hochsten Klarheit
Hellsten Tags entgegenblickt." os

Yet in this description of the manifestation of the Divine there
was one thing missing. Goethe spoke of nature and art, but he
did not speak of history. He never could esteem history in the

65. Eckennann, Conversations with Goethe, March 11, 1832. English trans. by
John Oxenford {Everyman's Library, London, J. M. Dent & Sons; New York.
E. P. Dutton & Co., HI30)'j' 422.

66. Guethe, Maximen un Reflexionen, No. 809, p. 179.
67. Idem, No. 807, p. 179.
6B. Goethe, "Kiinstler-Lied," Aus d'm Wanderjalmm. Carlyle's trans., XXIV,

329:
"As all Naturc's thousand changes
But one changeless God proclaim;
So in Art's wide kingdom ranges
One sole meaning still the same:
This is Truth, eternal Reason,
Which from Beauty takes its dress,
And serene through time and season
Stands for aye in loveliness."
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same way as nature or art. He did not regard it as an immediate
revelation of the Divine-he found it human, all too human. For
Goethe historical knowledge was widely inferior to our knowl­
edge of nature. Nature is one great infinite Whole; history gives
us, at best, scattered limbs of human life. "Literature," says
Goethe, "is the fragment of fragments. The least of what has been
spoken was written, the least of what has been written has re­
mained." 89 And even if all sources had been preserved-what
would we know of history? What we call historical "facts" are, in
most cases, mere legends. Every writer gives us his own distorted
image of political events and human characters-according to his
taste, his sympathies and antipathies, his national prejudices.70

Carlyle could not speak of history in so disparaging and skeptical
a way. He saw in it, even more than in nature or in art, the "vis­
ible gannent of God," Great men were to him the inspired speak­
ing and acting texts of that divine book of revelations, whereof
a chapter is completed from epoch to epoch, and by some named
history. To these inspired texts the more numerous merely tal­
ented men are only exegetic commentaries for better or worse.
"For my study," he exclaimed, "the inspired texts themselves'" 71

To a true historian history is not, as Goethe says in Fallst, "ein
Kehriehtfass und eine Rumpelkammer." He has not only the
power of relating the past; he revivifies it, he makes it present.
The genuine historian speaks amI acts like Gulliver's conjuror:
he brings back '"the brave Past, that we miQht look into it, and
scrutinise it at will." 7~ For such views Carlyle could find no sup­
port in Goethe's works. As a historian he had to make a fresh
start; he had to find and to pave his own way-and, for this pur­
pose, he had if not completely to change at least to modify his
"Life-Philosophy." It was this modification that leu him to his
theory of hero worship and the heroic in history.

69. Ma%imen und Reflexlonen, No. 512, p. Ill.
70. For further details see E. Cassirer, Goethe und die gesc1l/chtliche Welt

(Berlin, B, Cassircr, 1932).
71. Sartor Resartus, Bk. II, chap. vm, Centenary ed., I, 142.
72. See "Schillor," Essays, II, 167.
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The Metaphysical Background of Carlyle's Theory and His Con­
ception of History

When Carlyle looked for a guide who could lead him through
the labyrinth of history as Goethe had led him through the realms
of nature and art, where was he to find him? There was one man
who, if anyone, seemed to be fit for this service: Herder. But we
have no evidence that Herder ever exerted a decisive influence
upon Carlyle's thought. There was, however, another thinker for
whom Carlyle had felt a keen interest and a strong admiration
from the beginning. In one of his earliest essays, on the state of
German literature (1827), he spoke of Fichte as a cold, colossal,
adamantine spirit, standing erect and clear, like an elder Cata
among degenerate men. So robust an intellcct and a soul so calm,
so lofty, massive, and immovable, had not mingled in philosophi­
cal discussion since the time of Luther. We may accept or reject
his opinions; but his character as a thinker can he slightly valued
only by such as know it ill. He ranks with a class of men who were
common only in better ages than ours.73

.

Whcn judging thus Carlyle hardly thought of Fichte's meta­
physics. The first expositions of his metaphysical system that
Fichte had given in his Wissenschaftslelrre are among the most
difficult books of philosophical literature. Carlyle would scarcely
have been able to study and master them. What he read rather
were Fichte's popular books, Das Wesen des Gelehrten and, in
all probability, Dic Bestim711ung des Menschen and Die Grund-

. ziige des ge~enwiirtigen Zeitalter,y. Here he could not find the
whole of Fichte's metaphysics; but he found the "elder Cato" who
spoke of the present age as the "Age of absolute indiHerence
towards all truth, and of entire and unrestrained licentiousness:­
the State of completed Sinfulness." 74 As a thinker whose whole
interest was concentrated upon moral problems Carlyle must have
heen deeply impressed by such a judgment. Was it possible to
find a remedy for what Fichte had described as the mortal dis­
ease of our modern world?

But could Carlyle accept Fichte's views without becoming un-
73. "State of Gennan Literature," Essays, I. 77.
74. S('e Fichte. Grundziige des gegemciirtigen Zeitalters. English trans. by W.

Smith, The Popular Work., of Johann Gottlieb Ftchte (4th ed. London, Triibner
6; Co., 1889), 11,17. Led. II.
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faithful to the man to whom he felt indebted not only as a disciple
to his master but as a son to his "spiritual father"? 76 Was it possible
to reconcile the Life-Philosophies of Goethe and Fichte? 06viously
they are not of the same type. Fichte's "subjective idealism" was,
in its very prinCiple, quite incompatible with Goethe's "objective
idealism." But of this difference Carlyle does not seem to have
been aware. His was not a logical or discursive but an intuitive
mind. While he was no mere eclectic who freely borrowed from the
most disparate sources, still he easily accepted any theory as long
as he could adapt it to his ethical and religious requirements.

And in this respect there was, indeed, a point of contact be­
tween the views of Fichte and Goethe. Time and again Carlyle
refers to Goethe's words that "doubt of whatever kind can be
ended by action alone." This fundamental thesis he could also
find in Fichte. Fichte's Bestimmung des Menschen is divided into
three books. The first is entitled "Doubt," the second "Knowl­
edge," the third "Faith." According to Fichte knowledge is never
a mere theoretical act. By logical inferences, by our power of
arguing and reasoning, we never can hope to touch reality and
truth-let alone, to penetrate into their essence. This way can
only lead us to a radical skepticism. If this were the only gateway
to tmth we should be forever condemned to live as in a dream.
What we call the material world has only a shadowy existence;
it is a product of the Ego that "pOSits" the Non-Ego. But there is
another way that leads us beyond this wurld of shadows. The
only reality that is clear, certain, unshakable, and admits of no
doubt is the reality of our moral life-a "practical" not a merely
"theoretical" reality. Here, and here alone, we stand on firm
ground. The certainty of the moral law, of the categorical im­
perative, is the first thing that is given to us-the condition and
the foundation of all other knowledge. Not by our intellect but
by our will do we grasp reality.

"The reality in which thou didst formerly believe, a material
world existing independently of thee, of which thou didst fear
to become the slave," says the Spirit in Fichte's Bestimmung des
Menschen,

has vanished; for this whole material world arises only through knowl­
edge, aDd is itseH our knowledge; but knowledge is not reality, just

75. Stl8 CcmeBpondence unfh Goethe, Aprll15, 1827.
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because it is knowledge . . . Thou dost now seek, and with good right
as I well know, something real lying beyond mere appearance, an­
other reality than that which has thus been annihilated. But in vain
wouldst thou labour to create this reality by means of thy knowledge

.or out of thy knowledge or to embrace it by thy understanding. If
thou hast no other organ by which to apprehend it, thou wilt never
find it. But thou hast such an organ.... Not merely to know, but
according to thy knowledge to do, is thy vocation.... Not for idle
contemplation of thyself, not for brooding over devout sensations­
no, for action art thou here; thine action, and thine action alone, deter­
mines thy worth!"

All this recurs in Carlyle's writings and is often expressed in the
very terms of Fichte. "Not what I Have but what I Do," he says,
"is my Kingdom." 77 "Knowledge? The knowledge that will hold
good in working, cleave thou to that; for Nature herseH accredits
that, says Yea to that." 7N H there is any firm and indubitable
knowledge it does not belong to the external world, but to our
inner life-and to the fixed center of this inner life, the con­
sciousness of ourselves. "Never shall I forget that inward occur­
rence .. ." says Carlyle, quoting from Jean Paul,

wherein 1 witnessed the birth of my SeH-consciousness, of which I can
still give the place and time. One forenoon, I was standing, a very
young child, in the outer door, and looking leftward at the stack of
the fuel-wood, when all at once the internal vision, "1 am a Me'· (ich
bin ein Jell), came like a nash from heaven before me, and in gleam­
ing light ever afterwards continned; then had my Me, for the first
time, seen itself, and forever!"

But what is this "Sell"? "Who am 1; the tIling that can say 'I'
(das Wesen, das sich Ieh nennt)?" NO How and where can we
find it? Obviously it is not a thing among things-an object that
can be discovered and described bv scientific methods. It cannot
be calculated and measured. It is I;Ot "given" in the same way as
a phYSical thing; it must be "done:' As Fichtc said, it is not a
Tatsache but a Tathllndltmg; it is not a fact but an act. Without
the performance of this act the knowledge of ourselves and, ac-

76. Fichte, Bestimmung des IIfenschen, "Samtliche Werkc." cd. J. H. Fichte,
II, 246 fr. Popular Works, I, 404-406.

77. Sartor Restlrtus, Bk. II, chap. IV, I, 96.
78. Past and Present, Bk. III, chap. XI, X, 19B.
79. "Jean Paul Friedrich Richter Again," Essays, II, 111.
80. Sartor Resartus. Bk. I, chap. vw, I, 41.
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cordingly, the knowledge of any outward reality, is impossible.
Witli all this Carlyle had fOWld something that he could not

:find in Goethe's works. Fichte's Wesen des Gelehrten, a work that
he quoted over and over again, had given a philosophical basis
for Ills conception of the historical world. According to Fichte the
historical world is not a mere by-product, a secondary phe­
nomenon, embraced by and, in a sense, forlorn in the great uni­
verse of nature. In his system the relation between nature and
history had been reversed. As long as we restrict ourselves to the
phenomena of nature, declared Fichte, we cannot find the truth
nor grasp the "Absolute." The very possibility of a philosophy of
nature was passionately and emphatically denied by Fichte. When
Schelling developed his philosophy of nature, he was accused by
Fichte of high treason to the cause of transcendental idealism.
Do not allow yourselves to be blinded and led astray, said Fichte
in his second lecture addressing his students, by a philosophy
assuming the name Natur-Philosophie. Very far from being a step
toward truth, that philosophy is but a return to an old and already
widespread error.81

In this conception of history and the "spiritual" world as the
truly, nay only, "Absolute," Carlyle found the first decisive im­
pulse to his theory of heroism and hero worship. Fichte could
provide him with a whole metaphysics of hero worship.

We must content ourselves with a general delineation of
Fichte's system.52 It may be described as .1 system of "subjective"
idealism. But the term "subjective" is always ambiguous and mis­
leading. It requires a fixation and determination. }<'jchte's "tran­
scendental subject"-the Ich that posits the Nicht-Ich-is neither
the empirical subject; nor docs it coincide with those types of
subjectivity that we find in previous philosophical systems. It is
neither the logical subject of Descartes nor the psychological sub­
ject of Berkeley. It belongs to a different order, the purely ethical
order; to the realm of "ends" rather than to the realm of "nature";
to the realm of "values" rather than to that of "being." The first
fWldamental reality, the condition and prerequisite of anything
else that we call "real," is the moral subject. We find this subject

81. Fichte, Vber das Wesen des Gelehrten, "Siimtlichc Werke," VI, 363 f.
Popular Works, I, 224 f.

82. For a closer analysis of Fichte's Wl88enacooftslehre see E. Cnssirer, Daa
Erkenntnf8problem (Berlin, B. Cassirer, 1920), Vol. III.
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not by logical processes such as speculation, contemplation, or
demonstration hut by an act of our free WILL. In Fichte's phi­
losophy Descartes' Cogito, ergo sum is changed to the maxim:
Volo. ergo sum. But Fichte is neither a "solipsist" nor is he an
egotist. The "I" finds itself by a free act-by an original Tathand­
lung. Activity is its very essence and meaning. But it cannot act
without a material to act upon. It demands a "world" as the scene
of its activity. And in this world it finds other acting and working
subjects. It has to respect their rights and their original freedom.
Hence it has to restrict its own activity in order to give room to
the activity of others. This restriction is not enforced on us by
an external power. Its necessity is not that of a physical thing; it
is a moral necessity. According to the moral law, the true abso­
lute, we have to cooperate with other subjects and we have to
build up a social order. The free act by which we find ourselves is
to be completed by another act, by which we recognize other free
subjects. This act of recognition is our first and fundamental duty.

Duty and obligation are, therefore, the elements of what we
call the "real" world. Our world is the material of. our duty, rep­
resented in a sensuous form. "Unsere Welt ist das vcrsinnlichte
Materiale unserer P£licht; dies ist das eigentliche ReeHe in den
Dingen. der wahre Grundstoff aller Erscheinung. Der Zwang, mit
welchem der Glaube an die Realitat derselben sich uns aufdringt,
ist ein moralischer Zwang; der einzige, welcher fiir das frcie We­
sen moglich ist." 83

Yet in this great edifice of our moral world the cornerstOlle is
still missing. Fichte's philosophy begins with the axiom that the
basic element of reality, the stuff and material out of which it has
been formed, is the moral energy of maJl. But where do we find
this energy? There are some individuals who are so weak that
they can hardly raise themselves to the idea of freedom. They
have no conception of what a free personality is and means. They
do not know and they do not understand that they have a per­
sonal, independent being and value, that they are "the thing that
can say 'I:" 84 On the other hand we find other individuals in

83. Fichte, Vber den Grund l.lnsercs Glaubem an cine gottlie/le Weltrcgierung,
"Siimtliche Werke," V, 185.

84. See Fichte, Erate Ein/eltl.lng in die Wissenschaftslehre, "Siimtliche Wcrke."
I. 434 f. "Was fiir eine Philosophie man wahle, hangt sonach davon ab, was man
fiir ein Mensch ist . . . Ein von Natur schlaffer . . . Charakter wird sich Ilia
zwn Ideal1smus erhebeD."
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which the moral energy, the consciousness of the 1<1," appears in
its full vigor.

When speaking of the historical and cultural world, we must
bear in mind this fundamental difference. The philosophers of
the eighteenth century were resolute individualists. They inferred
their doctrines of the equal rights of men from their implicit faith
in the equality of reason. Descartes began his Discourse on
Method by the words: "Good sense is, of all things among men,
the most equally distributed; for everyone thinks himself so abun­
dantly provided with it that those even who are the most difficult
to satisfy in everything else, do not usually desire a larger meas­
ure of this quality than they already possess." Fichte broke with
this conception. In his later works, he sees in the thesis of the
equality of reason a mere intellectualistic prejudice. If reason
means practical reason, if it means the moral will, it is by no
means equally distributed. It is not to be found everywhere; it is
actually concentrated in a few great personalities. In them the
real meaning of the historical process manifests itself in its full and
incomparable strength. These are the "heroes," the first pioneers
of human culture. "Who, then, in the first place," asks Fichte,
gave to the countries of Modern Europe their present habitable shape,
and made them worthy to be the dwelling-place of cultivated men?
History answers the question. It W:lS pious and holy men, who, be­
lieving it to be God's Will that the timid fugitive of the woods should
be elevated to civilized life . . . went forth into the desert wilderness
... Who has united rude races together, and I educed opposing tribes
under the dominion of law? ... Who has maintained them in thi~

condition, and protected existing states from dissolution through inter­
nal disorder, or destruction by outward power? Whatever name they
may have borne, it was Heroes, who had left their Age far behind
them, giants among surrounding men in material and spiritual power.·'

I do not mean to say that Carlyle accepted this metaphysical
doctrinc of Fichtc in all its details. Pcrhaps he could not even
understand Fichtc's svstC'm of transcendental idealism in its full
meaning and purport. He had no clear grasp of its theoretical
premises or of its implications. Fichte spoke as a metaphysician,
Carlyle spoke as a psychologist and historian. Fichtc tried to con­
vince by arguments; Carlyle usually contented himself with speak­
ing to the sentiments of his readers and hearers. He simply declared

85. Fichte, Grundziige clea gegenwiirtlgen. Zeltalfers. See Popular Works, II.
47 f. Lect. m.
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hero worship to be a fundamental instinct in human nature, which
if it were ever rooted out would lead to despair for mankind.88

Looking back at the results of our historical and systematic
analysis we are now in a better position to judge the meaning
and the influence of Carlyle's theory of hero worship. Perhaps no
other philosophical theory has done so much to prepare the way
for thc modern ideals of political leadership. Had not Carlyle
explicitly and emphatically declared that the hero as king, the
commander over men, "is practically the summary for us of all
the figures of heroism?" "Priest, Teacher, whatsoever of earthly
or of spiritual dignity we can fancy to reside in a man, embodies
itself here, to command over us, to furnish with constant practi­
cal teaching, to tcll us for the day and hour what we are to do," 8T

That was clear and plain spoken. The modem defenders of fas­
cism did not fail to sce their opportunity here and they could
easily turn Carlyle's words into political weapons. But to charge
Carlyle with all the consequences that have been drawn from his
theory would be against all the rules of historical objectivity. In.
this regard I cannot accept the judgment that I.find in recent
literahue on the subject.As What Carlyle meant by "heroism" or
"leadership" was by no means the same as what we find in our
modem theories of fascism. According to Carlyle there are two
criteria by which wc can casily distinguish the true hero from
the sham hero: his "insight" and his "sincerity." Carlyle could
never think or speak of lit's as necessary or legitimate weapons in
the great political struggles. If a man, like Napoleon in his later
period, begins to lie, he immediately ceases to be a hero. "'False
as a bulletin' became a proverb in Napoleon's time. He makes
what excuse he could for it: that it was necessary to mislead the
enemy, to keep up his own men's courage, and so fortI]. On the
whole, there are no excuses. . . . A lie is no-thing; you cannot
of nothing make something; you make nothing at last, and lose
your labour into the bargain." 80 When Carlyle spoke of his heroes
it was always his first concern to convince us that they despised
all manner of deception. There can be no greater mistake than to
speak of men like Mahomet or Cromwell as liars. "From of old,

86. Cf. Sartor Resartll.¥, Bk. I, chap. x, I, 54.
87. On Heroes, Lect. VI, p. 189. Centenary ed., V, 196.
88. Scc above, p. 190, n. 5.
89. On Heroes, l.ect. VI, p. 230. Centtmary ed., V. 238.
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1 will confess, this theory of Cromwell's falsity has been incredible
to me. Nay I cannot believe the like, of any great man what­
ever." 00 "I will believe most things sooner than that. One would
be entirely at a loss what to think of this world at all, if quackery
so grew and were sanctioned here." 81

There is still one other feature that distinguishes Carlyle's the­
ory from the later types of hero worship. What he most admired
in his heroes was not only the sincerity of feeling but also clear­
ness of thought. Great energy of action and great will-power al­
ways imply an intellectual element. The strength of will and char­
acter would remain powerless without an equal power of thought.
The equipoise between these two elements is the distinctive mark
of the true hero. He is the man who lives among things, not among
the shows of things. While others walk in formulas and hearsays,
contented enough to dwell there, the hero is alone with his own
soul and the reality of things.82 Carlyle spoke as a mystic but his
mysticism was no mere irrationalism. All his heroes-the proph­
ets. the priests, the poets-are at the same time described as deep
and genuine thinkers. In Carlyle's description even Odin, a myth­
ical god, appears as a "thinker." "The first Norse 'man of genius,'
as we should call himl Innumerable men had passed by, across
this Universe, with a dumb vague wonder, such as the very ani­
mals may feel; or with a painful, fruitlessly inqUiring wonder,
such as men only feel;-till the great Thinker came, the original
man, the Seer, whose shaped spoken thought awakes the slum­
bering capability of all into thought. It is ever the way with the
thinker, the spiritual hero." 03 Thought, if it is deep, sincere, gen­
uine, has the power to work wonders. In Sartor Resanus Carlyle
speaks of "the grand thaumaturgic art of thought." "Thauma­
turgic I name it; for hitherto all Miracles have been wrought
thereby, and henceforth innumerable will be wrought." 04 Poetry,
too, would be a very poor thing without this "thaumaturgic art
of thought," for it is a very inadequate conception of poetry to
see nothing in it except a play of imagination. Dante, Shake­
speare, Milton and Goethe were great, deep, and genuine think­
ers-and this was one of the most prolific sources of their poetical

90. Idem, Lect. VI, p. 203 f. Centenary ed., V, 211.
91. Idem, Lect. n, p. 43. Centenary ed., V, 44.
92. Idem, Loot. n, p. 53. Centenary ed., V, 55; Lect.lv, 125, Centenary cd., V, 128.
93. Idem, Lect. I, p. 21. Centenary ed., V, 21.
94. Sortor Be8tJrtus, Bit. II, chap. IV, I, 95 f.
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imagination. Imagination without thought would be barren; it
could produce nothing but mere shadows and illusions. "At bot­
tom," says Carlyle, "it is the Poet's first gift, as it is all men's, that
he have intellect enough." 811

It is, therefore, the rare and happy union of all the productive
and constructive forces in man that, on Carlylc's theory, consti­
tutes the character of the hero. And among all thcse forces the
moral force obtains the highest rank and plays the preponderant
role. In his philosophy "morality" means thc power of affinnation
over against the power of denial and negation. What really mat­
ters is not so much the thing affirmed as the act of affirmation it­
self and the strength of this act.

Here too Carlyle could have appealed to Goethe who relates in
his autobiography that, when, in his youth, his friends tried to
convert him to a speCial credo, he constantly repelled their ef­
forts.
In Faith, I said, every thing depends on thc fact of belieVing; what is
believed is perfectly indifferent. Faith is a profound s~nse of security
in regard to both the present and the future; and this assurance springs
from confidence in an immense, all-powerful, and inscrutable Being.
The firmness of this confidence is the one great point; but what we
think of this Being depends on our other faculties, or even on circum­
stances, and is wholly indifferent. Faith is a holy vessel into which
every one stands ready to pour his feeling, his understanding, his
imagination, as perfectly as he can.DO

Here we have a striking expression of Carlyle's own religious
feelings after he had abandoned his orthodox faith in the Calvin­
istic dogma. In his lectures on heroes he laid the whole stress not
upon the kind but upon the intensity of religious feeling. The
degree of it was to him the only standard. Hence he could speak
with the same sympathy of Dante's catholicism and Luther's
protestantism, of old Norse mythology and the Islam or Christian
religion. What Carlyle admired most in Dante was that intensity.
Dante, he said, does not come before us as a large catholic mind.
rather as a narrow and even sectarian mind. He is world-great
not because he is world-wide but because he is world-deep. "I
know nothing so intense as Dante." 81

95. On Heroes, Led. m, p. 102. Centenary ed., V, 105.
96. Goethe, Dlclltung und Wahrheit, Buch XIV. English trans. by Jolm OXeD­

ford (Boston, S. E. ClIlISino, 1882), II, 190.
97. On Heroes, Lect. m, p. 90. Centenary ed., V, 92.
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Yet Carlyle was not always able to live up to this universal, all­
embracing ideal of religion. There remained in him certain in­
stinctive sympathies or antipathies that inHuenced his judgment.
This becomes particularly clear in his attitude toward the eight­
eenth century. When Carlyle tried to describe the character of
the historical process in a short formula he spoke of it as "the
war of Belief against Unbelief." 08 "The special, sole and deepest
theme of the World's and Man's history," Goethe had said in a
note to his West-Oestlicher Divan,

whereto all other themes are subordinated, remains the conflict of un­
belief and belief. All epochs wherein belief prevails, under what form
it may, are splendid, heart-elevating, fruitful for contemporaries and
posterity. All epochs, on the contrary, wherein unbelief, under what
form soever, maintains its sorry victory, should they even for a mo­
ment glitter with a sham splendour, vanish from the eyes of posterity;
because no one chooses to burden himseH with study of the un­
fruitful.""

Carlyle quoted these words with whole-hearted assent at the
end of his essay on Diderot,lOo But he did not understand them
in the same sense as Goethe. His conception of "belief" or "un­
belief" was very different. According to Goethe e"ery productive
period in lmman history is ipso facto to be regarded as a period
of belief. The term has no theological not even a specific religious
connotation but simply expresses the preponderance of the posi­
tive over the negative powers. Goethe could never speak of the
eighteenth century, therefore, as a period of disbelief. He too had
felt a strong personal aversion for the general tendency expressed
in the Great Encyclopedia. "Whenever we heard the encyclopedists
mentioned," he says in his autobiography,

or opened a volume of their immense work, we felt as if we were going
between the innumerable moving spools and looms of a great factory,
where, what with the mere creaking and rattling; what with all the
mechanism, embarrassing both eyes and senses; what with the mere
incomprehensibility of an arrangement, the parts of which work into
each other in the most manifold way; what with the contemplation of

98. Idem, Lect. VI, p. 197. Centenary ed., V, 204.
99. Coethe, Noten und Abhondlungen :1:1.1 besserem Verstiindnfs deB Wcst­

Oeatllchen Divan. "Werke" (Weimar 00.), VII. 157.
. 100. El8tJys, III, 248.
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all that is necessary to prepare a piece of cloth-we feel disgusted with
the very coat which we wear upon our backs.lol

Yet, in spite of this feeling, Goethe never thought or spoke of the
period of the Enlightenment as an unproductive age. He criticized
Voltaire severely; but he always professed a profound admiration
for his work. Diderot was regarded by Goethe as a genius and he
translated his Neveu de Rameau and edited and commented OD

his Essai sur la peinture.102

All this was inadmissible and even unintelligible to Carlyle. As
a historian Carlyle was somewhat in a better position than Goethe.
His interest in historical problems was much more intense; his
knowledge of facts was more comprehensive. Yet, on the other
hand, he could only understand history in terms of his own per­
sonal experience. His "Life-Philosophy" was the clue to his his­
torical work. In the great crisis of his youth he had found the way
that led him from denial and despair to affirmation and recon­
struction-from the "Everlasting No" to the "Everlasting Yea."
Henceforth he conceived and interpreted the whole history of
the human race in the same way. In his imagination, the imagina­
tion of a puritan, history became a great religious drama-the
perpetual conflict between the powers of good and evil. "Are not
all true men that live, or that ever lived, soldiers of the same
army, enlisted, under Heaven's captaincy, to do battIe against the
same enemy, the empire of Darkness and Wrong?" loa So Car­
lyle never could Simply "write" history. He had to canonize or
anathematize; he must extol to the skies or damn. His historical
portraits are very impressive. But we miss in them all those deli­
cate shades that we admire in the works of other great historians.
He always paints in black and white. And from his point of view
the eighteenth century was doomed from the very beginning.
Voltaire of whom Goethe spoke as this "universal source of
light" 104 was and remained to Carlyle the spirit of darkness. If
we believe Carlyle's description Voltaire lacked all power of

101. Goethe. Dlchtung find Wahrheit, Bk. XI. English trans., op. elt., 11,82.
102. "Werke" (Weimar ed.), XLV, 1-322. For further details see E. Cassirer

"Coethe und das achtzelmte Jahrhundert," Goethe find die geschlchtliche Welt
(Berlin. B. Cassirer. 1932).

lOS. On Heroes, Leet. IV, p. 117. Centenary ed., V, 120.
104. See Eckennann, Contlfll'oWItKmB with Goethe, December 16, 1828; English

trans. by John Oxen£oni (see above, p. 208, n. 85). p. !86.
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imagination and. therefore. all productivity. The whole eight­
eenth century invented nothing; not one of man's virtues. not
one of man's powers is due to it. The "philosophers" could only
criticize, quan'el, rend to pieces. The age of Louis XV was "an
age without nobleness, without high virtue or high manifestations
of talent; an age of shallow clearness, of polish, self conceit, scep­
ticism and all forms of persifWge:' 10D

In this judgment Carlyle simply followed the example of the
romantic writers. But he spoke with an increasingly fanatic hatred.
A man like Friedrich Schlegel would hardly have denied that the
eighteenth century, with all its limitations, was an age of talents.
Here Carlyle did not speak as a historian or literary critic but as
a theological zealot. He described the work of the Encyclopedists
as the "Acts and Epistles of the Parisian Church of Antichrist."' 106

He completely failed to see the positive element in the cultural
life of the Enlightenment. The most fearful disbelief is the dis­
belief in yourself. Can we charge the thinkers of the Enlighten­
ment, the writers of the Great Encyclopedia with this disbelief?
Indeed it would be much more correct to accuse them of the very
opposite fault, of an overconfidence in their own powers and the
power of human reason in general.

On the other hand it is hardly possible to see in Carlyle's aver­
sion for the ideals of the French RC'volutillll a definite political
or social program. His interest always remained biographical
rather than SOCial. although he bcC'amc more inter~sted later in
the social problems of his own age. His principal concern was the
individual men not the forms of civil government or social life.
The attempts made in recent literature to connect him with St.­
Simonism or to read into his work a SOciological conception of his­
tory are futile. 1OT Ernest Seilliere has tried to prove in his book
L"actualite de Carlyle that Carlyle belongs to the long list of
thinkers whom he formerly had studied in llis great work on the
philosophy of imperialism. lOB Other authors have described Car-

lOS. "Voltaire," Es.•ays, I, 464 f.
106. "Diderot," idem, III, 177.
107. See the books of Mrs. L. Mervin YOllng. Tllomas Carlyle anel the Art of

1listory (Philadelphia. University of Pennsylvania Press, 1939), and Hill Shin...
Carlyle and the Saint-Simon/ans (Baltimore. The Johns Hopkins Press, 1941).
For a criticism of these books see Renc~ Wellek, "Carlyle and the Philosophy of
History," Philological Quarterly, XXIII, No.1 (fanuary, 1944).

108. See Ernest Seilliere, La philosophie de l'imp6rialisme (Paris, Plon-Nonrrit
et Cie., 1903-6). 4 vols.
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lyle as the "father of British Imperialism." 108 There is, however,
a clear and unmistakable difference between Carlyle's views, even
his views on colonial policy 110 and other forms of British imperial.
ism. Even Carlyle's nationalism had its specific color. He saw the
real greatness of a nation in the intensity and depth of its moral
life and its intellectual achievements and not in its political as­
pirations. He spoke very bluntly and boldly. "Which Englishman
we ever made, in this land of ours," he asked his aristocratic au­
dience speaking of Shakespeare,

which million of Englishmen, would we not give up rather than the
Stratford peasant? There is no regiment of highest dignitaries that we
would sell him for. He is the grandest thing we have yet done. For our
honour among foreign nations, as an ornament to our English House­
hold, what item is there that we would not surrender rather than him?
Consider now, if they asked us, Will you give up your Indian Empire
or your Shakespeare, you English; never have had any Indian Empire,
or never have had any Shakespeare? Really it were a grave question.
Official persons would answer doubtless in official language; but we,
for our part too, should not we be forced to answer: Indian Empire, or
no Indian Empire; we cannot do without Shakespeare! Indian Em­
pire will go, at any rate, some day; but this Shakespeare does not go,
he lasts forever with us; we cannot give up our Shakespeare.1l1

That sounds vastly different from the imperialism and nation­
alism of the twentieth century. However we may object to Car­
lyle's theory of hero worship, a man who spoke thus ought never
to be charged with being an advocate of contemporary National
Socialistic ideas and ideals. It is true, that Carlyle did not refrain
from saying that "might makes right," But he always understood
the very term "might" in a moral rather than in a physical sense.
Hero worship always meant to him the worship of a moral force.
He seems often to have a deep distrust of human nature. But he
is conBdent and optimistic enough to assume and assert that "man

109. See C. von Schulze-Caevemltz, Brltbcher Imperlallsmtui und englischer
Freihandel (Leipzig, Duncker & Humblot, 1906); Gazeau, L'imperlalisme anglals.
That this description is incorrect has been shown by C. A. Bodel!len, Studies in
Mid-Victorfan Imperialism (Copenhagen and London, Gyldendalske Boghandel,
1924), pp. 22-3.2.

110. On this point see Bodelsen, 01'. cU.
111. On Heroes, Lect. m, p. 109 f. CentenBlY ed., V, 113.
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never yields himself wholly to brute force, but always to moral
greatness." 112 If we ignore this principle of his thought we de­
stroy his whole conception of history, of culture, of political and
social life.

112. "Characteristics," Essays, III, 12.



XVI

FROM HERO WORSHIP TO RACE WORSHIP

Gobineau's "Essai sur l'inegalite des races humaines"

I
N THE political struggles of the past decades hero worship and
race worship have been in such a close alliance that, in all
their interests and tendencies, they seemed to be almost one

and the same thing. It was by this alliance that the political
myths evolved into their present form and strength. In a theoreti­
cal analysis, however, we should not allow ourselves to be de­
ceived by this league between the two forces. They are by no
means identical-neither genetically nor systematically. Their
psychological motives, their historical origin, their meaning and
purpose are not the same. To understand them we must separate
them. .

We can easily convince ourselves of this diHerence by studying
the authors who, in the second half of the nineteenth century,
became the chief representatives of the two trends of thought.
There was scarcely anything that these authors had in common,
for Carlyle's lectures on hero worship and Gobineau's Essai sur
Z'inegalite des races humaines are, in a sense, incommensurable.
The two books are dissimilar in ideas and intellectual tendency
and in style. Between the Scotch puritan and the French aristo­
crat there could be no real solidarity of interests. They stood for
widely divergent moral, political, and social ideals. The fact that
their ideas could be used later for a cornman end does not obliter­
ate this discrepancy. It was a new step, and a step of the greatest
consequence, when hero worship lost its original meaning and
was blended with a race worship and when both of them became
integral parts of the same political program.

In order to grasp the purport of Gobineau's book, too, we must
not read into it these later political tendencies. They are quite
alien to the meaning of the author. Cohineau did not intend to
write a politi('al pamphlet but rather a historical and philosophi­
cal treatise. He never thought of applying; his principles to a re­
construction or revolution of the political and social order. His
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was not an active philosophy. His view of history was fatalistic.
History follows a definite and inexorable law. We cannot hope to
change the course of events; all we can do is to understand and
accept it. Gobineau's book is filled with a strong arnor fati. The
destiny of the human race is predetermined from the very begin­
ning. No eHort of man can avert it. Man cannot change his fate.
But, on the other hand, he cannot refrain from asking over and
over again the same question. If he cannot master his destiny, he
wants at least to know where he comes from and whither he
goes. This desire is one of fundamental and ineradicable human
instincts.

Gobineau was not only convinced that he had found a new
approach to the problem but also that he was the first who had
really succeeded in solving the old riddle. All the former religious
and metaphysical answers are declared by him to be inadequate.
For all of them missed the principal point, the essential factor in
human history. Without an insight into this factor history remains
a sealed book. But now the seal is broken and the mystery of hu­
man life and human civilization is revealed. For the fact of the
moral and intellectual diversity of races is obvious. Nobody can
deny or neglect it. But what has been entirely unknown is the
significance and the vital importance of this fact. Until this im­
portance is clearly understood all historians of human civilization
are groping in the dark.

History is no science; it is only a conglomerate of subjective
thoughts; a Wishful thinking rather than a coherent and systematic
theory. Gobilleau boasted of having made an end to this state of
affairs. "It is a question of making history join the family of the
natural sciences, of giving it . . . all the precision of this kind of
knowledge, finally of removing it from the biased jurisdiction
whose arbitrariness the political factions impose upon it up to this
day." 1 Gobineau did not speak as an advocate of a dcfinite politi­
cal program but as a scientist, and he thought his deductions were
infallible. He was convinced that history, after innumerable vain ef­
forts, had at last come to its maturity and virility in his work. He
looked upon himself as a second Copernicus, the Copernicus of the
historical world. Once we have found the true center of this world,
everything is changed. We are no longer concerned with mcre

1. Goblneau. Essai sur Z'lnegaZit~ des races humaines (2d ed. Paris, Firmin­
Didot), "Conclusion generale:' II, 548. 2 vols.
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opinions about things, we live and move in the things them­
selves; our eyes are able to see, our ears to hear, our hands to
touch.2

But no reader of Gobineau's work can help feeling deep disap­
pointment when comparing this magnificent and gigantic plan
with its execution. In the history of science there is perhaps no
other example where so high a purpose was pursued with such
insufficient means. It is true that Gobineau had amassed vast
material taken from the most various sources. He spoke not only
as a historian but also as a linguist, anthropologist, and ethnolo­
gist. Yet when we begin to analyze his arguments we find them,
in most cases, extremely weak. A high and proud edifice is erected
upon a very small and fragile basis. The first French critics of
Gobineau's book immediately saw the fundamental defects of his
historical method.3 Even Gobineau's partisans and followers had
frankly to admit the lacunae and the obvious fallacies in his pre­
tended "scientific" demonstration. Houston Stewart Chamberlain
spoke of Gobineau's "childish omniscience." As a ~atter of fact
he does seem to know everything. To him history has no secret.
He lmows not only its general course; he knows all its details, he
feels himseH able to answer the most intricate questions. He pene­
trates into the remotest origin of things; and he sees everything
under its true conditions and in its right place. But as soon as it
comes to the crucial point, the empirical proofs of his thesis, the
wealmess of Gobineau's Essai becomes palpable and unmistaka­
ble. He deals with the facts in the most arbitrary way. Everything
that seems to support his thesis is readily admitted. On the other
hand the negative instances are completely ignored or, at least,
minimized. He shows a complcte lack of that critical method
which had been taught by the great historians of the nineteenth
century.

Let us take a few concrete examples of his way of argUing and
reasoning. One of his firmest convictions was that the white race
is the only one that had the will and power to build up a cultural
life. This principle became the cornerstone of his theory of the
radical diversity of human races. The black and yellow races have
no life, no will, no energy of their own. They are nothing but

2. Idem, U, 552.
3. See, for instance, Quatrefage's article, "Do crolsement des races hurnaines,"

Revue des deuz mondes. March 1,1857.
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dead stuff in the hands of their masters-the inert mass that has
to be moved by the higher races. On the other hand Gobineau
could not entirely overlook the fact that there are definite b:aces
of human civilization in some regions of the world in which the
influence of the white race is highly improbable. How did he
overcome this obstacle? His answer is very simple. The dogma
itself is firmly established. It admits of no doubt and no excep­
tion. If our evidence is too scanty to confirm the dogma, or if it
seems to be in open contradiction to it, it is for the historian to
complete and correct the evidence. He must stretch the facts to
make them fit into the preconceived scheme.

Gobineau never feels the slightest scruples about filling in the
lacks of our historical knowledge by the boldest assumptions.
China, for instance, shows in very ancient times a highly de­
veloped cultural life. But since, on the other hand, it is quite cer­
tain that the two inferior varieties of the human race, the Negroes
and the yellow race, are only the gross canvas, the cotton and
wool, upon which the white race has spun their own delicate and
silky threads,4 the conclusion is unavoidable that Chinese culture
was not the work of the Chinese people. We have to regard it as
a product of foreign tribes which immigrated from India, of those
Kschattryas who invaded and conquered China and laid the foun­
dations for the central kingdom and the celestial empire.' The
same holds for those traces of a very old culture that we find in
the Western hemisphere. It is impossible to assume that the
American aboriginal tribes could, by their own efforts, find the
way to civilization. According to Gobineau the Indians of the
American continent form no separate race. They are only an amal­
gam, a mixture of the black and yellow races. How should these
poor bastards ever have been able to govern and organize them­
selves? No history and no development were possible as long as
the black races only struggled among themselves and the yellow
races moved in their own narrow circle. The results of these con­
flicts were entirely unproductive; they could leave no trace in
human history. Such was the case in America, in the greatest
part of Mrica, and in a considerable part of Asia. But whenever
and wherever we find history and culture we must be on the
lookout for the white man. We are sure of finding him; for his

4. EBBGl, "Conclusion gen&a1e," n, 589.
5. Idem, BIr:. m, chap. v, I, 482 fl.
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presence and his activity may be inferred, by a mere process of
deductive reasoning, from the first principle of Gobineau's the­
ory: "History springs only from contact of the white races." 8

Gobineau admits that there is no evidence of a contact between
the white races and the aboriginal tribes of America before the
discovery of the Western hemisphere. But the fact can be affirmed
on the strength of general a priori principles.

Of the multitude of peoples which live or have lived on the earth, ten
alone have arisen to the position of complete societies. The remainder
have gravitated round these more or less independently, like planets
round their suns. If there is any element of life in these ten civilizations
that is not due to the impulse of the white races, any seed of death
that does not come from the inferior stocks that mingled with them.
then the whole theory on which this book rests is false.'

Gobineau was absolutely sure of his results. His self-confidence
was unlimited. He declared that his proofs were "incorruptible
as a diamond," The viperine tooth of the demagogic idea, he ex­
claimed. will never be able to bite upon these i?controvertible
proofs. But it is easy to see the tme character of these so-called
adamantine and incontrovertible proofs. They are nothing but a
petitio principii. If in a logical textbook we were in need of a
striking example of this fallacy we could do no better than to
choose the work of Gobineau. His facts are always in agreement
with his prinCiples; for. if the historical facts are missing, they are
framed and forged according to his theories. And the same facts
are used again for proving the truth of the theory. Assuredly
Gobineau did not mean to deceive his readers, but he constantly
deceived himself. He was quite sincere and quite naIve. He never
was aware of the vicious circle, Oil which his whole theory de­
pends. He spoke as a scholar and as a philosopher; but he never
claimed to have found his principles by rational methods.

To him personal feelings were always better and more convinc­
ing than logical or historical arguments. And these feelings were
very clear and outspoken. He belonged to an old aristocratic fam­
ily and was filled with an immoderate pride, which was constantly
humiliated. He. the member of a noble race, had to live under

6. Idem, Bk. IV, chap. J, I, 527.
7. Idem, Bk. I, chap. XVI, I, 220, quoted from the English trans. by A. Collins

(London, William Heinemann; New York, G. P. Putnam's Sons. 1915), p. 210.
Of the six books of Gobineau's work this translation contains only the Brst one.
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the petty conditions of a bourgeois system for which he felt a
deep disgust. To him it was not only natural, it was in a sense a
moral duty to think in terms of his caste. The caste was to him a
much higher and nobler reality than the nation or the individual
man. In his book he praised the Aryan Brahmans for having first
understood and firmly established the value and the paramount
importance of the caste. Theirs was a real stroke of genius, a
profound and original idea that showed an entirely new way for
the progress of the human race. In order to prove the claims of
the French nobility Gobineau went back to a doctrine that had
been propounded and defended in the eighteenth century by
Boulainvilliers and that had become the basis of the theory of
French feudalism. In his analysis of Boulainvilliers' book Mon­
tesquieu described it as a "conspiracy against the third estate."
Boulainvilliers had emphatically denied that France is a homoge­
neous whole. The nation is divided into two races that have at
bottom nothing in common. They speak a common language; but
they have neither common rights nor a common origin. The
French nobility draws its origin from the Franks, the German
invaders and conquerors; the mass of the people belongs to the
subjugated, to the serfs who have lost every claim to an inde­
pendent life. "The tme French," wrote one of the advocates of
this theory, "incarnated in our day in the nobility and its partisans,
are the sons of free men; the former slaves and all races alike
employed primarily in labor by their masters are the fathers of
the Third Estate." 8

All this was eagerly accepted by Gobineau. But he had set him­
self a greater and much more difficult task. He spoke of human
civilization as a philosopher who could not confine himself within
the narrow limit of French history. What we see in the French
nation is only an example and a symptom of a much more gen­
eral process. French history is, as it were, a portrait in miniature.
It shows the ima~e of the whole cultural process on a small and
reduced scale. That conflict between patricians and plebeians,
between the conquerors and the serfs, is the eternal theme of
human history. He who understands the nature and the reasons
of this conflict has found the clue to man's historical life.

8. For more details see A. Thierry, Con.rid8ratlons BUr fhtstolre de France (5th
cd., Paris, 1851), chap. Il, and Ernest Seilliere in the introduction to his book
Le Comte de Gob'neau et faryan'BfflB htstorlque (Paris, Plon-Nourrlt et Cle.•
1903).
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This starting point of Gobineau's theory shows at once the
deep difference between hero worship and race worship. They
express widely divergent and even opposite conceptions of hu­
man history. "Is not the whole pmport of history," asked Carlyle,
"biographic?" And he did not hesitate to answer this question in
the affirmative. This interest in the individuals is entirely absent
in Gobineau's work. His whole exposition was, indeed, given with­
out even mentioning proper names. When reading Carlyle we
have the impression that with every new great man, with every
religious, philosophical, literary, political genius, there begins a
new chapter in human history. The whole character of the reli­
gious world was completely changed, for example, by the appear­
ance of Mahomet or Luther; the political world and the world of
poetry were revolutionized by Cromwell or by Dante and Shake­
speare. Every new hero is a new incarnation of one and the same
great invisible power of the "Divine Idea." In Gobineau's descrip­
tion of the historical and cultural world this divine Idea has van­
ished. He too is a romantic and a mystic; but his mysticism is of
a much more realistic type. The great men do not fall from the
heavens. Their whole force originates in the earth; in the native
soil in whieh they have their roots. The best qualitie5 of the great
men are the qualities of their races. By themselves they could do
nothing; they are only the embodiments of the deepest powers
of the race to which they belong.

In this sense Gobineau could have subscribed to Hegefs words
that the individuals are only "the agents of the WOrld-spirit." But
when Gobincau wrote his book thc times had changed. Gobineau
and his generation no longer believed in lofty metaphysical prin­
Ciples. They were in need of something more palpable: of some­
thing that "our eyes are able to see, our ears to hear, our hands to
touch." The new theory seemed to satisfy all these conditions.

'Practically speaking tl1is was a great and obvious advantage.
Here was something that could fill a lack which, in the second
half of the nineteenth century, was felt everywhere. Man is, after
all, a metaphysical animal. His "metaphysical need" is ineradica­
ble. But the great metaphYSical systems of the nineteenth century
were no longer able to give a clear and understandable answer
to these questions. They had become so intricate and sophisti­
cated that they were almost unintelligible. With Gobineau·s book
it was quite diHerent. To be sure, his own theory of the race
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as the fundamental and predominant power in human history
was still thoroughly metaphysical. But Gobineau's metaphysics
claimed to be a natural science and seemed to be based upon an
experience of the simplest kind. Not everyone is able to follow a
long chain of metaphysical deductions; not everyone can study
Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind or his Philosophy of History.
But anybody understands the language of his race and his blood
-or believes he understands it. Since its first beginnings meta­
physics had sought for an undoubtable, unshakable, universal
principle but was constantly frustrated in its hopes. According
to Cobineau this was unavoidable as long as metaphysics per­
sisted in its traditional intellectualistic attitude. The problem of
the so-called "universals" and their reality has been discussed
throughout the whole history of philosophy. But what philoso­
phers never realized was the fact that the real "universals" are not
to be sought in the thoughts of men but in these substantial forces
that determine his destiny. Of all these forces the race is the
strongest and the most unquestionable. Here we have a fact, not
a mere idea.

Newton had found a fundamental fact of the physical world
through which he was able to explain the whole material uni­
verse. He had discovered the law of gravitation. But in the hu­
man world the common center toward which all things gravitate
was still unknown. Cobineau was convinced that he had found
the solution of this problem. And he imposed the same feeling
upon the minds of his readers. Here was a new type of theory
that, from the outset, had a strong and strange fascination. It is
foolish in a man to deny or to resist the power of his race, just
as foolish as if a material particle should attempt to resist the
force of gravitation.

Thc Theory of the "Totalitarian Racc"

That race is an important factor in human history; that diJIer­
ent races have built up different forms of culture; that these forms
are not on the same level; that they vary both in their character
and in their value-all this was a generally acknowledged fact.
Since Montesquieu's ES])rit des Lois even the physical conditions
of these variations had been carefully studied. It was not, how­
ever, this well-known problem with which Gobineau was con-
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cerned. His was a much more general and difficult task. He had
to prove that race is the only master and ruler of the historical
world; that all the other forces are its underlings and satellites.
Our modem idea of the totalitarian state was entirely unfamiliar
to Gobineau. If he had known it he would have vehemently pro­
tested against it. Even patriotism was to him a mere idol and
prejudice. Yet, however opposed to all nationalistic ideals, Gobi­
neau belongs to those writers who, in an indirect way, have done
most to prepare the ideology of the totalitarian state. It was the
totalitarianism of race that marked the road to the later concep­
tions of the totalitarian state.

From the point of view of our present problem this is one of
the most important and interesting features in Gobineau's theory.
But, so far as I see, this point has not yet had its due in the litera­
ture on the subject. Gobineau's doctrine has been analyzed and
criticized from every possible angle and philosophers, sociologists,
politicians, historians, anthropologists have had their share in
these discussions.u But to my mind it is not the glori.6cation of
the race as such that is the most important element'in Gobineau's
theory. To be proud of his ancestors, of his birth and descent, is
a natural character of man. If it is a prejudice it is a very common
prejudice. It need not necessarily endanger or undermine man's
social and ethical life. But what we find in Gobineau is something
quite different. It is an attempt to destroy all other values. The
god of the race, as he was proclaimed by Gobineau, is a jealous
god. He does not allow other gods to be adored beside himself.
Race is everything; aU the other forces are nothing. They have no
independent meaning or value. If they have any power this power
is not an autonomous one. It is only delegated to them by their
superior and sovereign: the omnipotent race. This fact appears in
all forms of cultural life, in religion, in morality, in philosophy
and art, in the nation and in the state.

In proving this thesis Gobine~u proceeded very methodically.
The description of his doctrine is always clear and coherent. We
need only compare Gobineau's work with that of Carlyle to be
aware of the wide difference between the two authors. In Car­
lyle's Sartor Resartus everything is bizarre, burlesque, discon-

9. See, for instance, ''NwntSro consacr~ au Comte de GobineBu," Revue Europe.
October I, 1923. and "Nwn~o consacre a GobiDeau et au gobinisl1le:' La nou­
oelle reutMI frtlrlfQlse, February 1. 1934.



The Theory of the "Totalttarian Race- 233

nected, and desultory. In Gobineau's Essai we find quite the con­
trary. Gobineau's style is imaginative and passionate, but it is nCl~

involved or incoherent. The influence of his French education
was not lost. His exposition has all the merits of the French ana­
lytical mind. He progresses slowly and continuously. Gobineau
could not force his way. He had to overcome great obstacles and
to challenge many and great authorities. The way in which he
tried to achieve his end proves a great skill, a dexterity, that shows
he was not only conversant with the art of writing but also with
the art of diplomacy.

Gobineau's most potent adversary was, of course, the religious
conception of man's origin and destination. That his theory is en­
tirely irreconcilable with it was clear from the very beginning.
The first critics of his book immediately insisted upon this point.
Tocqueville was a personal friend and had a high opinion of
Gobineau's talents and personal character. But when he first read
his book he vehemently reacted against Gobineau's theory. "I con­
fess to you," he wrote to Gobineau, "that ... 1 remain utterly
opposed to these doctrines. I think them probably false and cer­
tainly pernicious." 10 To refute the arguments of Tocqueville was
an extremely hard task. For on this point Gobineau not only had
to combat his critic; he had to struggle against himself. He was
a devout Catholic; he accepted the Christian dogma in its entirety
and submitted himself to the authority of the Church. The Bible
remained to him an inspired book, the literal truth of which was
never denied. He could, therefore, not openly attack the biblical
theory of the creation of the world and of the origin of man. But,
on the other hand, it was impOSSible from this starting point to
find an argument for his thesis as to the radical diversity between
the human races. He could not even admit that the Negroes or
the members of the yellow race belong to the same human family
as the white races. What we find in those people is barbarism in
its utter ugliness and egoism in its greatest ferocity.ll Can we
admit that these beings draw their origin from the same source
as the white races? How can the Negroes who in some respects

10. Lettre du 17 novembre ]853, Correspondance entre Alexis de Tocqueville
et Arthur de Goblneau, 1843-59, publ. par L. Schemann (Paris, PIon, 19081,
f' ]92. On the relation between Tocqueville and Goblneau see Romain Rolland,
'Le conllit de deW[ glm&ations: Tocqueville et Gobineau," Reoue Europe, No. 9
(October 1, 1923). pp. 68-80.

11. ESBG', Bk. n, chap. 1, I. 227.
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are far below the animals belong to the same class as the members
of the Aryan family, these demigods? Gobineau made desperate
efforts to escape from his dilemma; but at the end he seems to
give up. He confesses that the knot was inextricable, not only to
himself but to human reason in general.

OWing to my respect for a scientific authority which I cannot over­
throw, and, still more, for a religious interpretation that I could not
venture to attack, I must resign myself to leaving on one side the grave
doubts that are always oppressing me as to the question of original
unity.... As no one will venture to deny, there broods over this
grave question a mysterious darkness, big with causes that are at the
same time physical and supernatural. In the inmost recesses of the
obscurity that shrouds the problem, reign the causes which have their
ultimate home in the mind of God; the human spirit feels their pres­
ence without divining their nature, and shrinks back in awful rever­
ence.a

It is better to let darkness gather round a point of scholarship, than
to enter the lists against such an authority.1S .

This was, however, a merely formal submission which did not
prevent Gobineau from developing his own theory in flagrant
contradiction to the ethical ideals of the Christian religion. He
tried to conceal these contradictions not only from the minds of
his readers but also from himself by making a sharp distinction
between the metaphysical truth and the cultural value of Chris­
tianity. The former is beyond all doubt; the latter is negligible.
In fact the Christian religion never had the slightest influence on
the development of human civilization. It neither created nor
changed the capacity for civilization.

Christianity is a civilizing force in so far as it makes a man better
minded and better mannered; yet it is only indirectly so, for it has no
idea of applying this improvement in morals and intelligence to the
perishable things of this world, and it is always content with the social
conditions in which it finds its neophytes, however imperfect the con­
ditions may be. . . . If their state can be improved as a direct con­
sequence of their conversion, then Christianity will certainly do its
best to bring such an improvement about; but it will not try to alter

12. Idem, Bk. I, chap. XI, I, 137 f. English trans., p. 134.
13. ItUm, I, 120. EDgliab b'aus., p. 117.
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a single custom. and certainly will not force any advance from one
civilization to another, for it has not yet adopted one itself.it

Even as a matter of justice we must leave Christianity absolutely out
of the present question. If all races are equally capable of receiving
its benefits. it cannot have been sent to bring equality among men. Its
kingdom, we may say. is in the most literal sense, "not of this world." U

That seemed to elevate Christianity to the highest place. but this
glorification had to be bought dearly. If we accept Gobineau's
interpretation, Christianity has neither the will nor the power to
help man in his earthly struggles. It remains a great and mys­
terious force but a force that can do nothing to move our human
world. In this conclusion the end of Gobineau was attained: in
man's historical life Christianity abdicates all its rights and bows
to the new god of race.

This was. however. only a first step. There was still another
obstruction in Gobineau's way. the "humanitarian" and "equali­
tarian" ideas of the eighteenth century. These ideas were not
based upon religion but upon a new type of philosophical ethics.
They had found their clearest systematic description in the work
of Kant, the cornerstone of which was the idea of freedom-and
freedom meant "autonomy." It is the expression of the principle
that the moral subject has to ohey 110 rules other than those which
he gives to himself. Man is not only a means th,.t may be used
for external ends; he is himself the "legislator in the realm of
end." That constitutes his true dignity. his prerogative above all
mere physical being.
In the realm of ends everything has either price or dignity. What­
ever has price, is exchangeable by another thing; it can be replaced
by something else. \Vhatcver, on thl.' other hand, is above all price, and
therefore admits of no equivalent, has a dignity.... Thus morality
and humanity, as capable of it, is that which alone has dignity.'·

All this was not only entirely unintelligible to Gobineau, but
simply intolerable. It was in flagrant contradiction to all his in­
stincts and deepest feelings. Perhaps no other modern writer was
so deeply penetrated with that feeling which Nietzsche described

14. Idem, Bk. I, chap. vu, I, 64. English trans., p. 65.
15. Idem, I, 69. English trans., p. 70.
16. Kant, Grundlegung sur Metaphysik der Sittcn, Sec. II. "Werkc," ed. E.

Cassirer, IV, 293.
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as Pathos t1er Distanz as Gobineau. Dignity means personal dis­
tinction, and we cannot be aware of this distinction without look­
ing down upon others as inferior beings. In all great civilizations
and all noble races this was a predominant feature: "everyone
feeling proud of his lineage and descent refused to be mixed up
with the vulgar:' 17 To seek universal ethical standards and values
is absurd. To Gobineau universality meant vulgarity. As a born
aristocrat he could feel his value only by distinguishing himself
from the plebeians and the vulgar. He projected this personal
feeling from the individual sphere into ethnology and anthro­
pology.

The superior races can only know what they are and what they
are worth by comparing themselves with those other races that
are crouching servilely at their feet. Their self-confidence cannot
be complete without this element of contempt and disgust; the
one implies and demands the other. From this point of view
Kant's famous formula of the categorical imperative becomes a
contradiction in terms. To act only on that ma~im, whereby we
can at the same time will that it should become a universal law,
is impossible. How can there be a universal law since there is
no universal man? An ethical maxim that claims to be valid for
all cases is valid for no case; a rule that applies to anyone applies
to no one. It is a mere abstract formula that has no equivalent in
the human and historical world. In this regard, too, the instinct
of the race proved itself to be highly superior to all our philo­
sophical ideals and our metaphysical systems. Gobineau accepts
an etymology of the term "Aryan" according to which this term
originally meant nothing but "honorable." The members of the
Aryan race knew very well that a man is not honorable by virtue
of individual qualities but by the inheritance of his race. "Per­
sonal honor and dignity we possess only in fee of a higher liege­
lord, of the race as the true sovereign. The white people who gave
themselves the title Aryans understood very well its haughty and
pompous meaning. They clung to it forcibly." 18 A man is great,
noble, virtuous not by his actions but by his blood. The only test
that our personal work has to stand is the test of our ancestors. It
is his birth certificate that gives to a man the certainty of his
moral value. Virtue is not a thing to be acquired. It is a gift from

17. EISa', Bk. IV, chap. m, II, 21 f.
18. ltkm, Bk. III, chap. 1, I, 370.
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heaven or, to speak more correctly, a gift from the earth, from
the physical and mental qualities of the race. To speak of mem­
bers of the lower races as "moral" or "rational" beings proves a
very low sense of morality. "The beasts of prey," says Gobineau
in his description of the black race, «would seem of too noble stuff
to serve as a point of comparison with these hideous tribes. Mon­
keys would suffice to give an idea of them physically, and morally
one feels obliged to evoke a resemblance to the spirits of dark­
ness." 111

When Cobineau spoke of the ethical and religious ideals of
Christianity he spoke with great circumspection and reserve. Al­
though he denied that these ideals had any practical meaning
and influence, he did not fail to profess a deep reverence for
them. His true opinion appears much more clearly when he is
no longer checked by such traditional scruples. What was still
praised and admired in the Christian religion is severely repre­
hended on the other hand in Buddhism, where he could speak
frankly and bluntly. He saw in Buddhism one of the greatest per­
versities in human history. Here was a man endowed with the
greatest physical and intellectual gifts, of noblest descent, a son
of kings belonging to the highest caste, suddenly deciding to
resign all these privileges to become the preacher of a new gospel
of the poor, the miserable, the outcast. In Gobineau's eyes all this
was an unpardonable sin, a sort of high treason. It was a crimc
against the majesty of the Aryan race that had created the caste
system to protect itself from the danger of blood mixture.

But Buddhism was not only a moral but also a grave intel­
lectual mistake to Gobineau's way of thinking. It was not only a
perversity of feeling but of judgment. In opposition to all sound
principles of the philosophy of history Buddhism tried. to found
ontology upon morality, whereas, in truth, morality is dependent
on ontology. The development of Buddhism, its decay and de­
generation is one of the best and most convincing examples of
what we have to expect from a political and religious doctrine
which claims to be entirely based upon morality and reason.20

As long as the race instinct was still in full vigor, as long as it
followed its own way without being de8ected by other forces,
people were not liable to this mistake. This was the case with the

19. Idem, Bk. n, chap. I, 1,227.
20. Idem, Bk. m. chap. m, I, 44.2.
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German races. In German mythology a man was not saved by
virtue of his moral actions. The paradise was open to the heroes,
the warriors, the noblemen, regardless of their deeds. "The man
of noble race, the true Aryan arrived at all honors of Valhalla by
the sale force of his origin; whereas the poor, the captives, the
serfs, in one word the mestizos, the half-castes of inferior birth
indiHerently fell into the icy darkness of NiHzheim." 21

No great effort of thought is reqUired to discover the logical
fallacy in this argument. What we find here is the same petitio
principii that is characteristic of Gobineau's method. The circular
argument and reasoning is typical of his whole book. When com­
paring different races as to their moral qualities we need a cer­
tain standard of evaluation. Where can we find this standard?
Since all so-called universal ethical principles have been declared
to be null and void we must choose between particular systems.
And obViously the higher races are alone able to give us the true
and higher values. What they call noble, good and virtuous be­
comes virtuous by this token. So the thesis of the moral pre­
eminence of the white races, espeCially the Aryan race, becomes a
sheer tautology. It is an analytical judgment which follows from
the very definition of these races. We do not have to judge their
actions. These actions must be good because they are done by
good men. Ontology precedes morality and remains the decisive
factor in it. Not what a man does but what he is gives him his
moral value. "One is not good for having acted well, but one acts
well when one is good, that is to say well born." That sounds ex­
tremely Simple, but at the same time it is amazingly naive. Curi­
ously enough it was precisely this naivete that gave to Gobineau's
theory its great practical force and influence. By this circular defi­
nition the theory became, in a sense, invulnerable. You cannot
argue against an analytical judgment; you cannot refute it by
rational or empirical proofs.

But besides the universal values of religion and morality there
are others of a more particular kind. The state and the nation
seem to be the greatest powers in human history, the strongest
impulses of man's social life. But to think of them as independent
forces, as things that have worth in themselves would be in con­
tradiction to the first prinCiples of Gobineau. He had to challenge
the political ideals in the same way as the religious and moral

1011. Idsm. BIc. VI, chap. m, II, 870.
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ones. To us it seems natural to connect racism and nationalism.
We are even prone to identify them. But this is incorrect, both
from a historical and a systematic point of view. They are sharply
distinguished in their origin and in their purport and tendency.2~

This distinction becomes very clear if we study Gobineau's work.
He was no nationalist nor was he a French patriot. He had ac­
cepted and renewed the thesis of Boulainvilliers, according to
which France never had a real national unity. As we have seen,
it is divided into the conquerors and the subjugated, the nobility
and the plebs, who are not on the same level and who cannot
share the same political and national life.2:i Gobineau applied this
view to the whole of human history. What we call a nation is
never a homogeneous whole. It is a product of blood mixture,
the most dangerous thing in the world. To speak with awe and
reverence of such a hybrid would violate the first principles of a
sound theory of human history. Patriotism may be a virtue for
democrats or demagogues; but it is no aristocratic virtue; and
the race is the highest aristocrat. What is the idea of our "native
country"? It is a mere word to which no physical or historical
reality corresponds. The country, says Gobineau, does not speak,
it cannot command in vivid voice. The experience of all centuries
had shown that there is no worse tyranny than that which is ex­
erted by mere fictions. They are, by their very nature, insensi­
tive, pitiless and of an insupportable an"ogance ill their claims.
According to Gobineau one of the greatest merits of the feudal
system was that, under this system, men were not liable to bow
to such idols. "In our feudal period the word patrie was scarcely
used; it only really came back to us when the Gallo-Roman clans
again raised their heads and played a role in politics. With their
triumph patriotism began again to be a virtue:' 24

If we accept the methodological maxims of Gobineau's theory
the simplest way to determine the real value of an idea is always
the genetic way. We must know its origin to judge its worth. And
what is the origin of the ideal of patriotism? That it is no Aryan
ideal is proved by the fact that the Teutonic races, the best and
noblest representatives of the Aryan family, never accepted it in

22. A very clear statement of the dift'erence between "racism" and "national­
ism" has recently been given in an article of Hannah Ahrendt, "Race-Thinking
Before Racism;' The Review of PollUc8, VI. No.1 (January, 1944),36-73.

23. See above, p. 229.
24. Essal, Bk. IV, chap. m. II, 29, D. 2.
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its full strength. Patriotism is no German virtue. In the Germanic
world the man was everything, whereas the nation meant very
little. That makes a deep difference between the Germans and
the other races-the Semitic mestizos of Hellenistic, Roman, Cim­
merian extraction. "There one sees only multitudes; the individual
counts for nothing, and as the confusion increases-the ethnic
mixture to which he belongs becoming more complicated-he be­
comes further eclipsed." 2r. In European civilization the Greeks,
in their blind admiration for the polis, are responsible for the
false ideal of patriotism. In Greece the individual was commanded
by the law. The prejudice, the authority of public opinion com­
pelled everyone to sacrifice to this abstraction all his inclinations,
his ideas and customs, even his fortune and his most intimate
personal and human relations. But tile Greeks had not forged this
ideal themselves; they had borrowed it from the Semites. When
all is said patriotism is nothing but a "Canaan monstrosity." 28

After this severe criticism of Greek culture there follows, in
Gobineau's work, a criticism of Roman life and civilization. Here
too he uses the same method. He tries to convince us that what
usually is regarded as the highest mark of the Roman spirit, is, in
fact, its inherent weakness. The Roman Empire had its firmest
foundation in the Roman law. The law had become the only bind­
ing force in Roman life. It was collected, codified, commented on
and analyzed. Finally Roman jurisprudence has survived the de­
cline and fall of the Roman Empire. According to Gobineau the
whole construction of the Roman law is exactly in the same predica­
ment as the highly praised Greek polis. It is a lifeless abstraction.
The Romans made a virtue of necessity. They had to create an arti­
ficial bond between the most disparate elements. That could only
be done by legislation of compronlise, the only one that was
possible among a population that consisted of dregs of all races.2T

It is useless to glorify institutions, for they have only a secondary
and subordinate value. They are derived from and depend on the
ethnic state of the people. This state was never worse and more
execrable than under the Roman law. In no field of human culture
was Rome productive or original. It had nothing of its own-no
religion, no art, no literature. Everything was borrowed from

25. Idem, Bk. VI, chap. m, II, 365.
26. Idem, Bk. N, chap. m, II. 29 and 81.
17. Idem, Bk. V, chap. VB, II, 280 H.
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other peoples. Even the Augustan age was by no means great,
beautiful, and praiseworthy in itself. The only thing that can be
said in its favor is that, Wlder the given historical conditions, in
face of the mixed and most disparate populations of the Roman
Empire, it offered the only possible solution. The defects of the
Roman Empire were not the faults of its individual rulers but the
faults of the confused mass that had to be controlled and to be
brought under a certain discipline.:lS "I am far," says Gobineau,
"from inclining before the majesty of the Roman name and ap­
plauding such a result." 211

But tIle analysis of human culture has not yet come to its end.
Besides religion, morality, politics, and law there remains the
other great sphere of art. Can we apply to it the same principles?
In his Letters on the Esthetical Education of Man Schiller had
tried to prove not only that art is a particular quality in man but
also that it constitutes his nature and essence. It is not the work
of man but of his Creator. The atmosphere of humanity is created
by art. H this be true a bond had been found that connected all
races. For art is not the privilege of one race. It is like the sun
that shines for the just and the unjust, for the lower races as well
as for the higher. This fact Gobineau does not deny. On the con­
trary he admits and emphasizes it. And the inference that might
be drawn against his theory must have had for him a particular
strength. For he had not only a deep interest ill art; it was one
of the great passions of his life. He was a poet and a sculptor and
had tried many Belds of art. If his thesis failed him in this point
of paramount importance, he could hardly maintain it.

His way of escape from the dilemma is, at first sight, very sur·
prising. He frankly admits that art is not among the particular
gifts of the Aryan race. Left to themselves the members of the
Aryan family would in all probability never have developed great
art. Art is a product of imagination; and imagination is not char­
acteristic of a true Aryan. It is an alien drop of blood in his veins;
for it comes from the Negroes. In the Negroes imagination is the
predominant, the excessive and the exuherant force. Here is the
true origin of art; it is an inheritance from the black races. To
the readers of Gobineau this discovery must have come as a great
shock. Had he not spoken of the Negroes with the greatest con-

28. Idem, Bk. V. chap. VD, II, 249 H.
29. Ibid.
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tempt and disgust? Had he not said that in their bodily constitu­
tion they are below the apes, that in their brute instincts they are
worse than the beasts of prey; that morally they are on the same
level as the evil spirits from hell? That these creatures should
now be regarded as the first artists, and that all the other races
are indebted to them as their heirs was, indeed, a great paradox.
But Gobineau did not refrain from it.

The man of a noble race once aware of this origin must be on
his guard against this dangerous inheritance. He should not ac­
cept it without serious scruples and he should not yield to its
chann. Art always remains the grea"! siren that tries to lure and
lull asleep our best intellectual and moral gifts. We may listen
to it, but the wise man will act like Odysseus who had taken his
precautions against being captivated by the Sirens. Gobineau him­
self had always a certain mistrust of his own artistic instincts. He
looked upon them with a sort of bad conscience. They did not
fit into his image of the true Aryan. The Aryan cannot contract a
legitimate marriage with art which always remains to him the
great seducer or his courtesan not his wife. .

There remains, however, one last question. Is there not, at least,
a subjective bond uniting the different races? Gobineau had de­
clared that, according to an inexorable llaturallaw, the inferior
races are forever condemned "to crawl before the feet of their
masters:' But should not these masters themselves have a certain
understanding of this miserable condition? Cobineau would not
have absolutely denied such an obligation. To be sure he always
spoke with a ~reat hauteur but as a born nobleman he knew very
well that noblesse oblige. He denied all "humanitarian" ideals but
on this point he was not too sure of himself. His actions were not
always in strict agreement with his principles. We find a very
characteristic proof of this tension in a letter addressed to the
famous Hebrew scholar Adolf Frank. He relates that, during his
sojourn in Persia, he had many occasions to protect the Jews of
Teheran from injustice, suppression, nnd prosecution.ao We can­
not, therefore, charge Cobineau with a lack of human sympathy,
gentleness, or benevolence. He was by no means secured ag-ainst
a relapse into all sorts of "humane" ideals. But his theory itself left

30. See A. Combrls, La phOosophle des races du Comte de Gobineau (Paris.
F. Alcan, 1937), p. 232.
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him no choice. His individual feelings had to be silenced; they
had no place in the development of his general thesis.

In this regard, too, a comparison between Gobineau and Car­
lyle is highly instructive. At first sight their political tendencies
seem to be very near akin. They are both sworn enemies of the
political ideals of the eighteenth century: the ideals of liberty,
equality, and fraternity. Carlyle saw no other escape from the
subversive influence of these ideals than by the return to hero
worship. He declared hero worship to be the only thing that can
save us from decay, ruin, and complete anarchy. Nevertheless
there is a fundamental diHerence between Carlyle'S hero worship
and Gobineau's race worship. The former tries to connect and
unify; the latter divides and separates. All the heroes of Carlyle
speak the same language and stand for the same cause-they are
all "the inspired speaking and acting texts of that divine book of
revelations whereof a chapter is completed from epoch to epoch,
and by some named History," At bottom the great man as he
comes from the hand of nature is ever the same kind of thing. "1
hope to make it clear," said Carlyle, "that these are all originally
of one stuff." But to Gobineau such an identity was unthinkable.
To speak of the Nordic Odin and the Semite Mahomet as if they
belonged to the same human family would have seemed to him
blasphemous. And to speak of a universal justice, the same for all
men, is more than a mistake, it is a mortal sin. '"]mtice, justice,"
exclaimed Carlyle, "woe betides us everywhere when, for this
reason or for that, we fail to do justiceI . . . There is but one
thing needed for the world; but that one is indispensable. Justice,
Justice, in the name of Heaven; give us Justice and we live; give
us only counterfeits of it, or succedanea for it, and we diet" 81

This personal feeling pervades Carlyle's social philosophy.
While he never was a socialist and remained an English Tory, he
had been used from his early youth to regard the cause of the
poor as his own. We remember the scene in Sartor Resartus in
which Professor Teufelsdrockh, sitting in his coffee-house, sud­
denly stands up, lifts his huge tumbler and proposes his toast:
"Die Sache der Armen in Gottes und Teufels Namen," 82 But
Gobineau spoke of the poor in a very different key. He gave his

31. Lotter-Day Pamphlets, No. u, "Model Prisons." Centenary ed., XX, 68.
32. Sartor Resartus, Bk. I, chap. m, I. 11.
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hearty assent to the old German system in which only the rich
and the nobles were admitted to the glory of Valhalla.33 Poverty
is contemptible. The Aryan German conceived a very high idea
of himself and his role in the world because he was by rights a
feudal lord and landowner; a proprietor of a part of the world.U

The man who could not claim such an original and hereditary
title always remained an outcast. That was part and parcel of the
old caste system introduced by the Aryan priests.31

The theory of Gobineau had apparently encompassed the whole
circle of civilized life and attained its end. The new religion, the
worship of the race, is finnly established. There is no longer fear
of any adversary. The Christian religion ineffective and impotent,
Buddhism a moral perversity, patriotism a Canaan monstrosity,
law and justice mere abstractions, art a seducer and prostitute,
compassion for the oppressed and pity for the poor sentimental
illusions: the list is complete. This is the triumph of the new prin­
Ciple.

What was left after this systematic work of qestruction? What
remained for Gobineau himself. and what could he promise his
followers and believers? We find the answer to the first question
in Gobineau's last book. In 1879 he published his IIistoire d'Ottar­
larl, pirate noroegien, conquerant du pays de Bray en Normandie,
et de sa descendance.56 This hook is perhaps one of the most
curious in the whole history of literature. Here Gobineau is no
longer concerned with the history of human civilization. His in­
terest has shifted. All he wishes to know is his own descent and
the descent of his family. lie believes himself to be in possession
of definite proofs that his family is directly descended from Ottar
Jarl, a famous Norwegian pirate, a member of the royal race of
the Ynglings who traced back tlJeir own origin to Odin, the high­
est god. And what a narrow-minded view of human life and hu­
man history we find in this bookl If Gobineau, at the time of its
publication, had not b"en a well-known author, the author of the
Essai and the Renaissance, nobody would have taken it seriously.
He had always spoken with an immoderate and extravagant aris­
tocratic pride. But this time his pride became absurd and ridicu-

33. See above, p. 238.
34. EISaI, Bk. VI, chap. III, II, 372.
35. Idem, Bk. III, chap. J, I, 388.
36. Paris, Didier-Perrin, 1879.
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lous and bordered on megalomania. The philosopher of universal
history has become the philosopher of the history of his own
family. Instead of studying the genealogy of culture he is only
engrossed in his own genealogy. That was a sad issue of so great
an enterprise. Gobineau had begun with a great promise of mak­
ing history an exact science and freeing us from all subjective
illusions and preconceived opinions about its course.37 But at the
end of his literary career this horizon has dwindled away. His
feelings and thoughts arc fixed upon one pOint-hiS own pedi­
greel "Parturiunt montes, nascetur ridiculus mus."

All this reveals to us a general feature of Gobineau's thought.
The impoverishment of his personal life and the narrowing of
his mental horizon was in a sense the necessary outcome of his
theory. His discovery of the excellence and the incomparable
value of the Aryan race had filled him with the greatest enthusi­
asm. If he speaks of the moment in which this race made its first
appearance in human history he can hardly find words that are
strong enough to describe its vital importance. This was not only
an earthly, but also a cosmic moment-a spectacle not only for
men, but for the gods and the heavens.38 This seemf'd to be an
ecstatic view of human history, a beginning fillecl with the great­
est expectations and promises. If the Aryan family, the noblest,
the most intelligent and most energetic race, is the real actor in
the great historical drama, what unlimited hopes ~an we not en­
tertain for the progress of human civilizat~on! Gobineau's work
thus begins with a sort of intoxication, an intoxiC'ation of race
worship and self worship.

But this first feeling is superseded by a deep disillusionment.
By a sort of dialectic in reverse the first optimistic view suddenly
turns into a deep and incurable pessimism. The higher races, in
fulfilling their historical mission, necessarily and ineVitably de­
stroy themselves. They cannot rule and organize the world with­
out being in close contact with the world. But to them contact is
a dangerous thing, the permanent and eternal source of infection.
The result could not be but disastrous for the higher races. Co­
operation between different races means cohabitation, cohabita­
tion meaus blood mixture, and blood mixture means decay and
degeneration. It is always the beginning of the end. With the

37. Essal. "Conclusion genet-ale," 11, 548.
SS. Idem. Bk. m. chap. J, I, 374 f.
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passing of the purity of the race its strength goes and its organiz­
ing power. The higher races become the victims of their own
work, the slaves of their slaves.

At the end of his book Gobineau drew the general conclusions
from the principles of this theory. In his imagination he conjures
the image of the last men who shall live on earth. At this time
the degeneration of the nobler races will be complete and all race
distinctions will be extinct. Then the Vivifying principle in human
history will have ceased to exist. To be sure people will live
peacefully together. There will be no contest between them but,
on the other hand, there will be no energy, no sense of enterprise,
no will to power and conquest. The equalitarian ideals of our
modem demagogues will be fulfilled. But human life will have.
lost everything that made it worth liVing. Men will live in a state
of happiness like a flock of sheep or a herd of buffaloes. This pe­
riod of great and content somnolence will be followed by a period
of stupor, and, at last, of complete lethargy. Gobineau even un­
dertook to estimate the length of these diffeJ;cnt periods. His
verdict is that the period of strength, of real life, has long ago
faded away. We are now living in a state of decrepitude and ex­
haustion. The human race can perhaps drag along its petty and
miserable existence for some more hundred years; but its fate is
sealed; its death is inevitable.

That is the last word of Gobineau's theory; and it is, indeed,
the quintessence of his whole work. In the first sentences of his
book he had already foreshadowed this end. Race worship was to
Gobineau the highest form of worship, the worship of the highest
god. But this god is by no means invincible and immortal. On
the contrary he is extremely vulnerable. Even in the moments of
highest exaltation Gobincau could never forget the corning fate:
the fate of the "twilight of the gods." Les dieux s'en vont-the
gods must die.

The fall of civilizations is the most striking, and, at the same time, the
most obscure of all the phenomena of history. It is a calamity that
strikes fear into the soul, and yet has always something so mysterious
and so vast in rcsen·e, that thl.'" thinker is never weary of looking at it,
of studying it, of groping for its secrets . . . we are forced to aHinn
that every assemblage of men, however ingenious the network of social
relations that protects it, acquires on the vel)' day of its birth, hidden
among the elements of its life, the seed of an inevitable death. But
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what is this seed, this principle of death? Is it uDifonn, as its results
are, and do all civilizations perish from the same cause? 88

Now we see the solution before our very eyes. The result is not
only a deep pessimism but also a complete negativism and nihil­
ism. Gobineau had made a clean swe~p of all human values. He
had decided to offer them to the new god, to the Moloch of the
race. But this god was a dying god, and his death sealed the fate
of human history and human civilization: it entangled them in his
own ruin.

39. Idem, Bk. I, chap. I, I. 1 f. English trans., pp. 1 f.



XVII

HEGEL

The Influence of Hegers Philosophy upon the Development of
Moclern Political Thought

N
o On-IEll philosophical system has exerted such a strong and
enduring influence upon political life as the metaphysics
of Hegel. All the great philosophers before him had pro­

pounded theories of the state which had determined the general
course of political thought but played only a very modest role in
political life. They belonged to the world of "ideas" or "ideals,"
not to the "actual" political world. Philosorhers have often com­
plained of this fact. Kant wrote a specia treatise in which he
tried to refute the slogan "That may be right in theory but it is
not applicable to practical life." Yet all such efforts were vain,
for the gulf between political thought and life remained insur­
mountable. Political theories were eagerly discussed; they were
attacked and defended, proved and refuted; but all this had little,
if any, effect upon the struggles of political life.

When studying the philosophy of Hegel we meet with an en­
tirely different situation. His logics and metaphysics were at first
regarded as the strongest bulwarks of his system; yet it was pre­
cisely from this side that the system was open to the most violent
and dangerous attacks. And after a short struggle they seemed
to 'have been successful. Yet Hegelianism has had a rebirth not
in the field of logical or metaphysical thought, but in the field of
political thought. There has hardly been a single great political
system that has resisted its influence. All our modern political
ideologies show us the strength, the durability and permanence
of the principles that were first introduced and defended in He­
gel's philosophy of right and in his philosophy of history.

It has however been a Pyrrhic victory. Hegelianism has had to
pay the penalty of its triumph. It has immensely extended its
sphere of action but its unity and inner harmony are lost. It is
no longer a clear, homogeneous, consistent system of political
thought. Different schools and parties all appeal to Hegel's au-
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thority but, at the same time, they give entirely different and in­
compatible interpretations of his fundamental principles. These
principles have become the scattered remains of a philosopher.
To Hegel's political theory we may apply the saying of Schiller
in his prologue to Wallenstein, "Confused by party hate and part)'
favor his portraiture in history is varied." Bolshevism, Fascism,
and National Socialism have disintegrated and cut into pieces the
Hegelian system. They are incessantly quarreling with each other
about the remnants of the booty. And this is no longer a mere
theoretical dispute. It has tremendous political effects.

From the beginning Hegel's commentators were divided into
two camps. The Hegelian "Right" and "Left" wings incessantly
fought one another. This discussion was comparatively harmless
as long as it was a mere contest between philosophical schools. In
the last decades, however, the situation has completely changed.
What is now at stake is something quite different from the pre­
vious controversies. It has become a mortal combat. A historian
recently raised the question whether the struggle of the Russians
and the invading Germans in 1943 was not, at bottom, a conflict
between the Left and Right wings of Hegel's schooP That may
seem to be an exaggerated statement of the problem but it con­
tains a nucleus of truth.

For a study of the philosophy of Hegel we cannot proceed in
the same way as in the case of other thinkers. We may hope to
come to an insight into the character of Plllto's theory of knowl­
edge, of Aristotle's natural philosophy, or of Kant's ethical theory
by Simply describing the prinCipal results of these philosophers.
In a discussion of Hegel's system, however, such a descrippon
would be entirely insufficient. "Where could the inmost trutli of
a philosophical work be found better expressed than in its pur­
poses and results?" asks Hegel in the preface to his Phenomenol­
ogy of Mind.

And in what way could these be more definitely known than through
their distinction from what is produced during the same period by
others working in the same ReId? If, however, such procedure is to
pass for more than the beginning of knowledge, if it is to pass for
actually knowing what a philosophical system is, then we must, in
point of fact, look on it as a device for avoiding the real business at

1. See Hajo Holborn. "The Science of History; The Interpretation of History,
ed. Joseph R. Strayer (Priuceton, Uuiversity Press, 1943), p. 62.



250 Myth of the State

issue. . . . For the real subject-matter is Dot exhausted in its purpose;
. . . nor is the mere result attained the concrete whole itself, but the
result along with the process of arriving at it. . . . The naked result
is the corpse of the system which has left its guiding tendency behind
it. . . . Instead of laying hold of the matter itself, a procedure of
that kind is all the while away from the subject altogether.... The
easiest thing of all is to pass judgments on what has a solid substantial
content; it is more difficult to grasp it, and most of all difficult to do
both together and produce the systematic exposition of it.2

This difficulty accounts for the various and divergent interpre­
tations of Hegel's philosophy. If we single out a particular fea­
ture, it is not only easy, it is even necessary, to find its very oppo­
site. Hegel was not afraid of these contradictions; he saw in them
the very life of speculative thought and philosophic truth. Over

" and over again he challenged the famous principle of identity and
contradiction. This principle is not untrue; but it is merely fonnal
and abstract and, therefore, a shallow prinCiple. What we find in

I reality is always an identity of opposites.
Even in Hegel's political thought every thesi!l is followed by

its antithesis. It is, therefore, impossible to define this political
system by a special catchword. He always asserted himself to be
a philosopher of freedom.

As the essence of matter is gravity, so, on the other hand, we may
affirm that the substance, the essence of Spirit is FI:cedom. All will
readily assent to the doctrine that Spirit, among other properties, is
also endowed with Freedom; but philosophy teaches that all the qual­
ities of Spirit exist only through Freedom. . . . It is a result of spec­
u\fve philosophy that Freedom is the sole truth of Spirit.3

Hegel's opponents were convinced that this was a caricature
rather than a true description of his doctrine. The philosopher
Fries declared that Hegel's theory of the state had grown "not
in the gardens of science but on the dunghill of servility." All the
Gennan liberals felt and spoke the same way. They saw in the
Hegelian system the finnest stronghold of political reaction. In
their judgment Hegel was the most dangerous enemy of all demo-

2. Hegel, Phenomenology of Mind, English trans. by J. B. Baillie (London,
S. Sonnenschein & Co.; New York, MaeIDillan, 1910, 2d ed. London, George
Allen & Unwin; New York, Mnl..'millan, 1931), I, 3 f. 2 vols.

3. Leetur" on the PhUosophy of History, English trans. by J. Sibree (London,
Henry G. Bohn, 1857, p. 18; new ed. London, G. Bell &: Sons, 1900).
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cratic ideals. "So far as I can see," said Rudolf Haym in his book
Hegel und seine Zeit,

all that Hobbes or Filmer, HaUer or Stahl have taught, is relatively
open-minded in comparison with the famous phrase regarding the
rationality of the real in the sense of Hegel's Preface (to his Philosophy
of Right). The theory of divine free grace and the theory of absolute
obedience are blameless and innocuous in comparison with the fright­
ful doctrine which canonizes the subsisting as such.'

But here we have to face a great problem. How was it possible
that a philosophical system which canonized the "subsisting as
such" should become one of the greatest Tevolutionary forces in
modem political thought? How was it that, after Hegel's death,
his doctrine suddenly was seen from an entirely different angle
and used in a quite different way? The philosopher of the Prus­
sian State became the teacher of Marx and Lenin-the champion
of "dialectic Marxism." Hegel himself is not responsible for this
development. He would surely have rejected most of the conse­
quences drawn from the premises of his political theory. As re­
gards his character and his personal temperament he was op­
posed to all radicul solutions. He was a conservative who defended
the power of tradition. Custom (Sitte) was to him the basic ele­
ment in political life. III his E:urly writings Hegel had given a
description of the Greek polis and the Roman Republic, in which
he glorified this ideal. He always maintainAd and defended the
same view. He does not acknowledge any ethical order higher
than that which appears in custom. fi

Here we grasp the fundamental difference between the "idlDl·
ism" of Hegel and that of Pluto. Plato spoke as a pupil of SocrSs.
He appealed to the Socratic demand for individual responsibility.
Custom and habit were declared to be invalid. It is not in tradi­
tion or routine that we can find the principles of a true political
life. These principles are based not upon "right opinion" (doxa)
but upon knowledge (episteme), that new form of rationality

4. n. Haym, llegel und seine Zeit (Berlin, R. Gaertner, 1857), p. 367. Cf.
Hugh A. Reyburn. The Ethical Theory of Hegel; A Study of the Philosophy of
Right (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1921), p. 63.

5. Rechtsphllo80phie, § 151. English trans., The Ethics of Hegel; Translated
SelecU0n8 from his "Rechtsphilosophie." by J. Macbride Sterrett (Boston, Ginn
& Co., 1893), p. 142. Complete English trans., lIegefs Philosophy of Right .r:ans.
by S. W. Dyde (London. G. Bell & Sons, 1896). p. 161.
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and moral consciousness that had been discovered by Socrates.
"Reason" for Hegel is not of this Platonic type.

In point of fact the notion of the realization of self-conscious reason
. . . finds its actual fulfilment in the life of a nation. Reason appears
here as the fluent universal substance • . . which at the same time
breaks up into many entirely independent beings. . . . They are con­
scious within themselves of being these individual independent beings
through the fact that they surrender and sacrifice their particular in­
dividuality, and that this universal substance is their soul and essence.'

Conservatism is, therefore, one of the most characteristic fea­
tures in Hegel's ethical theory. Nevertheless it is not all. It is only
a particular and one-sided aspect which we should not mistake
for the whole. In Hegel's political theory and philosophy of his­
tory we find a strange mixture of two opposite tendencies. He tries
to embrace the whole of the historical world. He speaks of Orien­
tal culture, of China or India as well as of Greek, Roman, or
German cultures. What he wants to reveal in his system is not the
spirit of a particular nation but the universal spirit, the spirit of
the world. "The genii of peoples as concrete Ideas have their truth
and character in the Absolute Idea. They stand around the throne
of the world-spirit as the executors of its realization, and as wit­
nesses and ornaments of its glory. As world-spirit it is only its
own need of coming to itself-to conscious knowledge of its own
being and mission of freedom." 7

Yet in his political system and practical politics Hegel was not
equal to this all-comprehensive task. He himself always empha­
si~ that the philosopher camlOt avoid the limitations of his pres­
e.orld. And this "present world" of Hegel was a rather narrow
one'. It was tied down to Germany and Prussia. Hegel began as
a German patriot. He was deeply concerned with the problems
of his time and his own country. In one of his first political pam­
phlets, written in 1801, he deals with the constitution of Germany.
He declares that Germany's political life is approaching a dan­
gerous crisis, that it has lost its power and all its dignity. Later on,
after the war of liberation, he was convinced that the crisis of
Gennany's politicalliIe had found its solution. Since Prussia had

6. Phenomenology of Mind. English trans., I. 341 E.
7. PhUoBOphy of Right, § 352. Sterrett trans., pp. 210 f. Dyde tranI., pp. S45 f.



Hegel's Influence on Modern Political Thought 253

played the leading role in this solution all his thoughts and hopes
were henceforward concentrated upon the Prussian State. lVhen
dealing with all these actual political problems Hegel had more
and more to restrict his philosophical unhersali!>111. He passed
from that universalism not only to nationalism but also to a sort
of particularism and provincialism. In the preface to his Philoso­
phy of Right he even gave vent to his personal feelings, lUltipa­
thies, and idiosyncrasies.

In this regard the form of the Hegelian system was greatly
superior to its immediate content. Long after the death of Hegel
and after the breakdown of his metaphysics it continued to work.
It became one of the explosive forces in the development of
political thou~ht durin~ the nineteenth century. lIellccforth it
was cxcmpt from all those personal and temporary conditions
that had influenced Hegel's political theor) . It vcry often worked
against Hegel himself. It contradicted and undermined some of
his firmest and dearest political convictions. This process ill, in­
deed, entircly in keeping with the general character of the dia·
lectic method. Thought always shows such a double face. Like
a statue of the god Janus it looks backward and forward. In the
dialectic process every new step contains and preservcs all the
former ones. There i'i no abrupt change and no break in con­
tinuity. But on the other hand this act of preservation i'i, neces­
sarily, an act of abrogation. \Vhatc\ er "orne.. into heing by the
dialectic process has its truth and it'i value only as aufgehobenes
Moment. It is preserved as integral element; but its isolated re­
ality is annulled. Every finite existence has to perish in order to
give place to new and more perfect shapes.

Such a conception is, however, not consistent with any "canoni­
zation of the subsisting as such." When Hegel, in his last period,
yielded more and more to this temptation he acted contrary to
the spirit of his own system. In one of his early treatises, Con­
cerning the Scientific Modes of Treating Natural Right, written
in 1802, he had stressed the opposite attitude. Here 11e had de­
scribed the history of the world as a great tragedy of ethical life
which the Absolute is constantly perfonning with itself. It is the
destiny of the absolute spirit incessantly to give birth to itself
into objectivity, to submit to suHering and death and to rise from
its ashes to new glory. The Divine in its shape and objectivity
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has a duplicate nature and its life is the absolute unity of these
two natures.8 Obviously this is no mere conservatism or tradition­
alism but the very opposite.

If we are to understand the true character of Hegel's political
theory we must, therefore, project the problem upon a larger
plane. It is not enough to study his own opinions about concrete
political problems. These opinions have only an individual, not a
philosophic interest. "Die Meinung ist mein," said Hegel in one
of his famous puns. What matters here is not the political credo
but the new orientation of political thought that was introduced
by his system. It is much more the new mode of questioning than
the particular answers given by Hegel which proved to be of
prime importance and had an enduring interest and influence.
But in order to clarify this point and to do full justice to Hegel's
political thought we must enlarge our horizon; we must go back
to the first principles of Hegel's philosophy.

The Metaphysical Background of Hegel's Pol.itical Theory

The problem of religion and the problem of history are the two
intellectual centers of Hegel's doctrine. From the beginning they
were the great and most powerful concerns of his philosophic
thought. When studying the first writings of Hegel we can
scarcely draw a line between them.D They are fused into each
other and form an inseparable unity. We may describe the funda.
mental tendency of Hegel's thou~ht by saying that he spoke of

i
Ii ion in terms of history and of history in terms of religion.

ereby one of the oldest and most difficult problems of reli·
thought suddenly assumed a new shape. Ancient and mod­

ern thinkers had approached the problem of theodicy from var­
ious angles. The Stoics, the Neo-Platonists, and Leibniz had given
their vindication of divine providence with the existence of physi­
calor moral evil in view. The period of the Enlightenment re­
jected most of these theological solutions. Nevertheless the ques­
tion was still in the focus of the general philosophic interest. It
became the bone of contention between Voltaire and Rousseau.
Now all the arguments used in this contest were declared by

8. Hegel, Schriften zur Polltfk und Rechtsphllo,ophle, ed. Georg Lasson, "Siimt­
liche Werke," VII (Leipzig, Felix Meiner. 1913; 2d ed. 1923),384£.

9. Hegel, TheologUcJie lugendschriften, ed. H. Nohl (Tiibingen. Mohr, 1907).
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Hegel to be obsolete. We need not seek an "excuse," a justification
of physical and moral evil. Evil is not a merely accidental fact.
It follows rather from the fundamental character, from the very
definition of reality. To separate the positive and the negative pole
of reality is arbitrary and superficial.

Nevertheless the old problem of a theodicy is not forgotten. On
the contrary, Hegel is convinced that he was the first to see this
problem in its true light. According to him we have to redefine
the question: we have to discover, behind its religious and theo­
logical meaning, a more profound philosophic significance. This
was the task to be performed in his philosophy of history. In gen­
eral history is the development of Spirit in Time, as Nature is the'
development of Idea in Space.

It was for a while the fashion to profess admiration for the wisdom of
God, as displayed in animals, plants, and isolated occurrences. But, if
it be allowed that Providence manifests itself in such objects and forms
of existence, why not also in Universal History? This is deemed too
great a matter to be thus regarded. But divine wisdom, i.e. Reason, is
one and the same in the great as in the little; and we must not imagine
God to be too weak to exercise his wisdom on the grand scale. . . .
Our mode of treating the subject is, in this aspect, a Theodicaea-a
justification of the ways of God-wllich Lcibnitz attempted meta­
phYSically, in his method, i.e. in indefinite abstract categories-so that
the ill that is found in the world may be comprehended, and thf; think­
ing Spirit reconciled with the fact of the exi~tence of evil. Indeed,
nowhere is such a harmonizing view more pressingly demanded than
in universal history; and it can be attained only by recognizing the
positive existence, in which that negative element is a subordinat~d

vanquished nullity!O

Hegel's opponents always declared this harmonization of his­
tory to be a mere falsification. They saw in it nothing but a shal­
low optimism. Hegel's philosophiC opposite, Schopenhauer, said
that such an optimism is not only absurd but nefarious. This is,
however, an obvious misconstruction of Hegel's view. Hegel never
denied the evils, the miseries, the cruelties and crimes that are in­
herent in human history nor did he intend to minimize or excul­
pate these evils. In this regard he admitted all the arguments of
pessimism. What we call happiness, he declares, belongs to the
sphere of particular purposes. "He is happy who finds his condi-

10. Lectures on the Phllosopl,y of History, p. 16.
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tion suited to his special character, will, and fancy, and so enjoys
himself in that condition. The history of the world is not the
theatre of happiness. Periods of happiness are blank pages in it,
for they are periods of harmony-periods when the antithesis is
in abeyance." 11 Without this antithesis history becomes lifeless;
it loses its meaning and its impulse. What we seek and what we
enjoy in the history of mankind is not man's happiness, but his
activity and energy.

The harmonization of the historical world that is promised is,
therefore, quite different from all the previous attempts of a the­
odicy. It stresses rather than eliminates or removes the fact of
physical and moral evil. It does not assert that the individual
will, as such, can find its satisfaction in the objective world. Such
a demand is declared to be an idle hope. Reality does not comply
with our personal wishes or desires. It is made of a harder stuff,
it follows its own inexorable law. If we seek the fulfilment of our
own purposes in the real world the only consequence can be deep
disappointment. We are then led to a complete estrangement be­
tween the subjective and the objective sphere. But the same
estrangement appears, in a much more dangerous form, in an­
other trend of thought. All the idealistic schools, from Plato up
to Kant and Fichte, have given us the advice to flee from the real
world to a higher and more sublime order. They have constructed
a moral order which is in strict opposition to our empirical world.
"Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world or even out of
it," said Kant, "which can be called good, without qualification,
eXiet a Good Will." But what does this "good" or "moral" will
m It is no longer a particular but a universal will. But its uni-
ve ity remains entirely abstract. What we oppose here to the
actual world, the world of human experience, is a fonnal moral
demand. We look at the world not as it is, but as it ought to be.
That seems to be a high and sublime conception. For here we are
no longer concerned with our personal interests. We are ready
to offer all these interests on the altar of duty. But when applied
to the real world this moral altruism leads to the same disillusion­
ment as the egoism of our privatc wishes. The course of the world
constantly and inevitably frustrates our moral demands. Our con­
sciousness does not accept this frustration; but instead of accus­
ing ourselves, we accuse reality. And this estrangement from re-

11. Idem, p. 28.
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ality goes so far as to attack and destroy the actual order of things.
Hegel has described this destruction in a famous chapter of

his Phenomenology of Mind entitled "The Law of the Heart and
the Frenzy of SeH-conceit." Obviously he is thinking here of the
French Revolution that began with the highest moral ideals-of
liberty, equality, and fraternity-and ended with the reign of ter­
ror. By the French Revolution the "law of the heart" was declared
to be the supreme moral principle. But opposed to this principle
stood a reality, a violent ordinance of the world which contra­
dicted the law of the heart, and a humanity !>uffering under that
ordinance. It became the first and principal task to attack this
reality. "There is in consequence no longer here the frivolity of
the former mode, which merely wanted some particular pleasure;
it is the earnestness of a high purpose that seeks its plea~ure in
displaying the excellence of its own true nature, and in bringing
about the welfare of mankind. . . . The individual, then, fulfils,
carries out the law of his heart. This law becomes a universal ordi­
nance." But if we begin to enforce this law upon the actual world,
if we try to carry our point, we meet with the strongest and fierc­
est resistance. We cannot overcome this resistance without abro­
gating the whole historical order of things. Thu~ the "law of the
heart" instead of being a constructivc principle, a principle that
confirms and corroborates the true ethical order, b('comes a de­
structive and subversive principle. Th(" French Revolution has
glorified this destruction. "The realization of the immediate un­
disciplined nature passes for a display of excellence and for bring­
ing ~hont the wdl-being of mankind." "'Vhen it p;ives expression
to tIl is moment of conscious destruction, ... the law of the.•rt
shows itself to be this inner perversion of its('lf, to be consc:mus­
ness gone crazy. its own esscnce heing at once not essence, its real­
ity directly unreality." 12

The reconciliation which Hegel attempted in his philosophy of
history is quite a different type of thought. He accepts the given
order of things; he sees in it the true ethical substance. He does
not attempt to do away with the evils, the miseries, and the crimes
of the historical world. All this is taken for granted. Nevertlleless
he undertakes to justify this hard and cruel reality. From the
point of view of speculative thought it no longer appears as an
accidental fact or as a dire necessity. It is not only "reasonable";

12. PMnofMflOWgy of M'nd. English trans., I. SS9, 363.
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it is the very incarnation and actualization of reason. But by
"reason" we must no longer understand the "practical reason" of
Kant. It is not a mere abstract and formal principle, a moral de­
mand like the Kantian categorical imperative. It is reason that
lives in the historical world and organizes it. "The insight to
which ... philosophy is to lead us, is, that the real world is as
it ought to be-that the truly good-the universal divine reason
-is not a mere abstraction, but a vital principle capable of re­
alizing itself.... Philosophy wishes to discover the substantial
purport, the real side of the divine idea, and to justify the so
much despised reality of things." 13

But how could Hegel say that all philosophic thinkers before
him had underrated the "substantial power" of reason? Were not
most of them, Plato, Aristotle, Leibniz, and Kant, determined
rationalists? And how could he charge the great religious think­
ers-St. Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and Pascal-with not hav­
ing understood what "divine providence" really means? All this
is understandahle only if we bear in mind the speCific tendency
of Hegel's philosophy of religion and of his philosophy of history.

It is the synthesis, the correlation and mutual penetration of
these two elements, of the historical and the religious, that was
the principal theme of his philosophy. And he was convinced that
he was the first to see this interdependence in its true light. From
Plato to Kant the whole history of metaphysics was marked by a
fundamental distinction between the "sensible" and the "intelligi­
ble" world. Philosophers did not a~ree about the relation of hu­
man knowledge to these two worlds. Plato was convinced thattr. and reality are only to be found in the world of pure ideas
o~s. In the phenomenal world we cannot find the truth; what
we find herc are only fugitive shadows. But Kant took the oppo­
site view. He confines human knowledge within the limits of the
empirical world. "The fundamental principle ruling aU my ideal­
ism is this: All co~ition of things from mere pure Understanding
and Reason is nothing but mere illusion and only in experience is
there truth." a But what was generally agreed, and what is com­
mon to all previous forms of philosophic idealism is that there is
a demarcation which separates the mundus sensibilis from the

13. PlIU080phy of History, p. 38.
14. Kant. Prolegomena, Kant", Critical Pltllolophy for English Readers, trans.

John P. Mahaffy and Jobn H. Bernard (3d ed., London, Macmillan, 1915), n, 147.
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mundus intelligibilis. This dualism had been the very basis of
metaphysical thought.

It is true that there are great metaphysical thinkers whose sys­
tems are usually described as "monistic." Spinoza spoke of Cod
not as a causa transiens but as a causa immanens. God is not be­
yond or outside Nature; Cod and Nature are one and the same.
But even here the fundamental dualism of metaphysical thought
is by no means overcome but only appears in a new shape. What
we find in this Spinozistic God is, according to Hegel, only a
lifeless unity. It is the rigid and abstract One that admits of no
differences, of no change or variety. There remains a chasm, an in­
sunnountable gulf between two different orders: the order of
time and the order of eternity. In Spinoza's system time has no
true reality. Since philosophic thought deals with reality, time is
no proper subject of philosophy. It is only a mode of "imagina­
tion," not of philosophic thought or intuition. The idea of time
is an "inadequate" idea. In his history of philosophy Hegel says
that it is a misconstruction of the Spinozistic system to speak of
it as a system of "atheism." What we find here is the very oppo­
site. Spinoza did not deny the reality of God, but the reality of the
world: we should call him an "acosmist" rather fhan an atheist.
The reality of nature evaporates, so to speak, in Spinoza's thought.
Nature has no longer a self-dependent meaning. It is absorbed by
the abstract unity of God-by the Spinozistic substance that is
in itself and is to be conceived by itself. Time is unsubstantial
and unreal and unworthy of philosophic thought, for it i~ the
fundamental characteristic of this thought to look at things un-
der the form of eternity. .-

Christian philosophy seems to be fundamentally opposed to
this abrogation and annihilation of time. The Christian religion
is based upon the fundamental dogma of incarnation. But the
incarnation of Christ is not a metaphysical but a historical fact.
It is an event in time; it makes a sharp incision; it makes a new
beginning in the life and destiny of mankind. Time can no
longer, therefore, be regarded as a merely accidental thing; it is
essential. All the great Christian thinkers had to face this prob­
lem. St. Augustine accepted the Platonic distinction between
the sensible and the supra-sensible, the phenomenal and noumenal
world. But in contradistinction to Plato and all the other phi­
losophers of antiquity he had to add a new feature. He had to
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develop a philosophy of history in his City of God. He determined
the relation between the eternal order and the temporal or secular
order. He opposed the civitas terrena to the civitas divina; the
visible worldly city to the invisible divine city. But even in St.
Augustine thc gulf that separatcs these two orders remains in­
superable. Thcre is no possible reconciliation between time and
eternity. As regards the value of human history, the medieval
dualism of the Christian thinkers since the time of St. Augustine,
judged in quite the same way as Plato. All secular life is corrupt
in its very principlc; its redemption can only be brought about by
its radical destruction which is the climax of the great historical
and religious process. The estrangement between the divine and
the temporal order cannot be removed by Christian thought; it
is simply inevitable and incurable. Philosophy has to accept this
fact. As Pascal emphasized, the Christian God will always remain
a stumbling block to all philosophers. He is impenetrable to philo­
sophic thought; he is a hidden God wrapped in mystery.

Hegel undertook to reveal this mystery. What he presents in
his philosophy of history is a paradox. It is a "Christian rational­
ism" and a "Christian optimism." Hegel was convinced that only
by this attitude can the Christian religion be understood and in­
terprcted in its positive instead of in its merely negative sense.
In the Christian religion God has revealed Himself-that is, he has
given us to understand what He is; so that He is no longer a concealed
or secret existence. And this possibility of knowing Him, thus afforded
us, renders such knowledge a duty.... The time must eventually
corne lor understanding that rich product of active Reason, which the
1fIIftory of the World oHers to us.U

Now we undcrstand the purport of Hegel's saying that what he
intended to do in his philosophy of history was to justify the "de­
spised reality." The Christian thinkers had made a sharp distinc­
tion between what they called the reahn of nature and the realm
of grace. Even Kant's political system starts from the opposition
between the "realm of nature" and the "reahn of ends." AU this
is rejected by Hegel. He does not accept this opposition. Accord­
ing to him, a true, a speculative view of history is enough to con­
vince us of the artifiCiality of this division. In history the two fac­
tors of "time" and "eternity" are not separated the one from the
other; they interpenetrate each other. Eternity does not transcend

15. Phaosophy of Hf8tory. pp. 15 f.
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time; it is, on the contrary, to be found in time itself. Time is not
only a scene of change; it contains a true substantiality. "It is the
theme of philosophy to ascertain the substance which is imma­
nent in the show of the temporal and transient, and the eternal
which is present." 18 Unlike Plato Hegel does not seek the "Idea"
in a supercelestial space. He finds it in the actuality of man's so­
ciallife and of his political struggles.

While we are thus concerned exclusively with the Idea of Spirit and in
the History of the World regard everything as only its manifestation,
we have, in traversing the past-however extensive its periods-only
to do with what is present; for philosophy, as occupying itself Witll the
True, has to do with the eternally present. Nothing in the past is lost
for it, for the Idea is ever present; Spirit is immortal; with it there is no
past, no future, but an essential now.u

From the very beginning Hegel had been accused of pan­
theism. All his theologian opponents charged him with it. This
charge is not altogether unfounded; but it calls for an explana­
tion and restriction. If "pantheism" means that all things are
brought to the same level, that there are no intrinsic differences
of being or value, neither Spinoza nor Hegel can be called a pan­
theist. In Spinoza's system there is a &harp and clear-cut distinc­
tion between the substance and its modes; between eternal and
temporal, necessary and accidental things. The same holds for
Hegel. He never identified reality with empirical existenee. When
his identification of the Real and the Rational was interpreted in
this sense he regarded the interpretation as a complete miscon­
struction of his fundamental thought.

...
We must presuppose intelligence enough to know ... that existence
is in part mere appearance, and only in part reality. In common IiIe,
any freak of fancy, any error, evil and everything of the nature of evil,
as well as every degenerate and transitory existence whatever, gcts ill
a casual way the name of reality. But even our ordinary feelings are
enough to forbid a fortuitous existence getting the name of a TC'aI; fol'
by fortuitous we mean an existence which has no greater value than
that of something possible which may as well not bc as be. As for tIl('
term reality, these critics would have done well to consider the sense
in which I employ it. In a detailed logic I had treated amongst other
things of reality, and accurately distinguished it not only from the for··

16. Philosophy of Right, Preface. Dyde trans., p. xxvii.
17. PhllolOphy of HistCIf'!J' p. 82.
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tuitous, which, after all, has existence; but even from the cognate
categories of existence and other modifications of being.1S

When speaking of Hegel's system we must, indeed, always bear
in mind these logical distinctions. He distinguishes sharply be­
tween what he calls "reality" and what he calls faule Existenz
(idle, worthless existence) .10 That marks the peculiar type of his
"pantheism." Hegel was no Spinozist; he never accepted the iden­
tification of God with nature. In Hegel's system nature has no
independent being. It is not the Absolute; it is the "Idea in its
othemess"-Die Idee in ihrem Anderssein.

Nature . . . is not to be deified; nor are the sun, the moon, animals,
plants to be regarded as works of God rather than human deeds and
events. Nature in itself, in its idea, is divine; but in its existence it does
not conform to its notion. . . . Nature has, therefore, been described
as the defection of the Idea from itself-the idea being in this shape
of externality inadequate to itself. . . . It gives way to accidentality
and chance; it cannot in all its particular determination be penetrated
by reason.20

The true life of the Idea, of the Divine, begins in history. In
Hegel's philosophy the Spinozistic formula Deus sive natura was
converted into the formula Deus sive historia.

But this apotheosis does not apply to particular historical
events; it applies to the historical process taken as a whole. "That
this 'Idea' or 'Reason' is the True, the Eternal, the absolutely
powerful essence; that it reveals itself in the world, and that in
that world nothing else is revealed but this and its honour and
glfry-is the thesis which has been proved in philosophy, and is
here regarded as demonstrated." 21 Even previous philosophic or
theological thinkers as for instance St. Augustine, VieD, or Herder
had spoken of history as a divine revelation. But in the Hegelian
system history is no mere appearance of God, but his reality: God
not only "has" history, he is history.

18. EnCIJClopeditz of tile Philo.wphicol Sciences, § B.
19. Philosophy of Hbtory, p. 38.
20. Encyclopedia, ~ 248.
21. Phaosophy uf Histoty, p. 10.
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Hegers Theory of the State

The conception of the state follows from that of history. To
Hegel the state is not only a part, a special province, but the
essence, the very core of historical life. It is the alpha and omega.
Hegel denies that we can speak of historical life outside and
before the state.

Nations may have passed a long life before arriving at this their desti­
nation, and during this period, they may have attained considerable
culture in some directions. . . . But that apparently so extensive range
of events lies beyond the pale of history. . . . But it is the State which
first presents subject-matter that is not only adapted to the prose of
history, but involves the production of such history in the very progress
of its own being.22

If reality must be defined in terms of history rather than in
terms of nature, and if the state is the prerequisite of history, it
follows that we have to see in the state the supreme and most
perfect reality. No political theory before Hegel ever proposed
this. To Hegel the state is not only the representative but the
very incarnation of the "spirit of the world." While St. Augustine
regarded the civitas terrena as a distortion and disfigurement of
the civitas divina, Hegel saw in this civitas terrenfJ. the "Divine
Idea as it exists on earth." This is an entirely new type of abso­
lutism.

In order to carry his point Hegel had, however, to remove the
obstacles created by previous political theories. His fight agaipst
the Natural Right theories of the state began as early as 1802 in
his treatise Concerning the Scientific Modes of Treating Natural
Right and was continued in all his later works. Up to the begin­
ning of the nineteenth century it was the current opinion that the
state originates in a contract. That such a contract is bound to
certain conditions, to legal or moral restrictions, seemed to be a
foregone conclusion. In order to avoid this difficulty Hegel had
to take a very bold step. He had to change the very idea of
"morality" that had prevailed for many centuries. He declared
that this idea was merely a "subjective" conception which cannot
lay claim to a true objective validity.

22. lckm, p. 6Z f.
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"Morality" in the sense in which it was understood by the pre­
vious ethical systems, as for instance by the systems of Kant or
Fichte, pretends to be a universal law. "There is but one categori­
cal imperative," says Kant, "namely, this: Act only on that maxim
whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should become
a univcrsallaw." But this categorical imperative gives us only an
abstract and formal law, a law that binds the individual will but
is entirely powerless against the reality of things. In Kant's system
the moral world, the realm of ends, is opposed to the natural
world, the world of causes and effects. We can postulate a unity
of these two worlds but we can never prove it-it remains a vain
desire. Fiat iustitia, perr.at mundus-is the maxim of this moral­
ity. In doing his duty the individual must negate the world and
must destroy himself. For his moral nature is incompatible with
his physical nature-his duty is in eternal conflict with his happi­
ness.

The moral consciousness takes duty to be the essential reality. . , .
But this moral consciousness, at the same time, finds before it the as­
sumed freedom of nature: it learns by experience that nature is not
concerned about givin~ consciousness a sense of the unity of its reality
with that of nature, and hence discovers that nature may let it become
happy, hut perhaps also may not. ... It therefore finds reason for
bewailing a situation where there is no correspondence between itself
and existence, and lamenting the injustice which confines it to having
its object merely in the form of pure duty but refuses to let it see this
object and itself actually realized.II

One of the principal aims of Hegel's theodicy is to do away with
such idle lamentations. According to him they follow from a deep
misunderstandin~of what ethical reality is and means. We cannot
find the true ethical order, the ethical "substance" in a mere for­
mal law. It is expressed in a much higher sense, in actual and
concrete reality, in the life of the state. "The State," says Hegel in
his System der Sittlichkeit, in which he first introduces his sharp
distinction between Moralitiit and Sittlichkeit,24 "is the self-certain
absolute mind which acl-nowledges no abstract rules of good and
bad, shameful and mean, craft and deception."

23. Phenomenolof!,Y of Mind, English trans., II, 611 E.
24. Enl!:lish translations have tried various ways to express this distinction. Usu­

ally MaraUt/it is rendered by "morality"; Slttllchkelt by "ethicality:' See, for in­
stance, J. M. StelTett, TIle EthIcs at Ilegel (see above, p. 251, D. 5), p. 60.
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Here is. in a sense. a complete transvaluation of values, a re­

versal of all previous standards. According to this revaluation
there is no longer any moral obligation for the state. Morality
holds for the individual will. not for the universal will of the state.
If there is any duty to the state it is the duty to preserve itself.
"It is a generally acknowledged and well mown principle," says
Hegel in his treatise on the constitution of Germany,
that the particular interest of the State is the most important considera­
tion. The State is the spirit that dwells in the world and realizes itself in
the world through consci01JS1less, while in nature the spirit actualizes it­
self only as the other of itself, as donnant spirit. . . . It is the course of
God through the world that constitutes the State ... When con­
ceiving the State, one must not think of particular states, not of par­
ticular institutions, but one must much rather contemplate the Idea,
God as actual on earth, alone.20

In this respect Hegel's doctrine is not only in sharp conlrast to
all the previous theories of natural right but also to the romantic
theories of the state. To be sure Hegel was deeply indebted to
romanticism. He accepts some of its fundamental ideas. In his
general conception of history and in his idea of the "national
spirit" the inHuence of Herder and of the writers of early ro­
manticism is obvious. But his politics is based upon entirely dif­
ferent principles. His connection with romantic thought is only
a negative one. He rejects the "mechanic-ul" thcor:es, according
to which the state is no more than an aggregate of individual
wills. held together by the legal bonds of a social contract or a
contract of submission. Like the romantic political writers IIegel
insists that the state possesses an "organic" unity. In such an or­
ganism the whole is, according to the definition of Aristotle.
"prior" to the parts. But as to the nature of this organic whole
Hegel's view deviates from almost all the romantic writers. The
very tenn "organic unity" cannot be used by him in the same
sense as it was used by Schelling, the real philosopher of ro­
manticism. Hegel's unity is a dialectic unity; a unity of con­
traries. It not only allows but even requires the strongest tensions
and oppositions. From this point of view Hegel had to reject the
esthetic ideals of Schelling or Novalis. Novalis had spoken of the
state as a "beautiful individual." In his essay on Christianity or
Europe he had dreamed of a unity of all Christian nations under

as. PhIkMophg of Bight, § 258. Sterrett trans., p. 191; Dyde trans., pp. 244-247.
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the guidance and authority of a universal, a really "catholic"
church.28 This ideal of political and religious peace was not the
ideal of Hegel. According to him it is necessary to introduce into
political thought what he calls "the seriousness, the suffering, the
patience, and the labour of the negative." 21

The negative role of political life is contained in the fact of
war. To abolish or terminate war would be the death blow of
political life. It is a mere utopianism to think that the conHicts
between nations could ever be settled by legal means-by inter­
national courts of arbitration. There is no praetor who can judge
of states, and the Kantian idea of an everlasting peace by a league
of nations settling disputes and arranging discords by virtue of
a power acknowledged by every single state would presuppose
the unanimity of the states which always would rest upon particu­
lar independent wills and would, therefore, be highly contin­
gent.28 "Since states in their relation of self-subsistence are op­
posed to one another as particular wills and the validity of treaties
depends on this, and since the content of the particular will of
the state is its welfare, this particular welfare is the highest law
in the relation of one state to another." 20.

From his early youth Hegel had rejected all "humanitarian"
ideals. He declared the "universal love of mankind" to be noth­
ing more than an "insipid invention." Such a love that has no real
concrete object is shallow and unnatural.30 Much better to ac­
cept all the inherent defects of real political life than to indulge
in such vague generalities.

Every state, though it may be declared wretched according to some­
body's principles, though this or that imperfection in it must be ad­
mitted-possesses always, if it belongs to the developed states of our
times, the essential elements of its true existence. But since it is easier
to discover faults than to understand positive chalucteristics, it is easy
to fall into the error of overlooking the internal organism of the state
itseH in dwelling upon extrinsic phases of it. The state is no work of
art; it exists in the world, and hence in the sphere of choice, accidence,
and error. Hence the evil behavior of its members can disfigure it in
many ways. But the most defonned human being, the criminal, the

26. See above, p. 185, n. 13.
27. Phenomenology of Mind, Preface, p. 17.
28. Philo8ophy of Hight. '333. Dyde trans., p. 338.
29. Idem. t 336. Dyde trans., p. 339.
SO. Hegel. TheolopchtJ Jugerld8chriften (see above, p. 254, D. 9), pp. 295, 323.
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invalid, and the cripple are still always living human beings: the
affimlative, life, remains in spite of all defects, and here we have til do
with this afBnnative alone.S1

Unlike Navalis, Hegel is not interested in the beauty of the state
but in its "truth." And according to him this truth is not a moral
one; it is rather "the truth which lies in power." "Men arc as fool­
ish as to forget . . . in their enthusiasm for liberty of conscience
and political freedom, the truth which lies in power." These words
written in 1801, about 150 years ago, contain the cle:lCest and
most ruthless program of fascism that has' ever been propounded
by any political or philosophic writer.

The same principle holds not only for the actions of nations
and states, but also for those exceptional individuals who deter­
mine the course of the political world and arc the real makers
of history. They too are exempt from all moral demands. To
measure their deeds by our conventional standards would be
ridiculous. In Hegel's system the worship of the state is com­
bined with hero worship. The greatness of a hero has nothing to
do with his so-called "virtues." Since greatness means power it
is obvious that vice is just as great as virtue. An abstract moral
view gives rise to that "psycholo!J;ical" interpretation of history
which seeks to belittle all great deeds and hf'coes by reducing
them to petty and mean psychological motives. "This is the view
of psychological valets to whom no men are heroe.>, not because
there are no heroes but because they thelllseIves are only val­
ets." 32 Of such an interpretation of history Hegel always speaks
with utter contempt.

To be sure he himself had no illusions about the motives of
most of the great political actions. He never makes an attempt
to "idealize" these motives. Here too he is far from a trivial op­
timism. He knows very well that personal ambitions not only have
their share in all great political actions but that, in most cases,
they are the real driving force. All this does not detract from
their value but rather increases it. He who speaks of human pas­
sions in a disparaging tone blindfolds himself against the true
character of the historical process. The power that puts all his­
torical actions in operation and gives them determinate existence,
is the need, instinct, inclination, and passion of man. This is the

31. Philo:rophy of Right, § 258. Sterrett trans., pp. 191 f.; Dyde tranl., p. 247.
32. Idem, § 124. Sterrett trans., p. 113; Dyde tram., p. 120.
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absolute right of personal existence, to find itself satisfied in its
activity and labor.

We assert then that nothing has been accomplished without interest
on the part of the actors and if interest be called passion we may
affirm absolutely that nothing in the world great has been accom­
plished without passion. Two elements, therefore, enter into the object
of our investigation; the first, the Idea, the second, the complex of
human passions; the one the warp, the other the woof of the vast
arras-web of Universal History.

I

By abstract moralists passion is regarded as a thing of sinister
aspect, as more or less immoral. But here too Hegel accepts
Machiavelli's conception of 'Virtu. "Virtue" means strength; and
there is no stronger and more powerful motive in human life than
the great passions. The Idea itself would not actualize itself with­
out engaging all human passioDli.

The special interest of passion is thus inseparable from the active de­
velopment of a general principle: for it is from the, special and deter­
minate and from its negation, that the Universal results. Particularity
contends with its like, and some loss is involved in the issue. It is not
the general idea that is implicated in opposition and combat, and that
is exposed to danger. It remains in the background, untouched and
uninjured. This may be called the cunning of reason-that it sets the
passions to work for itself, while that which develops its existence
through such impulsion pays the penalty, and suffers loss.II

On this view of universal history Hegel abolishes the common
distinction between "altruistic" and "egoistic" acts. Nietzsche's
"immoralism" was no new fearure; it was already anticipated in
Hegel's system.

The first glance at History convinces us that the actions of men proceed
from their needs, their passions, their characters, and talents; and im­
presses us with the belief that such needs, passions, and interests are
the sole springs of action-the efficient agents in the scene of activity.
Among these may, perhaps, be found aims of a liberal or universal
kind-benevolence it may be, or noble patriotism; but such virtues
and general views are but insignificant as compared with the WorId
and its doings. . . . Passions, private aims, and the satisfaction of
selfish desires are, on the other hand, most effective springs of action.
Their power lies in the fact that they respect none of the limitations

88. PhiloBophy of HI8forIj. p. 34.
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which justice and morality would impose on them; and that these
natural impulses have a more direct influence over man than the uti­
ticial and tedious discipline that tends to order and seH-restraint, law
and morality.u

Hegel was not afraid of egoism; he was the first philosophic
thinker who not only regarded it as an unavoidable evil but ele­
vated it to the rank of an "ideal" principle. He introduced that
concept of sacro egoismo which after him has played such a de­
cisive and disastrous role in modern political life. It is true that
after Hegel's times the emphasis was shifted. He himself regarded
the individuals as marionettes in the great puppet show of uni­
versal history. According to him the author and the dramaturge
of the historical drama is the "Idea": the individuals are nothin~

but the "agents of the world-spirit." 35 Later on, when Ht'gel's
metaphysics had lost its influence and binding power, this con­
ception was turned upside down: the "ideas" became the agents
of the individuals who are the real "leaders:'

Hegel's political theory is a watershed between two great
streams of thought. It marks the turning point between two ages,
two cultures, two ideologies. It stands on the border line between
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Hegel was firmly con­
vinced that no individual thinker could go beyond his own time.
"Philosophy is its time apprehended in thoughts. It is, therefore,
just as foolish to fancy that any philosophy can transcend its
present world, as that an individual could leap out of his time
and jump over Rhodes." That is the most characteristic expres­
sion of the difference between the spirit of the Enlightenment
and the new spirit of the nineteenth century. Neither the French
Encyclopedists nor Kant were afraid to think against their own
time. They had to combat the ancien regime; and they were con­
vinced that in this struggle philosophy had its share as one of
the most powerful weapons. But Hegel could no longer assign
this role to philosophy. He had become the philosopher of his­
tory. History can be described and expressed but it cannot be
created or transfonned by philosophic thought. Hegel's ''histo­
rism" is the necessary correlate of his rationalism. The two illus­
trate and interpret each other. That is one of the greatest merits,
but at the same time it is one of the essential limitations of He-

34. Idem, p. 21.
85. Idem, p. 32.
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gel's poUtical theory. This theory seems to be the outcome and
the culminating point of purely speculative thought. But amidst
those speculations we always feel the pulse beat of actual politi­
cal life. This gives to all the Hegelian concepts, notwithstanding
their universality, their special color and aspect. Almost all the
previous concepts undergo a profound change of meaning in his
system. Every thinker of the eighteenth century could have sub­
scribed to Hegel's definition of the history of the world as "prog­
ress in the consciousness of frecdom." As a matter of fact it was
not Hegel but Kant who had first given this definition. so But
neither the term "freedom" nor the term "progress" nor even the
term "consciousness" meant the same in the Kantian and in the
Hegelian system.

What Hegel objected to in Kant and Fichte was that their ideal­
ism was only a "subjectivc" idealism. According to him such an

, idealism gives us a philosophy of reflection (Reflerionsphiloso­
phie), not a philosophy of reality. Hegel's theory has been ex­
tolled and criticized as an outgrowth of "constructive" thought.
But it was no longer constructivc in the same sense as the systems
of the eighteenth century. It was rather contemplative; it con­
tented itself with an interpretation of the given historical reality.
Kant had declared that the human understanding does not sim­
ply find the laws of nature, but that it is itself the source of the
laws of nature; "the understanding does not draw its laws (a
priori) from nature, but prescribes them to it." 31 The same prin­
ciple holds for him in the field of ethical thought. Even here man
does not Simply submit to laws imposed upon him by the will of
God or by any other authority. The will of every rational being
is a "universally legislating will." A rational being obeys no law
but that which he himself also gives.38 With Fichte this autonomy
of the will becomes also the highest metaphysical principle.

Hegel did not simply deny or abrogate the idealism of Kant
and Fichte nor did he underrate the value of the political ideals
of the French Revolution. In his youth he had been deeply im­
pressed by them. When Hegel was still a student in the theologi­
cal seminary in Tiibingen and the first news of the French Rev-

36. See Kant's treatise Ideen zu einel' allgemeinen Gcschtchte 'n weltbUrgel'­
licl_ Absicht (1784), "Werke," ed. E. Cassirer, IV, 149 if.

37. Kant, Prolegomena, ~ 36, cE. Cnf/que of Pure RClUDn (1st 00.), p. 127.
38. See Kant, Fundamental Pnnciples of the Metaphyric of MDf'ols, Enldish

trans. T. K. Abbott (6th ed., London, Longmans. Green & Co., 1927), pp. 50 if.



Hegef8 Theory of the State 271

olution came to Germany, it was hailed with enthusiasm both by
himseH and by his friends Schelling and Holderlin. Even l~ter,

when Hegel had become a sharp adversary of the Revolution, he
never spoke of it as a professed enemy.

These general conceptions ... -the Laws of Nature and the sub­
stance of what is right and good-have received the name of Reason.
The recognition of the validity of these laws was designated by the
term Eclaircissement (Aufkliirung). From France it passed over into
Germany, and created a new world of ideas. The absolute criterion­
taking the place of all authority based on religious belief and positive
laws of Right . . . -is the verdict passed by Spirit itself on the char­
acter of that which is to be believed or obeyed. . . . It may however
be remarked that the same principle obtained speculative recognition
in Germany, in the Kantian philosophy.... This is a vast discovery
in regard to the profoundest depths of being and freedom. The con­
sciousness of the Spiritual is now the essential basis of the political
fabric, and Philosophy has thereby become dominant. It has been said
that the French Revolution resulted from philosophy, and it is not
without reason that Philosophy has been called 'Weltweisheit" (World
Wisdom); for it is not only truth in and for itself, as the pure essence
of things, but also tmth in its living form as exhibited in the aHairs of
the world. . . . The conception, the idea of Right asserted its author­
ity all at once, and the old framework of injustice could offer no re­
sistance to its onslaught. A constitution, therefore. was established in
harmony with the conception of Right, and on this founclation all future
legislation was to be based. Never since the ~un had stood in the
firmament and the planets revolved around him had it been perceived
that man's existence centres in his head, i.e. in Thought, inspired by
which he builds up the world of reality. . . . This was accordingly a
glorious mental dawn. All thinking beings shared in the jubilation of
this epoch. Emotions of a lofty character stirred men's minds at that
time; a spiritual enthusiasm thrilled through the world, as if the recon­
ciliation between the Divine and the Secular was now first accom­
plished.B8

The man who could speak in this way was not simply a politi­
cal reactionary. He had not only a deep insight into the true
character of the French Revolution and of aU the ideals of the
Enlightenment but also a profound respect for them. Neverthe­
less he did not think these ideas to be an adequate means of
organizing the social and political world.

59. Phllmophy of HIttcny. pp. 460-466.
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What he objected to in Kant, Fichte, and the French Revolu­
tion was that the idea of freedom, enthroned and proclaimed by
them, remained "merely format.. What does this "formality"
mean? It means that thought, in finding and asserting itself, had,
at the same time, lost touch with the real world. The real world
is a historical world, and all that the French Revolution could do
was to negate and destroy the historical order of things. Such an
estrangement can never be deemed to be a true reconciliation be­
tween the "real" and the "rational." To design an ideal picture of
things, a mere "ought to be" over against the historical world
cannot be the task of philosophy. Such an idealism would be
vain and futile. Hegel professes an "objective" idealism, there­
fore, which does not look at ideas as if they were only haunting
men's minds. He seeks them in reality, that is, in the course of
historical events. tO

In the field of actual and practical politics this principle led
to conclusions which sometimes seem to be very objectionable.
Hegel could reconcile himself to almost everything-supposing
it had proved its right by its power. When Napoleon in 1806,
after the battle of Jena in which he had defeated the Prussian
Army visited Jena, Hegel spoke of this event with the greatest
enthusiasm. "I saw the emperor, this soul of the world:' he wrote
in one of his letters, "riding through the streets:' Later on he
judged quite differently. Napoleon was defeated and exiled; Prus­
sia had become the predominant power in Germany. "The soul
of the world" had shifted to another part of the political body.
From now on Hegel became "the philosopher of the Prussian
State"; when appointed to his professorship in Berlin he declared
that the Prussian State is "based on intelligence." 41

It would, however, be unjust to charge Hegel with a sheer po­
litical opportunism. He was no mere time server who trimmed
his sails to the wind of the stronger party. As we pointed out, he
always made a sharp distinction between what is "real" and what
has only an "idle existence." 42 But how can we apply this dis­
tinction to our political and historical life? How can we know

40. See idem, pp. 9 f.
41. See Ht",g'el's Address to his audience at his inauguration in Berlin on October

22, 1818. in "Samtliche Werke," VI, xxxv-xl, and in EncyclopiU71c der llhilosophi­
schen Wi,~sCrlllchaften, ed. G. Lasson (2d ed. Leipzig, Felix Meiner, 1905), pp.
lxxi-lxxvi.

42. See above, p. 262.
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what is substantial or accidental, what is apparent and transitory
or real and permanent in the human world? To this question the
Hegelian system can only give one answer. The history of the
world is the jud~ent of the world. There is no way left other
than to apply to this highest tribunal, the judgment of which is
infallible and irrevocable. Even the "natipnal spirits" cannot es­
cape this judgment.

The spirit of a nation is an existing individual, having in particularity
its objective actuality and self-consciousness. Because of this partic­
ularity it is limited. The destinies and deeds of states in their connec­
tion with one another are the visible dialectic of the finite nature of
these spirits. Out of this dialectic the universal spirit, the spirit of the
world, the unlimited spirit produces itself. It has the highest right of
all, and exercises its right upon the lower spirits in world-history. The
history of the world is the world's court of judgment.48

If we study the influence of Hegel's philosophy upon the sub­
sequent development of political thought we find here a com­
plete reversal of one of his fundamental views. In this respect
Hegelianism is one of the most paradoxical phenomena in mod­
em cultural life. There is perhaps no better and more striking
example of the dialectical character of history than the fate of
Hegelianism itself. The principle defended by Hegel is suddenly
converted into its opposite. Hegel's logic and philosophy seemed
to be the triumph of the rational. The o!lly thought which phi­
losophy brings with it is the simple concepLion of Reason; that
the history of the world presents us with a rational process. But
it was the tragic fate of Hegel that he unconsciously unchained
the most irrational powers that have ever appeared in man's so­
cial and political life. No other philosophical system has done so
much for the preparation of fascism and imperialism as Hegel's
doctrine of the state-this "divine Idea as it exists on earth." Even
the idea that, in every epoch of history, there is one and only one
nation that is the real representation of the world spirit and that
this nation has the right to rule all the others was first expressed
by Hegel.

The world-spirit, in its onward march, hands over to each people the
task of working out its own peculiar vocation. Thus in universal his­
tory each nation in turn is for that epoch (and it can make such an

48. PhlloBophy of Hight, f 340. Dyde trans., p. 841.
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epoch only once) dominant. Against this absolute right to be the bearer
01 the present stage of the development of the world-spirit, the spirits
of the other nations are absolutely without right, and they, as well
as those whose epochs are passed, count no longer in universal history.--

Never before had a philosopher of the rank of Hegel spoken in
this way. In the first decades of the nineteenth century we find
the rise and ever-increasing inHuence of nationalistic ideals. It
was, however, a new event in the history of political thought, an
event pregnant with far-reaching and fearful consequences, when
a system of Ethics and a philosophy of Right defended such a
ruthless imperialistic nationalism, when Hegel declared the spirits
of other nations to be "absolutely without right" against the na­
tion which, at a given historical moment, is to be regarded as the
only "agent of the world-spirit."

There is, however, one point in which the difference between
Hegel's doctrine and modern theories of the totalitarian state be­
comes obvious. While it is true that Hegel exempted the state
from all moral obligations and declared that the rules of moral­
ity lose their pretended universality when we proceed from the
problems of private life and private conduct to the conduct of
states, still there remain other bonds from which the state could
not be released. In the Hegelian system the state belongs to the
sphere of the "objective mind." But this sphere is only one ele­
ment or moment in the self-actualization of the Idea. In the dia­
lectic process it is transcended by that other sphere which, in
Hegel's language, is called the reahn of the "Absolute Idea." The
Idea develops itself in three moments: Art, Religion, and Phi­
losophy. It is clear that the state cannot treat these highest cul­
tural goods as mere means for its own purposes. They are' ends
in themselves that have to be respected and furthered. It is true
that they have no separate existence outside the state, for man
cannot develop them without having organized his social life.
Nevertheless these forms of cultural life have an independent
meaning and value. They cannot be brought under a foreign
jurisdiction. The state remains, as Hegel says, "on the territory
of finitude." 411 Hegel could not subordinate art, religion, and phi­
losophy to it.

There exists then a higher sphere that stands above the objec-

44. Itkm, § 347. Sterrett trans., 209. Dyde trans., pp. 343 f.
45. Encyclopedia. § 483.
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tive mind embodied in the state which is conceived as a spiritual
and, therefore, as a generous power. It should never attempt to
suppress the other spiritual energies but should recognize them
and set them free. "The highest aim that the state can attain is
that art and science are cultivated and come to a height corre­
sponding to the spirit of the people. That is the principal end of
the state-but an end that it must not bring about as an external
work but that must arise from itseH." 48

Hegel spoke not only of the power of the state but also of its
"truth," and he was a great admirer of "the truth that lies in
power." Nevertheless he did not confuse this power with sheer
physical force. He knew very well that a mere increase of material
wealth and powcr is not to be regarded as a standard of the
wealth and health of a state. In a passage of his Greater I,ogic he
has emphasized this view. As he points out, the enlargement of
the territory of a state may very often enfeeble or even dissolve
its form and, therefore, become the beginning of its ruin.4T

Even in his treatise on the Constitution of Germany Hegel had
emphasized tIlat the strength of a country lies neithez in the mul­
titude of its inhabitants and figllting men nor in its size. The
guarantee of a constihltion lies rather "in the indwelling spirit
and the history of the nation by which constitutions have been
made and are made." ~R To make this inuwellillg spirit subservient
to the wiII of a political party or of ail individual leader was im­
possible to Hcgcl. In this respect he would have rejected and
abhorred the modern conceptions of the "totalitarian" state.

And there is stilI another reason why Hegel never could !">ub­
scribe to these views. One of the principal aims and funuamental
conditions of the totalitarian state is the principle of Gl.eich­
schaltung. In order to suhsist it has to eliminate all other forms
of social and cultural life and efface all distinctions. According to
Hegel such an elimination can never lead to a true, organic unity.
Its result would only be that "abstract" ullity which he incessantly
denounced. A real unity docs not erase or obliterate the differ­
ences; it must protect and preserve them. Though Hegel was
strongly opposcd to the ideals of the FreIlch Revolution he was

46. Vorlesungen ubl'1' die Philosophic der Gcschichtc, ed. Georg Lasson, "Siimt­
liche Werke," VIII-IX (Leipzig. F. Meiner. 1919-20),628.

47. Science of Logic. English trans. by W. n. Johnston and L. G. Struthers
(London, George Allen & Unwin, 1929), I, 854.

48. Encyclopedia. '540.
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convinced, nevertheless, that to abolish all distinctions in the
social and political body, under the pretense of strengthening the
power and unity of the state, would mean the very end of free­
dom. "The one essential canon to make liberty deep and real is
io give every business belonging to the general interests of the
state a separate organization wherever they are essentially dis­
tinct. Such real division must be: for liberty is only deep when
it is differentiated in all its fullness and these differences mani­
fested in existence." 411 Hegel could extol and glorify the state,
he could even apotheosize it. There is, however, a clear and un­
mistakable difference between his idealization of the power of
the state and that sort of idolization that is the characteristic of
our modern totalitarian systems.

49. Encyclopedia, §541.



XVIII

THE TECHNIQUE OF THE MODERN
POLITICAL MYTHS

I
F WE try to resolve our contemporary political myths into their
elements we find that they contain no entirely new feature.
All the elements were already well known. Carlyle's theory of

hero worship and Gobineau's thesis of the fundamental moral and
intellectual diversity of races had been discussed over and over
again. But all these discussions remained in a sense merely aca­
demic. To change the old ideas into strong and powerful politi­
cal weapons something more was needed. They had to be ac­
commodated to the understanding of a different audience. For
this purpose a fresh instrument was required-not only an instru­
ment of thought but also of action. A new technique had to be
developed. This was the last and decisive factor. To put it into
scientific terminology we may say that this technique had a cata­
lytical effect. It accelerated all reactions and gave them their
full effect. While the soil for the Myth of the Twentieth Century
had been prepared long before, it could not have borne its fruit
without the skilful use of the new technical tool.

The general conditions which favored this development and
contributed to its final victory appeared in the period after the
first World War. At this time aU the nations which had been en­
gaged in the war encountered the same fundamental difficulties.
They began to realize that, even for the victorious nations, the
war had, in no field, brought a real solution. On all sides new
questions arose. The international, the social, and the human
conflicts became more and more intense. They were felt every­
where. But in England, France, and North America there re­
mained always some prospect of solving these conflicts by ordi­
nary and nonnal means. In Cennany, however, the case was dif­
ferent. From one day to the next the problem became more acute
and more complicated. The leaders of the Weimar Republic had
done their best to cope with these problems by diplomatic trans­
actions or legislative measures. But all their efforts seemed to have
been made in vain. In the times of inflation and unemployment
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Germany's whole social and economic system was threatened
with a complete collapse. The normal resources seemed to have
been exhausted. This was the natural soil upon which the po­
litical myths could grow up and in which they found ample
nourishment.

Even in primitive societies where myth pervades and governs
the whole of man's social feeling and social life it is not always
operative in the same way nor docs it always appear with the
same strength. It reaches its full force when man has to face
an unusual and dangerous situation. Malinowski, who lived for
many years among the natives of the Trobriand Islands and who
has given us a searching analysis of their mythical conceptions
and their magic rites, has repeatedly insisted upon this point.
As he points out, even in primitive societies the use of magic is
restricted to a special field of activities. In all those cases that can
be dealt with by comparatively simple technical means man does
not have recourse to magic. It appears only if man is confronted
with a task that seems to be far beyond his natural, powers. There
remains, however, always a certain sphere which is not affected
by magic or mythology, and which, therefore, may be described
as the secular spllCre. Here man relies on his own skill instead
of the power of magic rites and formulae. "When the native has to
produce an implement," says Malinowski in The Foundations of
Faith and Morals,

he does not refer to magic. He is strictly empirical, that is, scientific,
in the choice of his material, in the manner in which he strikes, cuts,
and polishes the blade. He relies completely on his skill, on his reason
and his endurance. There is no exaggeration in saying that in all mat­
ters where knowledge is sufficient the native relies on it exclusively.
. . . The Central Australian possesses genuine science or knowledge,
that is, tradition completely controlled by experience and reason, and
completely unaffected by any mystical elements.

There is a body of rules, handed from one generation to another,
which refers to the manner in which people live in their little shelters,
make their fire by friction, collect their food and cook it, make love to
each other, and quarrel. ... That this secular tradition is plastic, se­
lective, and intelligent, and also well founded, can be seen from the
fact that the native always adopts any new and suitable material.'

1. B. Malinowslci, The Foundations of Faith and Morals (London, Oxford Uni­
verlity PreIs, 1936), pp. 32f.
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In all those tasks that need no particular and exceptional efforts,
no special courage or endurance, we find no magic and no Ir.yth­
ology. But a highly developed magic and connected with it a
mythology always occurs if a pursuit is dangerous and its issues
uncertain.

This description of the role of magic and mythology in primi­
tive society applies equally well to highly advanced stages of
man's political life. In desperate situations man will always have
recourse to desperate means-and our present-day political myths
have been such desperate means. If reason has failed us, there
remains always the ultima ratio, the power of the miraculous and
mysterious. Primitive societies are not ruled by written laws,
statutes, institutions or constitutions, bills of right or political
charters. Nevertheless even the most primitive forms of social life
show us a very clear and a very strict organization. The members
of these societies are by no means living in a state of anarchy or
confusion. Perhaps the most primitive societies we know of are
those totemistie societies that we find among the American abo­
rig~al tribes and among the native tribes of northern and central
Australia, that have been carefully studied and described in the
works of Spencer and Gillen. In thcse totemistic societies we find
no complex and elaborate mythology, comparable to Greek, In­
dian, or Egyptian mythologies; we find no worship of personal
gods and no personification of the grr~at powers 0f nature. But
they are held together by another, and even stronger, force; by a
definite ritual based upon mythical conceptions-their beliefs in
the animal ancestors. Every member of the group belongs to a
special totcrnistic clan; and thereby he is bound in the chain of
fixed tradition. He has to abstain from certain kinds of food; he
has to observe very strict rules of exogamy or endogamy; and he
has to perform, at certain times, in re~ular intervals and in a rigid
and unchangeable order the same rituals which are a dramatic
representation of the life of the toternistic ancestors. All this is
imposed upon the members of the tribe not by force but by their
fundamental and mythical conceptions, and the binding power
of these conceptions is irresistible; it is never called into ques­
tion.

Later on there appear other political and social forces. The
mythical organization of society seems to be superseded by a
rational organization. In quiet and peaceful times, in periods of
relative stability and security, this rational organization is easily
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maintained. It seems to be safe against all attacks. But in politics
the equipoise is never completely established. What we find here
is a labile rather than a static equilibrium. In politics we are al­
ways living on volcanic soil. We must be prepared for abrupt
convulsions and eruptions. In all critical moments of man's social
life, the rational forces that resist the rise of the old mythical
conceptions are no longer sure of themselves. In these moments
the time for myth has come again. For myth has not been really
vanquished and subjugated. It is always there, lurking in the dark
and waiting for its hour and opportunity. This hour comes as soon
as the other binding forces of man's social life, for one reasou
or another, lose their strength and are no longer able to combat
the demonic mythical powers.

A French scholar, E. Doutte, has written a very interesting
book Magie et religion dans rAfrique du Nord. In this book he
tries to give a concise and clear-cut definition of myth. According
to Doutte the gods and demons that we find in primitive societies
are nothing but the personifications of collective wishes. Myth,
says Doutte, is "Ie desir collectif personifie"-the'collective gesire
personified. This definition was given about thirty-five years ago.
Of course the author did not know and did not think of our cur­
rent political problems. He spoke as an anthropologist who was
engaged in a study of the religious ceremonies and the magic
rites of some savage tribes in North Africa. On the other hand
this fonnula of Doutte could be used as the most laconic and
trenchant expression of the modem idea of leadership or dictator­
ship. The call for leadership only appears when a collective desire
has reached an overwhelming strength and when, on the other
hand, all hopes of ful£i.lling this desire, in an or?inary and nonnal
way, have failed. At these times the desire is not only keenly felt
but also personified. It stands before the eyes of man in a con­
crete, plastic, and individual shape. The intensity of the collective
wish is embodied in the leader. The former social bonds-law,
justice, and constitutions-are declared to be without any value.
What alone remains is the mystical power and authority of the
leader and the leader's will is supreme law.

It is, however, clear that the personification of a collective wish
cannot be satisfied in the same way by a great civilized nation as
by a savage tribe. Civilized man is, of course, subject to the most
violent passions, and when these passions reach their culminat-
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ing point he is liable to yield to the most irrational impulses. Yet
even in this case he cannot entirely forget or deny the Jemand of
rationality. In order to believe he must find some "reasons" for
his belief; he must form a "theory" to justify his creeds. And this
theory, at least, is not primitive; it is, on the contrary, highly
sophisticated.

We easily understand the assumption in savage life that all
human powers and all natural powers can be condensed and con­
centrated in an individual man. The sorcerer, if he is the right
man, if he knows the magic spells, and if he understands how to
use them at the right time and in the right order, is the master
of everything. He can avert all evils, he can defeat every enemy;
he commands all natural forces. All this is so far removed from
the modern mind that it seems to be quite unintelligible. Yet, if
modern man no longer believes in a natural magic, he has by no
means given up the belief in a sort of "social magic." If a collec­
tive wish is felt in its whole strength and intensity. people can
easily be persuaded that it only needs the right man to satisfy it.
At this point Carlyle's theory of hero worship made its influence
felt. This theory promised a rational justification for certain con­
ceptions that, in their origin and tendency, were anything but ra­
tional. Carlyle had emphasized that hero worship is a necessary
element in human history. It cannot cease till man himself ceases.
"In all epochs of the world's history, we shall find the Great Man
to have been the indispensable saviour or his epoch; the light­
ning, without which the fuel never would have burnt." ~ The
word of the great man is the wise healiug word which all can be­
lieve in.

But Carlyle did not understand his theory as a definite politi­
cal program. His was a romantic conception of heroism-far dif­
ferent from that of our modern political "realists." The modem
politicians have had to use much more drastic means. They had
to solve a problem that in many respects resembles squaring the
circle. The historians of human civilization have told us that man­
kind in its development had to pass through two different phases.
Man began as homo magus; but from tllC age of magic he passed
to the age of technics. The homo magus of former times and 01
lIimitive civilization became a homo faber, a craftsman and a'

tisan. If we admit such an historical distinction our modern po-
2. Carlyle, On Heroea, Lect. I, pp. IS If. Centenary ed., V, 13.
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litical myths appear indeed as a very strange and paradoxical
thing. For what we find in them is the blending of two activities
that seem to exclude each other. The modern politician has had
to combine in himself two entirely different and even incompati­
ble functions. He has to act, at the same time, as both a homo
magus and a homo faber. He is the priest of a new, entirely irra­
tional and mysterious religion. But when he has to defend and
propagate this religion he proceeds very methodically. Nothing
is left to chance; every step is well prepared and premeditated.
It is this strange combination that is one of the most striking fea­
tures of our political myths.

Myth has always been described as the result of an uncon­
scious activity and as a free product of imagination. But here we
find myth made according to plan. The new political myths do
not grow up freely; they are not wild fruits of an exuberant im­
agination. They are artificial things fabricated by very skilful
and cunning artisans. It has been reserved for the twentieth
century, our own great technical age, to develop a new technique
of myth. Henceforth myths can be manufactured in the same
sense and according to the same methods as any other modem
weapon-as macJline guns or airplanes. That is a new thing-and
a thing of crucial importance. It has changed the whole fonn of
our social life. It was in 1933 that the political world began to
worry somewhat about Gennany's rearmament and its possible
international repercussions. As a matter of fact this rearmament
had begun many years before but had passed almost unnoticed.
The real rearmament began with the origin and rise of the politi­
cal myths. The later military rearmament was only an accessory
after the fact. The fact was an accomplished fact long before; the
military reannament was only the necessary consequence of the
mental rearmament brought about by the political myths.

The first step that had to be taken was a change in the func­
tion of language. If we study the development of human speech
we find that in the historv of civilization the word fulfils two en­
tirely different functions~ To put it briefly we may tenn these
functions the semantic and the magical use of the word. Even
among the so-called primitive languages the semantic function
of the word is never missing; without it there could be no human
speech. But in primitive societies the magic word has a predom­
inant and overwhelming influence. It does not describe things or
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relations of things; it tries to produce effects and to change the
course of nature. This cannot be done without an elaborate magi­
cal art. The magician, or sorcerer is alone able to govern the magic
word. But in his haw it becomes a most powerful weapon. Noth­
ing can resist its force. "Carmina vel coelo possunt deducere lu­
nam," says the sorceress Medea in Ovid's Metamorphoses-by
magic songs and incantations even the moon can be dragged
down from the heavens.

Curiously enough all this recurs in our modern world. If we
study our modern political myths and the use that has been made
of them we find in them, to our great surprise, not only a trans­
valuation of all our ethical values but also a transformation of
human speech. The magic word takes precedence of the semantic
word. If nowadays I happen to read a Gennan book, publi~hed

in these last ten years, not a political but a theoretical book, a
work dealing with philosophical, historical, or economic problems
-I £nd to my amazement that 1 no longer understand the Ger­
man language. New words have been coined; and even the old
ones are used in a new sense; they have undergone a deep change
of meaning. This change of meaning depends upon the fact that
those words which formerly were used in a descriptive, logical,
or semantic sense, are now used as magic words that are destined
to produce certain effects and to stir up certain emotions. Our
ordinary words are charged with meaninj?;s; but the~e new-fangled
words are charged with feelings and violent passions.

Not long ago there was published a very interesting little book,
Nazi-Deutsch. A Glossary of Contemporary German Usage. Its
authors are Heinz Paechter, Bertha Hellman, Hedwig Paechter,
and Karl O. Paetel. In this book all those new terms which were
produced by the Nazi regime were carefully listed, and it is a
tremendous list. There seem to be only a few words which have
survived the general destruction. The authors made an attempt
to translate the new terms into Enj?;lish, but in this re~ard they
were, to my mind, unsuccessful. They were able to give only
circumlocutions of the German words and phrases instead of real
translations. For unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, it was
impossible to render these words adequately in English. What
characterizes them is not so much their content and their objective
meaning as the emotional atmosphere which surrounds and en­
velops them. This atmosphere must be felt; it cannot be trans-
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lated nor can it be transferred from one climate of opinion to an
entirely different one. To illustrate this point I content myself
with one striking example chosen at random. I understand from
the Glossary that ·in recent German usaga. there was a sharp
difference between the two terms Siegfriede and Siegerfriede.
Even for a Gennan ear it will not be easy to grasp this difference.
The two words sound exactly alike, and seem to denote the same
thing. Sieg means victory, Friede means peace; how can the com­
bination of the two words produce entirely different meanings?
Nevertheless we are told that, in modern German usage, there is
all the difference in the world between the two terms. For a Sieg­
friede is a peace through German victory; whereas a Siegerfriede
means the very opposite; it is used to denote a peace which would
be dictated by the allied conquerors. It is the same with other
tenns. The men who coined these terms were masters of their art
of political propaganda. They attained their end, the stirring up
of violent political passions, by the simplest means. A word, or
even the change of a syllable in a word, was often good enough
to serve this purpose. If we 11ear these new words 'we feel in them
the whole gamut of human emotions-of hatred, anger, fury,
haughtiness, contempt, arrogance, and disdain.

But the skilful use of the magic word is not all. If the word is
to have its full effect it has to be supplemented by the introduc­
tion of new rites. In this respect, too, the political leaders pro­
ceeded very thoroughly, methodically, and successfully. Every
political action has its speCial ritual. And since, in the totalitarian
state, there is no private sphere, independent of political life, the
whole life of man is suddenly inundated by a high tide of new
rituals. They are as regular, as rigorous amI inexorable as those
rituals that we find in primitive societies. Every class, every sex,
and every age has a rite of its own. No one could walk in the
street, nobody could greet his neighbor or friend without per­
forming a political ritual. And just as in primitive societies the
neglect of one of the prescribed rites has meant misery and death.
Even in young children this is not regarded as a mere sin of omis­
sion. It becomes a crime against the majesty of the leader and the
totalitarian state.

The effect of these new rites is obvious. Nothing is more likely
to lull asleep all our active forces, our power of judgment and
critical discernment, and to take away our feeling of personality
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and individual responsibility than the steady, uniform, and mo­
notonous performance of the same rites. As a matter of fact in
all primitive societies ruled and governed by rites individual re­
sponsibility is an unknown thing. What we find here is only a
collective responsibility. Not the individuals but the group is the
real "moral subject." The clan, the family, and the whole tribe are
responsible for the actions of all the members. If a crime is com­
mitted it is not imputed to an individual. By a sort of miasma or
social contagion, the crime spreads over the whole group. Nobody
can escape the infection. Revenge and punishment too are always
directed to the group as a whole. In those societies in which the
blood feud is one of the highest obligations it is by no means nec­
essary to take revenge upon the murderer himself. It is enough
to kill a member of hL" family or his tribe. In some cases, as for
instance in New Guinea or among the African Somalis, it is the
eldest brother rather than the oHender himsclf who is killed.

In the last two hundred years our conceptions of the character
of savage life, when compared to the life of civilized men, have
completely cbanged. In the eighteenth century Rousseau gave hL"
famous description of savage life and the state of nature. He saw
in it a real paradise of simplicity, innocence, and happiness. The
savage lived alone in the freshness of his native forest, following
his instincts and satisfying his simple desires. He enjoyed the
highest good, the good of absolute independence. lJnfortullately
the progress of anthropological research mane during the nine­
teenth century has completely destroyed this philosophical idyll.
Rousseau's description was turned into its v('ry opposite. "The
savage," says E. Sidney Hartland in his book, Primilit;c Law,

is far from being the free and unfettered creature of Rousseau's imag­
ination. On the contrary, he is hemmed in on every si<.le by the C\lst()m.~

of his people; he is bound in the chains of immemorial tradition. . . .
These fetters are accepted by him as a matter of course; he never seeks
to break forth.... To the civilized man the same observatiollS may
very often apply; but the civilized man is too restless, too desirous of
change, too eager to question his environment, to remain long in thp
attitude of acquiescence.·

These words were written twenty years ago; but in the meantime
we have learned a new lesson, a lesson that is very humiliating

S. E. Sidney Hartland, Primitive Law (London, Methuen & Co., 192-1), 1'. 138.
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to our human pride. We have learned that modem man, in spite
of his restlessness, and perhaps precisely because of his restless­
ness, has not really surmounted the condition of savage life. When
exposed to the same forces, he can easily be thrown back to a
state of complete acquiescence. He no longer questions his en­
virorunent; he accepts it as a matter of course.

Of all the sad experiences of these last twelve years this is perhaps
the most dreadful one. It may be compared to the experience of
Odysseus on the island of Circe. nut it is even worse. Circe had
transformed the friends and companions of Odysseus into various
animal shapes. But here are men, men of education and intelli­
gence, honest and upright men who suddenly give up the high­
est human privilege. They have ceased to be free and personal
agents. Performing the same prescribed rites they begin to feel,
to think, and to speak in the same way. Their gestures are lively
and violent; yet this is but an artificial, a sham life. In fact they
arc moved by an external force. They act like marionettes in a
puppet show-and they do not even know that the strings of this
show and of man's whole individual and social life, are hence­
forward pullcd by the political leaders.

For the understanding of our problem this is a point of crucial
importance. Methods of compulsion and suppression have ever
been used in political life. But in most cases these methods aimed
at material results. Even the most fearful systems of despotism
contented themselves with forcing upon men certain laws of
action. They were not concerned with the feelings, judgments,
and thoughts of men. It is true that in the great religious strug­
gles the most violent efforts were made not only to rule the ac­
tions of men but also their consciousness. But these attempts were
bound to fail; they only strengthened the feeling for religious lib­
erty. Now the modern political myths proceeded ill quite a differ­
ent manner. They did not begin with demanding or prohibiting
certain actions. They undertook to change the men, in order to
be able to regulate and control their deeds. The political myths
acted in the same way as a serpent that tries to paralyze its vic­
tims before attacking them. Men fell victims to them without any
serious resistance. They were vanquished and subdued before
they had realized what actually happened.

The usual means of political oppression would not have sufficed
to produce this effect. Even under the hardest political pressure
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men have not ceased living their own lives. There has always re­
mained a sphere of personal freedom resistant to this pressure.
The classical ethical ideas of antiquity maintained and strength­
ened their force amidst the chaos and the political decay of the
ancient world. Seneca lived in the times and at the court of Nero.
But this did not prevent him from giving, in his treatises and
moral letters, an epitome of the loftiest ideas of Stoic philosophy,
ideas of the autonomy of the will and the independence of the
wise man. Our modern political myths destroyed all these ideas
and ideals before they begin their work. They do not have to fear
any opposition from this quarter. In our analysis of Gobineau's
book we have studied the methods by which this opposition was
broken down. The myth of the race worked like a stron~ corro­
sive and succeeded in dissolving and disintegrating all other
values.

To understand this process it is necessary to be~in with an
analysis of the term ·'freedom." Freedom is one of the most ob­
scure and ambiguous terms not only of philosophical but also of
political language. As soon as we begin to speculate about the
freedom of the will we find ourselves involved into an inextricable
labyrinth of metaphysical questions and antinomies. As to politi­
cal freedom all of us know that it is one of the most used and
abused slogans. All political parties have assured us that they are
ever the true representatives and guardians of fr~edom. But they
have always defined the term in their own sense and used it for
their particular interests. Ethical freedom is, at bottom, a much
simpler thing. It is free from those ambiguities that seem to be
unavoidable both in metaphysics and in politics. Men act as free
agents not because they possess a liberum arbitrium indifferen­
tiae. It is not the absence of a motive but the character of the
motives that marks a free action. In the ethical sense a man is a
free agent if these motives depend upon his own judgment and
own conviction of what moral duty is. According to Kant freedom
is equivalent to autonomy. It does not mean "indeterminism," it
rather means a special kind of determination. It means that the
law which we obey in our actions is not imposed from without
but that the moral subject gives this law to itself.

In the exposition of his own theory Kant always warns us
against a fundamental misunderstanding. Ethical freedom, he de­
clares, is not a fact but a postulate. It is not gegeben but aufgege-



288 Myth of the State

ben; it is not a gift with which human nature is endowed; it is
ratIler a task, and the most arduous task that man can set him­
self. It is no datum, but a demand; an ethical imperative. To fuI.61
this demand becomes especially hard in times of a severe and
dangerous social crisis when the breakdown of the whole public
life seems to be imminent. At these times the individual begins
to feel a deep mistrust in his own powers. Freedom is not a nat­
ural inheritance of man. In order to possess it we have to create
it. If man were simply to follow his natural instincts he would
not strive for freedom; he would rather choose dependence. Ob­
viously it is much easier to depend upon others than to think, to
judge, and to decide for himself. That accounts for the fact that
both in individual and in political life freedom is so often re­
garded much more as a burden than a privilege. Under extremely
difficult conditions man tries to cast off this burden. Here the
totalitarian state and the political myths step in. The new politi­
cal parties promise, at least, an escape from the dilemma. They
suppress and destroy the very sense of freedom; but, at the same
time, they relieve men from all personal responsibility.4

That leads us to another aspect of our problem. In our descrip­
tion of the modern political myths one feature is still missing. As
we pOinted out, in the totalitarian states tIle political leaders have
had to take charge of all those functions that, in primitive soci­
eties, were performed by the magician. They were the absolute
rulers; they were the medicine men who promised to cure all
social evils. But that was not enough. In a savage tribe the sor­
cerer has still another important task. The homo magus is, at the
same time, the homo divinans. He reveals the will of the gods and
foretells the future. The soothsayer has his firm place and his in­
dispensable role in primitive social life. Even in highly developed
stages of political culture he is still in full possession of his old
rights and privileges. In Rome, for instance, no important politi­
cal decision was ever made, no difficult enterprise was undertaken,
no hattIe was fought without the advice of the augurs and harus-

4. "To a German grOCf'r, not unwilling to explain things to an American visitor,"
relates Stephf'n Rnushenbush, "J spoke of our feeling that something invaluable had
been given up when freedom was surrendered. He replied: 'But you don't under­
stand at all. Before this we had to worry about elections, and parties, and votin~
We had responsibilities. But now we don't have any of that. Now we're free.'
See Stephen Raushenbllsh. The MarcIl of Fascism (New Haven, Yale University
Pres.., 1939), p. 40.
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pices. When a Roman anny was sent out it was always accom­
panied by its haruspices; they were an integral part of the military
stalf.

Even in this respect our modern political life has abruptly re­
turned to forms which seemed to have been entirely forgotten.
To be sure, we no longer have the primitive kind of sortilege, the
divination by lot; we no longer observe the Hight of birds nor do
we inspect the entrails of slain animals. We have developed a
much more refined and elaborate method of divination-a method
that claims to be scientific and philosophical. But if our methods
have changed the thing itself has by no means vanished. Our
modern politicians know very well that great masses are much
more easily moved by the force of imagination than by sheer
physical force. And they have made ample usc of this knowledge.
The politician becomes a sort of public fortuneteller. Prophecy
is an essential element in the new technique of rulership. The
most improbable or even impossible promises are made; the mil­
lennium is predicted ovcr and over again.

Curiously enough this new art of divination first made its ap­
pearance not in German politics hut in Cerman philosophy. In
1918 there appeared Oswald Spengler's Decline of the West. Per­
haps never before had a philosophical book such a sensational
success. It was translatcd into almost e\'cry language and read
by all sorts of readprs-philosophers and scientists, historians and
politicians, students and scholars, tradesmen :md the man in the
street. What was the rcason for this unprecedented success, what
was the magic spell that this book exerted over its readers? Jt
seems to be a paradox; but to my mind the cause of Spengler's
success is to be sought rather in the title of his book than in its
contents. The title Der Untergang des Abendlalldes was an electric
spark that set the imagination of Spengler's readers aflame. The
book was published in July, 1918, at the end of the first World
War. At this time many, if not most of us, had realized that some­
thing was rotten in the state of our highly praised Western civili­
zation. Spengler's book expressed, in a sharp and trenchant way,
this general uneasiness. It was not at all a scientific book. Spengler
despised and openly challenged all methods of science. "Nature,"
he declared, "is to be handled SCientifically, history poetically."
Yet even this is not the real meaning of Spengler's work. A poet
lives in the world of his imagination; and a great religious poet,
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like Dante or Milton, also lives in a world of prophetic vision.
But he does not take these visions for realities; nor does he make
of them a philosophy of history. This, however, was precisely the
case of Spengler. He boasted of having found a new method by
which historical and cultural events could be predicted in the
same way and with the same exactness as an astronomer predicts
an eclipse of the sun or the moon. "In this book is attempted for
the first time the venture of predetermining history, of following
the still unraveled stages in the destiny of a culture, and specific­
ally of the only culture of our times and our planet which is actu­
ally in the phase of fulfilment-the 'Vest European-American."

These words give us a clue to Spengler's book and its enormous
influence. If it be possible not only to relate the story of human
civilization but to predetennine its future course, a great step in
advance has, indeed, been made. Obviously the man who spoke
in this way was no mere scientist nor was he a historian or phi­
losopher. According to Spengler the rise, decline, and fall of civili­
zations do not depend upon the so-called laws of nature. They
are determined by a higher power, the power of destiny. Destiny
not causality is the moving force in human llistory. The birth of
a cultural world, says Spengler, is always a mystical act, a decree
of destiny. Such acts are entirely impeneb'able to our poor, ab­
stract, Scientific, or philosophical concepts.

A culture is born in the moment when a great soul awakens out of the
proto-spirituality of ever-childish humanity, and detaches itself, a form
from the formless, a bounded and mortal thing from the boundless and
enduring. . . . It dies when this soul has actualized the full sum of its
possibilities, in the shape of peoples, languages, dogmas, arts, states,
sciences, and reverts into the proto-soul.·

Here, too, we find the rebirth of one of the oldest mythical
motives. In almost all mythologies of the world we meet with the
idea of an inevitable, inexorable, irrevocable destiny. Fatalism
seems to be inseparable from mythical thought. In the Homeric
poems even the gods have to submit to Fate: Fate (Moira) acts
independently of Zeus. In the tenth book of his Republic Plato
gave his famous description of the "distaff of Necessity" on which

5. Oswald Spengler, Dcr Untergang des Abendlandes (MUnchen, Beck, 1918).
English trans. by Cnarles F. Atkinson, The Decline of the West (London, G. Allen
& Unwin, 1926), p. 106. See the whole of chap. IV, "The Destiny-Idea and the
CausaUty-Principle."
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the revolutions of all the heavenly bodies turn. The spindle turns
on the knees of Necessity while the Fates, daughters of Neces­
sity, Lachesis, Clotho, and Atropos, sit on thrones, Lachesis sing­
ing of the past, Clotho of the present, Atropos of the future. 8 This
is a Platonic myth, and Plato always makes a sharp distinction
between mythical anCI philosophical thought. But in some of our
modem philosophers this distinction seems to be completely ef­
faced. They give us a metaphysics of history that shows all the
characteristic features of myth. When I first read Spengler's Un­
tergang des Abendlandcs I happened to be engrossed in studies
of the philosophy of the Italian Renaissance. What struck me
most at this time was the close analogy between Spengler's book
and some astrological treatises that I had quite recently read.
Of course Spengler made no attempt to read the future of civili­
zations in the stars. But his prognostiCS are of exactly the same
type as the astrological prognostics. The astrologers of the Renais­
sance did not content themselves with exploring the destiny of
individual men. They applied their method also to the great his­
torical and cultural phenomena. One of these astrologers was con­
demned by the Church and burnt at the stake because he had
cast the horoscope of Christ and from Christ's nativity had pre­
dicted the near fall of Christian religion. Spengler's book was, as
a matter of fact, an astrology of hilolory-the work of a diviner
who unfolded his somber apocalyptiC visions.

But can we really connect the work of Spellgler with the politi­
cal prophecies of later times? Can we put the two phenomena on
the same level? At first sight such a parallel seems to be highly
questionable. Spengler was a prophet of evil; the new political
leaders wished to rouse in their adherents the most extravagant
hopes. Spengler spoke of the decline of the West; the others spoke
of the conquest of the world by the German race. ObViously these
are not the same things. Nor was Spengler personally an adherent
of the Nazi movement. lIe was a conservative, an admirer and
eulogist of the old Prussian ideals; but the program of the new
men made no appeal to him. Nevertheless the work of Spengler
became one of the pioneer works of National Socialism. For what
was the conclusion that Spengler drew from his general thesis?
He vehemently protested when his philosophy was termed a phi­
losophy of pessimism. He declared himself to be no pessimist. It

6. Plato, Republic, 616 f.
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is true that our Western civilization is doomed once for all. But
it is no use lamenting this obvious and inevitable fact. If our cul­
ture is lost there stilI remain many other things to the present
generation, and perhaps much better things.

Of great painting or great music there can no !bnger be, for Western
people, any question. . . . Only extensive possibilities are left to them.
Yet, for a sound and vigorous generation that is filled with unlimited
hopes, I fail to see that it is an}' disadvantage to discover betimes that
some of these hopes must come to nothing. . . . It is true that the
issue may be a tragic one for some individuals who in their decisive
years are overpowered by the conviction that in the spheres of archi­
tecture, drama, painting, there is nothing left for them to conquer.
What matter if they do go underl ... Now at last the work of cen­
turies enables the West-European to view the disposition of his own
life in relation to the general culture-scheme and to test his own powers
and purposes. And 1 can only hope that men of the new generation
may be moved by this book to devote themselves to technics instead
of lyrics, the sea instead of the paint-brush, and polities instead of
epistemology. Better they could Dot do!

Technic instead of lyrics, politics instead of epistemology, this
advice of a philosopher of human culture could easily be un­
derstood. TIle new men were convinced that they fulfilled Speng­
ler's prophecy. They interpreted him in their own sense. If our
culture-science, philosophy, poetry, and art-is dead, let us
make a fresh start. Let us try our vast possibilities, let us create
a new world and become the rulers of this world.

The same trend of thought appears in the work of a modem
Gennan philosopher who, at first sight, seems to have very little
in common with Spengler and who developed his theories quite
independently of him. In 1927 Martin Heidegger published the
first volume of his book Sein und Zeit, Heidegger was a pupil of
Husserl and was reckoned among the outstanding representatives
of the German phenomenological school. His book appeared in
Husser!'s lahrbiichern fur Philosophie uncI phiinomenologische
Forschung. 8 But the attitude of the book was diametrically op­
posed to the spirit of Husser}'s philosophy. Husser! had started
from an analysis of the principles of logical thought. His whole
philosophy depends on the results of this analysis. His highest aim

7. Spengler. op. cit., pp. 40 f.
8. Vol VIII (2<1 ed. Halle, Niemeyer. 1929).
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was to make philosophy an "exact science," to found it upon un­
shakable facts and indubitable principles. Such a tendency is fln­
tirely alien to Heidegger. He does not admit that there is some­
thing like "eternal" truth, a Platonic "realm of ideas," or a strict
logical method of philosophic thought. All this is declared to be
elusive. In vain we try to build up a logical philosophy; we can
only give an EXistenzialphilosophie. Such an existential philoso­
phy does not claim to give us an objective and universally valid
truth. No thinker can give more than thc truth of his own exist­
ence; and this existence has a historical character. It is bound up
with the special conditions under which the individual lives. To
change these conditions is impossible. In order to express his
thought Heidegger had to coin a new term. He spoke of the
Geworfenheit of man (the being-thrown). To be thrown into thc
stream of time is a fundamental and inalterable feature of our
human situation. We cannot emerge from this stream and we can­
not change its course. We have to accept the historical conditions
of our existence. We can try to understand and to interpret them;
but we cannot change them.

I do not mean to say that these philosophical doctrines had a
direct bearing on the development of political ideas in Germany.
Most of these ideas arose from quite diHerent sources. They had
a very "realistic" not a "speculative"' purport. But the new phi­
losophy did enfeeble and slowly undermine the iorcp,s that could
have resisted the modem political myths. A rhilosophy of histOl'y
that consists in somber predictions of the decline and the inevi­
table destruction of our civilization and a theory that sees in the
Geworfenheit of man one of his principal characters have given
up all hopes of an active share in the construction and reconstruc­
tion of man's cultural life. Such philosophy renounces its own
fundamental theoretical and ethical ideals. It can be used, then,
as a pliable instrument in the hands of the political leaders.

The return of fatalism in our modem world leads us to another
general question. We are proud of our natural science; but we
should not forget that natural science is a very late achievement
of the human mind. Even in the seventeenth century, in the great
century of Galileo and Kepler, of Descartes and Newton, it was by
no means firmly established. It had still to struggle for its place in
the sun. During the Renaissance the so-called occult sciences,
magic, alchemy, and astrology, were still predominant, they even
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had a new flourishing period. Kepler was the first great empirical
astronomer who was able to describe the movements of the plan­
ets in exact mathematical terms. Yet it was extremely difficult to
take this decisive step. For Kepler not only had to struggle against
his times but also against himself. Astronomy and astrology were
still inseparable. Kepler himself was appointed as an astrologer at
the Imperial Court of Prague, and at the end of his life he became
the astrologer of Wallenstein. The way in which he finally freed
himself is one of the most important and fascinating chapters in
the history of modern science. He never broke away entirely from
astrological conceptions. He declared astronomy to be the daugh­
ter of astrology and he said that it would not be becoming for
the daughter to neglect or despise her mother. Prior to the sev­
enteenth and eighteenth centuries of our modem era, it is impos­
sible to draw a line between empirical and mystical thought. A
scientific chemistry in the modem sense of this term did not exist
until the time of Robert Boyle and Lavoisier.

How could this state of affairs bc changed? How did natural
science, after innumerable vain efforts, finally break the magic
spell? The prinCiple of this great intellectual revolution can best
be described in the words of Bacon, one of the pioneers of mod­
em empirical thought, "Natura non vincitur nisi parendo"-the
victory over nature can only be won by obedience. Bacon's aim
was to make man the master of nature. But his mastery must be
understood in the right way. Man cannot subjugate or enslave
nature. In order to rule her he must respect her; he must obey
her fundamental rules. Man must begin by freeing himself; he
must get rid of his fallacies and illusions, his human idiosyncrasies
and fancies. In the first book of his Novum organon Bacon tried
to give a systematic survey of these illusions. He described the
diHerent kinds of idols, the idola tribus, the idola specus, the
idola fOri, and the idola theatri, and he tried to show how to over­
come them in order to clear the way that will lead to a true em­
pirical science.

In politics we have not yet found this way. Of all human idols
the political idols, the idola fori, are thc most dangerous amI en­
during. Since the times of Plato all great thinkers have made the
greatest efforts to find a rational theory of politics. The nineteenth
century was convinced that it had at last found the right path. In
1830 Auguste Comte published the first volume of his COUT' de
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philosophie positive. He began with analyzing the structure of
natural science; he went from astronomy to physics, from physics
to chemistry, from chemistry to biology. But according to Comte
natural science is only a first step. His real aim and highest ambi­
tion was to become the founder of a new social science and to
introduce into this science the same exact way of reasoning, the
same inductive and deductive method as we find in physics or
chemistry.

The sudden rise of the political myths in the twentieth cen­
tury has shown us that these hopes of Comte and of his pupils and
adherents were premature. Politics is still far from being a posi­
tive science, let alone an exact science. I have no doubt that later
generations will look back at many of our political systems with
the same feeling as a modern astronomer studies an astrological
book or a modern chemist an alchemistic treatise. In politics we
have not yet found firm and reliable ground. Here there seems to
be no clearly established cosmic order; we are always threatened
with a sudden relapse into the old chaos. We are building high
and proud edifices; but we forget to make their foundations se­
cure. The belief that man by the skilful use of magic formulae and
rites can change the course of nature has prevailed for hundreds
and thousands of years in human history. In spite of all the in­
evitable frustrations and disappoinlmellts mankind still clung
stubbornly, forcibly, and desperately to this beliel. It is, therefore,
not to be wondered at that in our political actions and our politi­
cal thoughts magic still holds its ground. Yet when small groups
do try to enforce thcir wishes and their fantastic ideas upon great
nations and the whole body politic, they may succeed for a short
time, and they may even achieve great triumphs, but these must
remain ephemeral. For there is, after all, a logic of the social world
just as there is a logic of the physical world. There are certain
laws that cannot be violated with impunity. Even in this sphere
we have to follow Bacon's advice. \Ve must learn how to obey the
laws of the social world before we can undertake to rule it.

What can philosophy do to help us in this struggle against the
political myths? Our modern philosophers seem long ago to have
given up all hope of influencing the course of political and social
events. Hegel had the highest opinion of the worth and dignity of
philosophy. Nevertheless it was Hegel himself who declared that
philosophy comes always too late for the refonn of the world. It
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is therefore just as foolish to fancy that any philosophy can tran­
scend its present time as that an individual can leap out of his
own time. "When philosophy paints its grey in grey one fonn of
life has become old and by means of grey it cannot be rejuve­
nated, but only known. The owl of Minerva takes its flight only
when the shades of night are gathering." 0 If this dictum of Hegel
were true, philosophy would be condemned to an absolute quiet­
ism; an entirely passive attitude toward man's historical life. It
has simply to accept and to explain the given historical sihIation
and to bow down before it. In this case philosophy would be
nothing but a sort of speculative idleness. I think, however, that
this is in contradiction both to the general character and to the
history of philosophy. The classical example of Plato alone would
be enough to refute this view. The great thinkers of the past were
not only "their own times apprehended in thought." Very often
they had to think beyond and against their times. Without this
intellectual and moral courage, philosophy could not fulfil its task
in man's cultural and social life.

It is beyond the power of philosophy to destroy the political
myths. A myth is in a sense invulnerable. It is imperVious to ra­
tional arguments; it cannot be refuted by syllogisms. But philoso­
phy can do us another important service. It can make us under­
stand the adversary. In order to figl]t an enemy you must know
him. That is one of the nrst principles of a sound strategy. To
know him means not only to know his defects and weak~esses; it
means to know his strength. All of us have been liable to under­
rate this strength. When we first heard of the political myths we
found them so absurd and incongruous, so fantastic and ludicrous
that we could hardly be prevailed upon to take them seriously. By
now it has become clear to all of us that this was a great mistake.
We should not commit the same error a second time. We should
carefully study the origin, the structure, the methods, and the
technique of the political myths. We should see the adversary face
to face in order to know how to combat him.

Q. Hegel, Phtlosophy of Right. Dyde trans., Preface, p. lIXll.



CONCLUSION

W
AT we have learned in the hard school of our modem
political life is the fact that human culture is by no
means the firmly established thing that we once sup­

posed it to be. The great thinkers, the scientists, the poets, and
artists who laid the foundations of our Western civilization were
often convinced that they had built for eternity. When Thucydi­
des discussed his new historical method that he opposed to the
former mythical treatment of history he spoke of his work as a
ICt7ip.a .~ aft-"an everlasting possession." Horace called his poems
a "monumentum acre perennius"-a monument more enduring
than bronze, which shall not be destroyed by the countless years
and Hight of ages. It seems, however, that we have to look upon
the great master works of human culture in a much humbler
way. They are not eternal nor unassailable. Our science, our po­
etry, our art, and our religion are only the upper layer of a much
older stratum that reaches down to a great depth. We mu"t always
he prepared for violent concussions that may shake our cultural
world and our social order to its verv foundations.

To illustrate the relation betwee;1 myth and the other great
cultural powers we may perhaps use a simile 11mt is borrowed
from mythology itself. In Babylonian mythology we hnd a legend
that describes the creation of the world. We are told that Marduk,
the highest god, before he could begin his work had to fight a
dreadful combat. He had to vanquish and subjugate the serpent
Tiamat and the other dragons of darkness. He slew Tiamat and
bound the dragons. Out of the limbs of the monster Tiamat he
formed the world anel gave to it its shape and its order. He made
heaven and earth, the constellations and planets, and fixed their
movements. His final work was the creation of man. In this way
the cosmic order arose from the primeval chaos, and it will be
preserved for all times. "The word of Marduk," says the Baby­
lonian epic of creation, "is eternal; his command is unchangeable,
no god can alter what proceeds from his mouth." 1

The world of human culture may be described in the words of

1. See P. Jensen, Dje Kosmologlc df/f' BabylonlCf' (Strassburg. Triibner. 1890),
pp. i79f(.
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this Babylonian legend. It could not arise until the darkness of
myth was fought and overcome. But the mythical monsters were
not entirely destroyed. They were used for the creation of a new
universe, and they still survive in this universe. The powers of
myth were checked and subdued by superior forces. As long as
these forces, intellectual, ethical, and artistic, are in full strength,
myth is tamed and subdued. But once they begin to lose their
strength chaos is come again. Mythical thought then starts to
rise anew and to pervade the whole of man's cultural and social
life.
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