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Preface: What History?

The word “history” is ambiguous. It may mean either the study of certain events that happened in the past or else it can be usedto refer to those events themselves. For example,

We call Cromwell a “maker of history” although he never wrote a line of it. We even say that the historian merely records the historywhich kings and statesmen produce. History in such instances isobviously not the narrative but the thing that awaits narration. Thesame name is given to both the object of the study and the studyitself.1

The distinction between these two meanings of history is more readily apparent in German than it is in English. The Germansdistinguish handily between Historie (the process of events) andGeschichte (the narrative that connects and makes the events intelligible).

This book is concerned primarily with the historian’s record of the past—with written history—although we recognize, ofcourse, that the events of history provide a necessary foundationfor written history.

No historian is interested in everything that belongs to the past, e.g., the prehuman past. His primary concern is with thepast of the human race. But even a recognition of what the historian studies is not sufficient to delimit history; one must also notice how the historian deals with the human past. BenedettoCroce once drew a helpful distinction between chronicle and history. A chronicle gives what W. H. Walsh calls “a simple narrative” while history is concerned to provide “a significant narrative.” In Walsh’s words,

The historian is not content to tell us merely what happened; he wishes to make us see why it happened, too. In other words, heaims ... at a reconstruction of the past which is both intelligentand intelligible.2

WHAT IS THE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY?

C. D. Broad once distinguished two types of philosophy — speculative and critical philosophy.3 Critical philosophy, according to Broad, performs the necessary tasks of analyzing the concepts we use and criticizing our basic beliefs. Speculative philosophy, on the other hand, begins with what science tells us aboutthe world and ourselves, adds whatever man’s religious and ethical experiences may imply, and then attempts to construct a viewof the whole of reality. Speculative philosphy is illustrated by thegrandiose metaphysical systems one finds in the writings of Spinoza, Leibniz, and Hegel. Examples of critical philosophy canbe found in the careful analysis of philosophical concepts foundin the dialogues of Plato and, more recently, in the writings of anumber of British analytical philosophers.

Corresponding to these two branches of philosophy, there are two divisions of the philosophy of history. Critical philosophy ofhistory, which is similar in many respects to the philosophy ofscience, attempts to clarify the nature of the historian’s own inquiry. It criticizes the fundamental beliefs of the historian andanalyzes the basic concepts he uses, e.g., the concepts of cause,explanation, fact, etc. The critical philosophy of history askssuch questions as: How does the historian come to understandthe past? Is the historian’s method of inquiry significantly different from the kind of inquiry found in the natural sciences? Whatis the nature of historical explanation and does it differ from explanation in the natural sciences? Can the historian be objective?Many contemporary philosophers are convinced that questionslike these are the only legitimate problems left for the philosopher of history and that all attempts at formulating speculativetheories about history must be abandoned. The critical philosophy of history will be examined in more detail in Volume Two.

The writings of most of the classical philosophers of history (e.g., Augustine, Vico, Kant, Herder, Hegel) exemplify the speculative philosophy of history. Their work was an attempt to discover if there is any pattern or meaning to history as a whole.William H. Dray has drawn attention to three major questionsthat have concerned speculative thinkers in the philosophy ofhistory.4

1. What is the pattern of history? Several major types of answer have been given. Some like St. Augustine and ImmanuelKant have proposed a linear pattern, that is, history has a goal orend toward which it is moving. Others like the ancient Stoicshave advanced a cyclical theory of history. Nietzsche’s doctrineof eternal recurrence is a more recent statement of the view thathistory continually repeats itself.

This life, as thou livest it now, as thou hast lived it, thou needst must live it again, and an infinite number of times; and there will bein it nothing new; but every grief and every joy, every thought andevery sigh, all the infinitely great and the infinitely little in thy lifemust return for thee, and all this in the same sequence and the sameorder. And also this spider and the moonlight through the trees,and also this moment and myself.5

Still others like Vico and Spengler combined the linear and cyclical views and offered what might be called a spiral theory ofhistory. In their views, while there is a certain repetition in history, there is also progress toward some goal. Finally, a fewthinkers have advanced what might be called a chaotic view ofhistory, that is, history has no pattern or meaning.

2. What is the mechanism of history? Speculative philosophers of history have not been content simply to offer patterns ofhistory; they have also attempted to explain how changes in history take place. Among the interesting theories that will be proposed in Part One of this volume are Hegel’s World Hero, Vico’sDivine Providence, Marx’s Economic Determinism, Toynbee’sformula of Challenge and Response, and Spengler’s suggestionthat each culture follows a determined biological course of birth,growth, and decay.

3. What is the purpose or value of history? The more recentvolumes of Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History illustrate anattempt to answer this question. For Toynbee, the end of history(viz., the attainment of a universal religion) justifies and explainseverything that has happened in the past.

Volume One of this work contains selections from most of the important speculative philosophers of history. For the most part,these selections contain their authors’ answers to the three majorquestions of the speculative philosophy of history. In addition,the chapters on Marx, Spengler, and Toynbee (perhaps the threephilosophers of history who have most influenced twentieth-century thought) contain critical discussions on their thought. Volume One concludes with two essays that examine both criticallyand sympathetically the speculative approach to history.

Notes

1 James T. Shotwell, An Introduction to the History of History (NewYork: Columbia University Press, 1922), pp. 2, 3.

2 W. H. Walsh, An Introduction to the Philosophy of History (London:Hutchinson and Co., 1958), p. 32. See the selection from Walsh inVolume Two.

3 C. D. Broad, Scientific Thought (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co.,1923), Ch. I.

4 William H. Dray, Philosophy of History (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1964), pp. 63 ff.

5 F. Nietzsche, The Gay Science, #341.


1. St.Augustine

(354 - 430)

A survey of the speculative philosophers of history could conveniently begin with Giambattista Vico (1668-1744) who without doubt is the modern father of the philosophy of history, with St.Augustine, or with the classical Greek writers. To be sure, theGreek historians 1 and philosophers did have a speculative philosophy of history. Most of them, however, thought of history asproceeding in terms of eternally recurring cycles.2

But there are good reasons for passing over the Greek view of history and beginning with St. Augustine. The cyclical theory ofhistory found among the Greeks (and Romans, as well) actuallytended to depreciate history. If history goes round and round,never getting anywhere, forever repeating itself, there can be nogoal either for man as an individual or for the species. Whateverhappens to man will happen again; whatever man accomplishes,he must accomplish again and again—forever. It was Christianity, and in particular St. Augustine, that sought to counter thepessimistic view of history found in pagan philosophy with a theory that lent meaning and significance to history. As one historian explains,

The importance of the Biblical conception [of history] cannot be overstressed. Here for the first time Western man was presentedwith a purposive, goal-directed interpretation of history. The Classical doctrine of recurrence had been able to give a “substantiality”to history, but it had not given it any aim or direction. It is notstrange that Classical man lost interest in history when it represented for him no more than eternally repetitious events. But forthe “people of God” in Israel and in the Church, history was definitely “going somewhere.” All our modern conceptions of historical progress—whether religious or materialistic, Christian orMarxist—take their origin ultimately from the Biblical idea ofhistory.3

St. Augustine’s philosophy of history is spelled out in his monumental work, The City of God (written between a.d. 413 and 426). The immediate occasion for Augustine’s writing this bookwas the sack of Rome by Alaric in a.d. 410. Non-Christiansthroughout the Roman Empire charged that Rome’s catastrophewas a result of the city’s turning from its pagan deities to Christianity. Augustine began The City of God for the express purposeof answering these charges. Before he finished, however, hefound himself involved in discussions of numerous other topics including what amounted to a Christian philosophy of history.

The first ten books of The City of God contain Augustine’s answers to the pagan accusations. Among other things, heargued that Rome had been victim to other catastrophes beforeChristianity. In fact, he maintained, Rome was sacked not because it had turned to Christianity but because it had not becomeChristian enough. He presents a catalogue of the vices of Romesufficient to make it clear that there was no justification whatsoever for regarding the eternal city as a Christian metropolis.

The most interesting philosophical passages occur in the last half of the work (Books XI through XXII) where he turns to themajor theme of his study, the existence within the world of twocities or societies—The City of God and The City of Man.“Two cities have been formed by two loves, the earthly by thelove of self, even to the contempt of God; the heavenly by thelove of God, even to the contempt of self.” (XIV, 28) Men belongto the City of God by virtue of their love of God. Augustine neveridentified the City of God with the Church. He knew only toowell the depths of insincerity and hypocrisy to be found withinprofessing Christendom. Alluding to Jesus’ parable of the wheatand the tares (Matthew 13), Augustine explained that the twocities will coexist throughout human history. Only at the finalresurrection and judgment which will bring human history to anend will the two cities finally be separated in order that they mayshare radically different destinies—heaven and hell.

Augustine distinguished six major periods of history corresponding to the six days of creation. These six periods encompassed respectively the times from Adam to Noah and the flood, from Noah to Abraham, from Abraham to David, from David tothe Exile, from the Exile to the birth of Christ. The sixth day isthe age of the Church which will last until the final judgment.The seventh day, like the Sabbath of God, will be the age of restwhen the redeemed rest in the Lord for eternity. The eventaround which all history pivots, of course, is the coming ofChrist.

One rather common objection to Augustine’s philosophy of history is that he derives it, not from history itself, but ratherfrom the Christian Scriptures. While it is true that Augustinedoes superimpose the Biblical view of history upon human history, this in itself may not make his theory less plausible than later speculative systems. One thing that will become clear as weproceed is that no speculative philosopher of history (no matterhow many and how loud his claims to the contrary) derives hispattern of history solely from the historical data. No matter howmuch data Hegel, Marx, Spengler, Toynbee, and the rest mayappeal to, their theories, in the final analysis, are imposed uponhistory, not derived from it. If this judgment is sound, God (orrather, a revelation from God) is as good a source for a theory ofhistory as any one man’s reflection on the matter. At least, this ishow Augustine would have looked at it. If nothing else, perhapsAugustine should be given some credit for being more consciousthan many of those who followed him that no philosophical principles of history can be abstracted from human experience.

History itself exhibits no meaningful pattern for Augustine. The only thing he can discern in human history is the presence ofhuman sin. In this, he anticipates (or perhaps influences) laterthinkers like Kant and Hegel who admit to the overabundance ofcarnage, bloodshed, and greed in history. Augustine becameaware of God’s presence in history through divine revelation.Through the same source, he learned of God’s plan which makeshistory significant and meaningful.

The following selections from The City of God begin with Augustine’s critical observations about the Greco-Roman cyclical view of time. He attacks the moral implications of this theory of eternal recurrence. If life is to have meaning, there mustbe at least the possibility of hope and progress. And there can beprogress only when one is going somewhere. Therefore, in orderfor life to have any value, history must have a goal and the cyclical view of history must be false.

Later selections present samples of Augustine’s discussions about the two cities. An interesting corollary of his position is histheory of the state.4 Just as the City of God is not the Church, sothe City of Man should not be identified with the State. TheState, therefore, is not completely evil. On the contrary, it isGod’s instrument on earth to facilitate the temporal good of all men and to punish the evildoer. Because man is evil, he needscivil government to keep him in check. The State then is necessary to preserve the peace and all Christians are obliged to obeytheir rulers except when those leaders command acts contrary toGod’s will. Augustine is not blind to the fact that not all statesare just. He draws a comparison between unjust kingdoms androbber bands or pirate ships. (IV, 4) He defines a government asa people united in a general agreement on those things it respects. (XIX, 24) Both the earthly and heavenly cities aim atpeace. But the peace of the City of Man is a temporal peace consisting of order among men. The City of God aims at an eternalpeace of heavenly blessedness.

Notes

1 The major historians of classical Greece and Rome were Herodotus(5th c., b.c.), Thucydides (5th c., b.c), Polybius (2nd c., b.c.), Livy (59 b.c.-a.d. 17) and Tacitus (c. a.d. 54-a.d. 1 16).

2 See Heraclitus, Frags. 30, 31, 51; Empedocles, Frag. 115; Aristotle,Met. XII, 8; Marcus Aurelius xi, 1; Seneca, Ep. ad Lucilium 24.

3 John Warwick Montgomery, The Shape of the Past: An Introductionto Philosophical Historiography (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Edwards Bros.,1962), p. 42. Cf. George P. Grant: “What must be insisted is that the veryspirit of progress takes its form and depends for its origin on the Judeo-Christian idea of history.” Philosophy in the Mass Age (Vancouver: CoppClark, 1959), p. 49.

4 See H. A. Deane, The Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine (NewYork: Columbia University Press, 1963).


ST. AUGUSTINE

THE CITY OF GOD*

* Reprinted from Marcus Dods’s translation of The City of God (Edinburgh: 1881).


Augustine's critique of cyclical views of history. This controversy some philosophers have seen no other approved means of solving than by introducing cycles of time, in which there shouldbe a constant renewal and repetition of the order of nature;1 andthey have therefore asserted that these cycles will ceaselessly recur, one passing away and another coming, though they are notagreed as to whether one permanent world shall pass through allthese cycles, or whether the world shall at fixed intervals die out,and be renewed so as to exhibit a recurrence of the same phenomena—the things which have been, and those which are tobe, coinciding. And from this fantastic vicissitude they exemptnot even the immortal soul that has attained wisdom, consigningit to a ceaseless transmigration between delusive blessedness andreal misery. For how can that be truly called blessed which hasno assurance of being so eternally, and is either in ignorance ofthe truth, and blind to the misery that is approaching or, knowingit, is in misery and fear? Or if it passes to bliss, and leaves miseriesforever, then there happens in time a new thing which time shall not end. Why not, then, the world also? Why may not man, too,be a similar thing? So that, by following the straight path ofsound doctrine, we escape, I know not what circuitous paths, discovered by deceiving and deceived sages.

Some, too, in advocating these recurring cycles that restore all things to their original cite in favor of their supposition whatSolomon says in the book of Ecclesiastes: “What is that whichhath been? It is that which shall be. And what is that which isdone? It is that which shall be done: and there is no new thingunder the sun. Who can speak and say, See, this is new? It hathbeen already of old time, which was before us.” 2 This he saideither of those things of which he had been speaking—the succession of generations, the orbit of the sun, the course of rivers—or else of all kinds of creatures that are born and die. Formen were before us, are with us, and shall be after us; and so allliving things and all plants. Even monstrous and irregular productions, though differing from one another, and though someare reported as solitary instances, yet resemble one another generally, in so far as they are miraculous and monstrous, and, inthis sense, have been, and shall be, and are no new and recentthings under the sun. However, some would understand thesewords as meaning that in the predestination of God all thingshave already existed, and that thus there is no new thing underthe sun. At all events, far be it from any true believer to supposethat by these words of Solomon those cycles are meant, in which,according to those philosophers, the same periods and events oftime are repeated; as if, for example, the philosopher Plato, having taught in the school at Athens which is called the Academy,so, numberless ages before, at long but certain intervals, thissame Plato and the same school, and the same disciples existed,and so also are to be repeated during the countless cycles that areyet to be—far be it, 1 say, from us to believe this. For onceChrist died for our sins; and, rising from the dead, He dieth nomore. “Death hath no more dominion over Him”; 3 and we ourselves after the resurrection shall be ever with the Lord,4 towhom we now say, as the sacred Psalmist dictates, “Thou shalt keep us, O Lord, Thou shalt preserve us from this generation.” 5And that too which follows, is, I think, appropriate enough: “Thewicked walk in a circle”; not because their life is to recur bymeans of these circles, which these philosophers imagine, butbecause the path in which their false doctrine now runs is circuitous. (XII, 13)

The city of God and the city of man. The city of God we speak of is the same to which testimony is borne by that Scripture,which excels all the writings of all nations by its divine authority,and has brought under its influence all kinds of minds, and thisnot by a casual intellectual movement, but obviously by an express providential arrangement. For there it is written, “Glorious things are spoken of thee, O city of God.” 6 And in anotherpsalm we read, “Great is the Lord, and increasing the joy of thewhole earth.” 7 And, a little after, in the same psalm, “As wehave heard, so have we seen in the city of the Lord of hosts, in thecity of our God. God has established it for ever.” And in another,the holy place of the tabernacles of the Most High. “God is in themidst of her, she shall not be moved.” 8 From these and similartestimonies, all of which it were tedious to cite, we have learnedthat there is a city of God, and its Founder has inspired us with alove which makes us covet its citizenship. To this Founder of theholy city the citizens of the earthly city prefer their own gods, notknowing that He is the God of gods, not of false, i.e,, of impiousand proud gods, who, being deprived of His unchangeable andfreely communicated light, and so reduced to a kind of poverty-stricken power, eagerly grasp at their own private privileges, andseek divine honors from their deluded subjects; but of the piousand holy gods, who are better pleased to submit themselves toone, than to subject many to themselves, and who would ratherworship God than be worshiped as God. But to the enemies ofthis city we have replied in the ten preceding books, according toour ability and help afforded by our Lord and King. Now recognizing what is expected of me, and not unmindful of my promise, and relying, too, on the same succor, I will endeavor to treat ofthe origin, and progress, and deserved destinies of the two cities(the earthly and the heavenly, to wit), which, as we said, are inthis present world commingled, and as it were entangled together. And, first, I will explain how the foundations of these twocities were originally laid, in the difference that arose among theangels. (XI, 1)

We have already stated in the preceding books that God, desiring not only that the human race might be able by their similarity of nature to associate with one another, but also that they might be bound together in harmony and peace by the ties of relationship, was pleased to derive all men from one individual,and created man with such a nature that the members of the raceshould not have died, had not the two first (of whom the one wascreated out of nothing, and the other out of him) merited thisby their disobedience; for by them so great a sin was committed, that by it human nature was altered for the worse, and wastransmitted also to their posterity, liable to sin and subject todeath. And the kingdom of death so reigned over men, that thedeserved penalty of sin would have hurled all headlong even intothe second death, of which there is no end, had not the undeserved grace of God saved some therefrom. And thus it has cometo pass, that though there are very many and great nations allover the earth, whose rites and customs, speech, arms, and dress,are distinguished by marked differences, yet there are no morethan two kinds of human society, which we may justly call twocities, according to the language of our Scriptures. The one consists of those who wish to live after the flesh, the other of thosewho wish to live after the spirit; and when they severally achievewhat they wish, they live in peace, each after their kind. (XIV, 1)

Accordingly, two cities have been formed by two loves: the earthly by the love of self, even to the contempt of God; theheavenly by the love of God, even to the contempt of self. Theformer, in a word, glories in itself, the latter in the Lord. For theone seeks glory from men; but the greatest glory of the other isGod, the witness of conscience. The one lifts up its head in itsown glory ; the other says to its God, “Thou art my glory, and the lifter up of mine head.” 9 In the one, the princes and the nations it subdues are ruled by the love of ruling; in the other, the princesand the subjects serve one another in love, the latter obeying,while the former take thought for all. The one delights in its ownstrength, represented in the persons of its rulers; the other says toits God, “I will love Thee, O Lord, my strength.” 10 And therefore the wise men of the one city, living according to man, havesought for profit to their own bodies or souls, or both, and thosewho have known God “glorified Him not as God, neither werethankful, but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened; professing themselves to be wise” —that is, glorying in their own wisdom, and being possessed bypride—“they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man, andto birds, and four-footed beasts, and creeping things.” For theywere either leaders or followers of the people in adoring images,“and worshiped and served the creature more than the Creator,Who is blessed forever.” 11 But in the other city there is no human wisdom, but only godliness, which offers due worship to thetrue God, and looks for its reward in the society of the saints, ofholy angels as well as holy men, that God may be all in all.12(XIV, 28)

This race we have distributed into two parts, the one consisting of those who live according to man, the other of those who live according to God. And these we also mystically call the twocities, or the two communities of men, of which the one is predestined to reign eternally with God, and the other to suffer eternalpunishment with the devil. This, however, is their end, and of itwe are to speak afterward. At present, as we have said enoughabout their origin, whether among the angels, whose numbers weknow not, or in the two first human beings, it seems suitable toattempt an account of their career, from the time when our twofirst parents began to propagate the race until all human generation shall cease. For this whole time or world age, in which thedying give place and those who are born succeed, is the career of these two cities concerning which we treat.

Of these two first parents of the human race, then, Cain was the firstborn, and he belonged to the city of men; after him wasborn Abel, who belonged to the city of God. For as in the individual the truth of the apostle’s statement is discerned, “that isnot first which is spiritual, but that which is natural, and afterward that which is spiritual,” 13 whence it comes to pass thateach man, being derived from a condemned stock, is first of allborn of Adam evil and carnal, and becomes good and spiritualonly afterward, as a whole. When these two cities began to runtheir course by a series of deaths and births, the citizen of thisworld was the firstborn, and after him the stranger in this world,the citizen of the city of God, predestined by grace, elected bygrace, by grace a stranger below, and by grace a citizen above.By grace—for as far as regards himself he is sprung from thesame mass, all of which is condemned in its origin; but God, likea potter (for this comparison is introduced by the apostle judiciously, and not without thought) of the same lump made onevessel to honor, another to dishonor.14 But first the vessel todishonor was made, and after it another to honor. For in each individual, as I have already said, there is first of all that which isreprobate, that from which we must begin, but in which we neednot necessarily remain; afterward is that which is well-approved,to which we may by advancing attain, and in which, when wehave reached it, we may abide. Not, indeed, that every wickedman shall be good, but that no one will be good who was not firstof all wicked; but the sooner anyone becomes a good man, themore speedily does he receive this title, and abolish the old namein the new. Accordingly, it is recorded of Cain that he built acity,15 but Abel, being a sojourner, built none. For the city of thesaints is above, although here below it begets citizens, in whom itsojourns till the time of its reign arrives, when it shall gather together all in the day of the resurrection; and then shall the promised kingdom be given to them, in which they shall reign withtheir Prince, the King of the ages, time without end. (XV, 1)

I promised to write of the rise, progress, and appointed end of the two cities, one of which is God’s, the other this world’s, inwhich, as far as mankind is concerned, the former is now astranger. But first of all I undertook, as far as His grace shouldenable me, to refute the enemies of the city of God, who prefertheir gods to Christ its founder, and fiercely hate Christians withthe most deadly malice. And this I have done in the first tenbooks. Then, as regards my threefold promise which I have justmentioned, I have treated distinctly, in the four books which follow the tenth, of the rise of both cities. After that, I have proceeded from the first man down to the flood in one book, which isthe fifteenth of this work; and from that again down to Abrahamour work has followed both in chronological order. From thepatriarch Abraham down to the time of the Israelite kings, atwhich we close our sixteenth book, and thence down to the advent of Christ Himself in the flesh, to which period the seventeenth book reaches, the city of God appears from my way ofwriting to have run its course alone; whereas it did not run itscourse alone in this age, for both cities, in their course amidmankind, certainly experienced checkered times together just asfrom the beginning. But I did this in order that, first of all, fromthe time when the promises of God began to be more clear, downto the virgin birth of Him in whom those things promised fromthe first were to be fulfilled, the course of that city which is God’smight be made more distinctly apparent, without interpolationof foreign matter from the history of the other city, althoughdown to the revelation of the new covenant it ran its course, notin light, but in shadow. Now, therefore, I think fit to do what Ipassed by, and show, as far as seems necessary, how that othercity ran its course from the times of Abraham, so that attentivereaders may compare the two. (XVIII, 1)

[Augustine then traces the parallel courses of the two cities to the end of the world.]

Peace and happiness belong to the heavenly city, both now and in eternity. But not even the saints and faithful worshipers ofthe one true and most high God are safe from the manifold temptations and deceits of the demons. For in this abode of weakness,and in these wicked days, this state of anxiety has also its use, stimulating us to seek with keener longing for that securitywhere peace is complete and unassailable. There we shall enjoythe gifts of nature, that is to say, all that God the Creator of allnatures has bestowed upon ours—gifts not only good, but eternal—not only of the spirit, healed now by wisdom, but also ofthe body renewed by the resurrection. There the virtues shall nolonger be struggling against any vice or evil, but shall enjoy thereward of victory, the eternal peace which no adversary shall disturb. This is the final blessedness, this the ultimate consummation, the unending end. Here, indeed, we are said to be blessedwhen we have such peace as can be enjoyed in a good life; butsuch blessedness is mere misery compared to that final felicity.. . . (XIX, 10)

And thus we may say of peace, as we have said of eternal life, that it is the end of our good. ... As the word peace is employed in connection with things in this world in which certainlylife eternal has no place, we have preferred to call the end or supreme good of this city life eternal rather than peace. . . . Theend or supreme good of this city is either peace in eternal life, oreternal life in peace. For peace is a good so great, that even inthis earthly and mortal life there is no word we hear with suchpleasure, nothing we desire with such zest, or find to be morethoroughly gratifying. . . . (XIX, 11)

The nature and value of peace. Whoever gives even moderate attention to human affairs and to our common nature, will recognize that if there is no man who does not wish to be joyful,neither is there any one who does not wish to have peace. Foreven they who make war desire nothing but victory—desire,that is to say, to attain to peace with glory. For what else is victory than the conquest of those who resist us? and when this isdone there is peace. It is therefore with the desire for peace thatwars are waged, even by those who take pleasure in exercisingtheir warlike nature in command and battle. And hence it is obvious that peace is the end sought for by war. For every manseeks peace by waging war, but no man seeks war by makingpeace. For even they who intentionally interrupt the peace inwhich they are living have no hatred of peace, but only wish itchanged into a peace that suits them better. They do not, therefore, wish to have no peace, but only one more to their mind.And in the case of sedition, when men have separated themselvesfrom the community, they yet do not effect what they wish, unless they maintain some kind of peace with their fellow conspirators. And therefore even robbers take care to maintain peacewith their comrades, that they may with greater effect andgreater safety invade the peace of other men. And if an individual happen to be of such unrivaled strength, and to be so jealousof plots, and commits depredations and murders on his own account, yet he maintains some shadow of peace with such personsas he is unable to kill, and from whom he wishes to conceal hisdeeds. In his own home, too, he makes it his aim to be at peacewith his wife and children, and any other members of his household; for unquestionably their prompt obedience to his everylook is a source of pleasure to him. And if this be not rendered,he is angry, he chides and punishes; and even by this storm hesecures the calm peace of his own home, as occasion demands.For he sees that peace cannot be maintained unless all the members of the same domestic circle be subject to one head, such ashe himself is in his own house. And therefore if a city or nationoffered to submit itself to him, to serve him in the same style ashe had made his household serve him, he would no longer lurk ina brigand’s hidingplaces, but lift his head in open day as a king,though the same covetousness and wickedness should remain inhim. And thus all men desire to have peace with their own circlewhom they wish to govern as suits themselves. For even thosewhom they make war against they wish to make their own, andimpose on them the laws of their own peace. . . . (XIX, 12)The peace of the body then consists in the duly proportionedarrangement of its parts. The peace of the irrational soul is theharmonious repose of the appetites, and that of the rational soulthe harmony of knowledge and action. The peace of body andsoul is the well-ordered and harmonious life and health of theliving creature. Peace between man and God is the well-orderedobedience of faith to eternal law. Peace between man and man iswell-ordered concord. Domestic peace is the well-ordered concord between those of the family who rule and those who obey.Civil peace is a similar concord among the citizens. The peace ofthe celestial city is the perfectly ordered and harmonious enjoyment of God, and of one another in God. The peace of all thingsis the tranquillity of order. Order is the distribution which allotsthings equal and unequal, each to its own place. And hence,though the miserable, in so far as they are such, do certainly notenjoy peace, but are severed from that tranquillity of order inwhich there is no disturbance, nevertheless, inasmuch as they aredeservedly and justly miserable, they are by their very miseryconnected with order. . . . God, then, the most wise Creatorand most just Ordainer of all natures, Who placed the humanrace upon earth as its greatest ornament, imparted to men somegood things adapted to this life, to wit, temporal peace, such aswe can enjoy in this life from health and safety and human fellowship, and all things needful for the preservation and recoveryof this peace, such as the objects which are accommodated to ouroutward senses, light, night, the air, and waters suitable for us,and everything the body requires to sustain, shelter, heal, orbeautify it: and all under this most equitable condition, thatevery man who made a good use of these advantages suited to thepeace of this mortal condition, should receive ampler and betterblessings, namely, the peace of immortality, accompanied byglory and honor in an endless life made fit for the enjoyment ofGod and of one another in God; but that he who used the presentblessings badly should both lose them and should not receive theothers. (XIX, 13)

The whole use, then, of things temporal has a reference to this result of earthly peace in the earthly community, while in the cityof God it is connected with eternal peace. And therefore, if wewere irrational animals, we should desire nothing beyond theproper arrangement of the parts of the body and the satisfactionof the appetites—nothing, therefore, but bodily comfort andabundance of pleasures, that the peace of the body might contribute to the peace of the soul. For if bodily peace be wanting, abar is put to the peace even of the irrational soul, since it cannotobtain the gratification of its appetites. And these two togetherhelp out the mutual peace of soul and body, the peace of harmonious life and health. For as animals, by shunning pain, showthat they love bodily peace, and, by pursuing pleasure to gratifytheir appetites, show that they love peace of soul, so their shrinking from death is a sufficient indication of their intense love ofthat peace which binds soul and body in close alliance. But, asman has a rational soul, he subordinates all this which he has incommon with the beasts to the peace of his rational soul, that hisintellect may have free play and may regulate his actions, andthat he may thus enjoy the well-ordered harmony of knowledgeand action which constitutes, as we have said, the peace of therational soul. And for this purpose he must desire to be neithermolested by pain, nor disturbed by desire, nor extinguished bydeath, that he may arrive at some useful knowledge by which hemay regulate his life and manners. But, owing to the liability ofthe human mind to fall into mistakes, this very pursuit of knowledge may be a snare to him unless he has a divine Master, whomhe may obey without misgiving, and who may at the same timegive him such help as to preserve his own freedom. And because,so long as he is in this mortal body, he is a stranger to God, hewalks by faith, not by sight; and he therefore refers all peace,bodily or spiritual or both, to that peace which mortal man haswith the immortal God, so that he exhibits the well-ordered obedience of faith to eternal law. But as this divine Master inculcates two precepts—the love of God and the love of his neighbor—and as in these precepts a man finds three things he has tolove—God, himself, and his neighbor—and that he who lovesGod loves himself thereby, it follows that he must endeavor toget his neighbor to love God, since he is ordered to love hisneighbor as himself. He ought to make this endeavor in behalf ofhis wife, his children, his household, all within his reach, even ashe would wish his neighbor to do the same for him if he neededit; and consequently he will be at peace, or in well-ordered concord, with all men, as far as in him lies. And this is the order ofthis concord, that a man, in the first place, injure no one, and inthe second, do good to every one he can reach. Primarily, therefore, his own household are his care, for the law of nature and ofsociety gives him readier access to them and greater opportunityof serving them. And hence the apostle says, “Now, if any provide not for his own, and specially for those of his own house, hehath denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel.” 16 This is theorigin of domestic peace, or the well-ordered concord of those inthe family who rule and those who obey. For they who care for the rest rule—the husband and the wife, the parents, the children, the masters, the servants; and they who are cared for obey—the woman their husbands, the children their parents, theservants their masters. But in the family of the just man who livesby faith and is as yet a pilgrim journeying on to the celestial city,even those who rule serve those whom they seem to command;for they rule not from a love of power, but from a sense of theduty they owe to others—not because they are proud of authority, but because they love mercy. (XIX, 14)

But the families which do not live by faith seek their peace in the earthly advantages of this life; while the families which liveby faith look for those eternal blessings which are promised, anduse as pilgrims such advantages of time and of earth as do notfascinate and divert them from God, but rather aid them to endure with greater ease, and to keep down the number of thoseburdens of the corruptible body which weigh upon the soul. Thusthe things necessary for this mortal life are used by both kinds ofmen and families alike, but each has its own peculiar and widelydifferent aim in using them. The earthly city, which does not liveby faith, seeks an earthly peace, and the end it proposes, in thewell-ordered concord of civic obedience and rule, is the combination of men’s wills to attain the things which are helpful to thislife. The heavenly city, or rather the part of it which sojourns onearth and lives by faith, makes use of this peace only because itmust, until this mortal condition which necessitates it shall passaway. Consequently, so long as it lives like a captive and astranger in the earthly city, though it has already received thepromise of redemption, and the gift of the Spirit as the earnest ofit, it makes no scruple to obey the laws of the earthly city,whereby the things necessary for the maintenance of this mortallife are administered: and thus, as this life is common to bothcities, so there is harmony between them in regard to what belongs to it. But, as the earthly city has had some philosopherswhose doctrine is condemned by the divine teaching, and who,being deceived either by their own conjectures or by demons,supposed that many gods must be invited to take an interest inhuman affairs, and assigned to each a separate function and aseparate department—to one the body, to another the soul; andin the body itself, to one the head, to another the neck, and each of the other members to one of the gods; and in like manner, inthe soul, to one god the natural capacity was assigned, to anothereducation, to another anger, to another lust; and so the variousaffairs of life were assigned—cattle to one, corn to another,wine to another, oil to another, the woods to another, money toanother, navigation to another, wars and victories to another,marriages to another, births and fecundity to another, and otherthings to other gods; and as the celestial city, on the other hand,knew that one God only was to be worshiped, and that to Himalone was due that service which the Greeks call latreia [worship] and which can be given only to a god, it has come to passthat the two cities could not have common laws of religion andthat the heavenly city has been compelled in this matter to dissent, and to become obnoxious to those who think differently,and to stand the brunt of their anger and hatred and persecutions, except in so far as the minds of their enemies have beenalarmed by the multitude of the Christians and quelled by themanifest protection of God accorded to them. This heavenly city,then, while it sojourns on earth, calls citizens out of all nations,and gathers together a society of pilgrims of all languages, notscrupling about diversities in the manners, laws, and institutionswhereby earthly peace is secured and maintained, but recognizing that, however various these are, they all tend to one and thesame end of earthly peace. It therefore is so far from rescindingand abolishing these diversities, that it even preserves andadopts them, so long as no hindrance to the worship of the onesupreme and true God is thus introduced. Even the heavenlycity, therefore, while in its state of pilgrimage, avails itself of thepeace of earth, and, as far as it can without injuring faith andgodliness, desires and maintains a common agreement amongmen regarding the acquisition of the necessaries of life, andmakes this earthly peace bear upon the peace of heaven; for thisalone can be truly called and esteemed the peace of the reasonable creatures, consisting as it does in the perfectly ordered andharmonious enjoyment of God and of one another in God. Whenwe shall have reached that peace, this mortal life shall give placeto one that is eternal, and our body shall be no more this animalbody which by its corruption weighs down the soul, but a spiritual body feeling no want, and in all its members subjected to the will. In its pilgrim state the heavenly city possesses this peace byfaith; and by this faith it lives righteously when it refers to theattainment of that peace every good action toward God and man;for the life of the city is a social life. (XIX, 17)

On social and political justice in the city of man. Justice being taken away, then, what are kingdoms but great robberies? Forwhat are robberies themselves, but little kingdoms? The band itself is made up of men; it is ruled by the authority of a prince, it isknit together by the pact of the confederacy; the booty is dividedby the law agreed on. If, by the admittance of abandoned men,this evil increases to such a degree that it holds places, fixesabodes, takes possession of cities, and subdues peoples, it assumes the more plainly the name of a kingdom, because the reality is now manifestly conferred on it, not by the removal ofcovetousness, but by the addition of impunity. Indeed, that wasan apt and true reply which was given to Alexander the Great bya pirate who had been seized. For when that king had asked theman what he meant by keeping hostile possession of the sea, heanswered with bold pride, “What thou meanest by seizing thewhole earth; but because I do it with a petty ship, I am called arobber, whilst thou who dost it with a great fleet are styledemperor.” 17 (IV, 4)

This, then, is the place where I should fulfill the promise I gave in the second book of this work, and explain, as briefly andclearly as possible, that if we are to accept the definitions laiddown by Scipio in Cicero’s De Republica, there never was a Roman republic; for he briefly defines a republic as the weal of thepeople. And if this definition be true, there never was a Romanrepublic, for the people’s weal was never attained among the Romans. For the people, according to his definition, is an assemblage associated by a common acknowledgment of right and by acommunity of interests. And what he means by a common acknowledgment of right he explains at large, showing that a republic cannot be administered without justice. Where, therefore,there is no true justice there can be no right. For that which isdone by right is justly done, and what is unjustly done cannot bedone by right. For the unjust inventions of men are neither to be considered nor spoken of as rights; for even they themselves saythat right is that which flows from the fountain of justice, anddeny the definition which is commonly given by those who misconceive the matter, that right is that which is useful to thestronger party. Thus, where there is not true justice there can beno assemblage of men associated by a common acknowledgmentof right, and therefore there can be no people, as defined byScipio or Cicero; and if no people, then no weal of the people, butonly of some promiscuous multitude unworthy of the name of thepeople. Consequently, if the republic is the weal of the people,and there is no people if it be not associated by a common acknowledgment of right, and if there is no right where there is nojustice, then most certainly it follows that there is no republicwhere there is no justice. Further, justice is that virtue whichgives every one his due. Where, then, is the justice of man, whenhe deserts the true God and yields himself to impure demons? Isthis to give every one his due? Or is he who keeps back a piece ofground from the purchaser, and gives it to a man who has noright to it, unjust, while he who keeps back himself from the Godwho made him, and serves wicked spirits, is just? (XIX, 21)

But if we discard this definition of a people, and, assuming another, say that a people is an assemblage of reasonable beings bound together by a common agreement as to the objects of theirlove, then, in order to discover the character of any people, wehave only to observe what it loves. Yet whatever it loves, if onlyit is an assemblage of reasonable beings and not of beasts, and isbound together by an agreement as to the objects of love, it isreasonably called a people; and it will be a superior people inproportion as it is bound together by higher interests, inferior inproportion as it is bound together by lower. According to thisdefinition of ours, the Roman people is a people, and its weal iswithout doubt a commonwealth or republic. But what its tasteswere in its early and subsequent days, and how it declined intosanguinary seditions and then to social and civil wars, and soburst asunder or rotted off the bond of concord in which thehealth of a people consists, history shows, and in the precedingbooks I have related at large. And yet I would not on this accountsay either that it was not a people, or that its administration wasnot a republic, so long as there remains an assemblage of reasonable beings bound together by a common agreement as to the objects of love. But what I say of this people and of this republic Imust be understood to think and say of the Athenians or anyGreek state, of the Egyptians, of the early Assyrian Babylon, andof every other nation, great or small, which had a public government. For, in general, the city of the ungodly, which did not obeythe command of God that it should offer no sacrifice save to Himalone, and which, therefore, could not give to the soul its propercommand over the body, nor to the reason its just authority overthe vices, is void of true justice. (XIX, 24)

The ultimate destinies of the two cities. But, on the other hand, they who do not belong to this city of God shall inheriteternal misery, which is also called the second death, because thesoul shall then be separated from God its life, and therefore cannot be said to live, and the body shall be subjected to eternalpains. And consequently this second death shall be the moresevere, because no death shall terminate it. But war being contrary to peace, as misery to happiness, and life to death, it is notwithout reason asked what kind of war can be found in the end ofthe wicked answering to the peace which is declared to be theend of the righteous? The person who puts this question has onlyto observe what it is in war that is hurtful and destructive, and heshall see that it is nothing else than the mutual opposition andconflict of things. And can he conceive a more grievous and bitterwar than that in which the will is so opposed to passion, and passion to the will, that their hostility can never be terminated by thevictory of either, and in which the violence of pain so conflictswith the nature of the body, that neither yields to the other? Forin this life, when this conflict has arisen, either pain conquersand death expels the feeling of it, or nature conquers and healthexpels the pain. But in the world to come the pain continues thatit may torment, and the nature endures that it may be sensible ofit; and neither ceases to exist, lest punishment also should cease.Now, it is through the last judgment that men pass to these ends,the good to the supreme good, the evil to the supreme evil. . . .(XIX, 28)

In this, then, consists the righteousness of a man, that he submit himself to God, his body to his soul, and his vices, even when they rebel, to his reason, which either defeats or at least resiststhem; and also that he beg from God grace to do his duty, and thepardon of his sins, and that he render to God thanks for all theblessings he receives. But, in that final peace to which all ourrighteousness has reference, and for the sake of which it is maintained, as our nature shall enjoy a sound immortality and incorruption, and shall have no more vices, and as we shall experienceno resistance either from ourselves or from others, it will not benecessary that reason should rule vices which no longer exist, butGod shall rule the man, and the soul shall rule the body, with asweetness and facility suitable to the felicity of a life which isdone with bondage. And this condition shall there be eternal,and we shall be assured of its eternity; and thus the peace of thisblessedness and the blessedness of this peace shall be the supreme good. (XIX, 27)

I think I have now, by God’s help, discharged my obligation in writing this large work. Let those who think I have said too little,or those who think I have said too much, forgive me; and letthose who think I have said just enough give thanks, not to me,but rather join me in giving thanks to God. Amen. (XXII, 30)
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2. Giambattista Vico


(1668-1744)





During the thirteen hundred years between St. Augustine and Giambattista Vico, there were several attempts to construct theories of history. Most of these (at least those systems formulatedby Christians) were modeled after the work of Augustine andneed not be noticed here. With Giambattista Vico, a man whohas been called Italy’s greatest philosopher, the modern philosophy of history begins. If one forgets that Vico antedated Herder,Kant, and Hegel, it is easy to overlook his contributions to thephilosophy of history. When these thinkers are studied in chronological sequence, however, one begins to appreciate the momentous influence Vico’s views had on later philosophers. Infact, Vico’s influence was reserved almost exclusively for such later thinkers; his contemporaries were unable to appreciate thegenius and originality of his work.

Vico was the first to attempt a construction of universal history on empirical grounds. He thought he had discovered within history an eternal law of development. His pattern was neithercyclical like that of the Greeks nor strictly linear like Augustine’s. It was more of a spiral pattern that combined the recurrence of the cyclical view and the progress of the linear.

Vico also made the first attempt to justify history as an autonomous body of knowledge separate from science. In his emphasis upon the importance of the inner life of man for history, he anticipated such twentieth-century idealists as Croce and Colling-wood. In addition, Vico made several contributions to thecritical philosophy of history. He warned historians about anumber of prejudices that could detract from the quality of theirwork: 1 (1) the error of exaggerating the wealth, power and grandeur of the period of history being studied; (2) the conceit thatmany historians have for the past of their own nation as seen, forexample, in the practice of many historians of describing the history of their own nation as favorably as possible; (3) the prejudice of thinking that the people the historian is studying were aslearned and cultured as he himself is; (4) the fallacy of thinkingthat simply because two nations share a similar idea or institution, one must have borrowed it from the other; (5) the error ofthinking that people in the past knew more about their own timesthan we can know today.

In addition to these warnings, Vico also made some positive contributions to historiography. He pointed out the value of linguistics, mythology, and tradition for a reconstruction of thepast. While mythology, for example, should not be taken literally, it can be a valuable supplement to our other sources aboutthe life, beliefs, and practices of an ancient people.

Rene Descartes (1596-1650) set the stage for Vico’s great contribution to the philosophy of history. Descartes had observed that too much time spent in studying history usurps timethat might otherwise be spent on the present. He objected to thegeneral unreliability of historical accounts of the past and to the relative uselessness of history for present-day living. In Descartes’ words,

The overcurious in the customs of the past are generally ignorant of those of the present. Besides, fictitious narratives lead us to imagine the possibility of many events that are impossible; andeven the most faithful histories, if they do not wholly misrepresentmatters, or exaggerate their importance to render the account ofthem more worthy of perusal, omit, at least, almost always themeanest and least striking of the attendant circumstances; hence ithappens that the remainder does not represent the truth, and thatsuch as regulate their conduct by examples drawn from this source,are apt to fall into the extravagances of the knights-errant of romance, and to entertain projects that exceed their powers.2

While Descartes and his followers glorified the mathematical and physical sciences at the expense of history, Vico counteredthat history was eminently capable of being understood by man.Vico based his claim upon his principle of verum factum: thetrue and the created are identical.3 One can know somethingwith certitude only when he has made it.

Truth and knowledge are for Vico coextensive and convertible terms. What is true to us is all that we know. What we know is allthat is true to us. There is no human truth outside of human knowledge, just as there is no divine truth outside of divine knowledge.There is no unknown truth. If there were, there would be unmadeor ungenerated truth, and the criterion would not apply. The truthis what is known; to be known it must be made; the knowing andthe making of truth are inseparable.4

Vico relates his principle of verum factum to the case of God’s omniscience. Because God has made all things, He knows allthings. Vico’s application of this principle to history should beclear by now. The Cartesians had exhausted their efforts in trying to know the world which they had not made; at the sametime, they ignored history which man has authored. Since God is the creator of the world, only He can know it with certainty; butsince man is the author of history, it follows that history is onething that man can know. Alan Donagan writes,

Vico’s principle that what men have made, men can hope to know, is the foundation of modern scientific historiography. First,it defines what historians study: namely, whatever survives frompast human actions. Secondly, it implicitly specifies their aim: torecover the human thinking, however different from our own itmay have been, by which what survives from the past was made.5

One of the more important ways in which man comes to know the past is through a study of that which man has created, forexample, his language, history, law, religion, and mythology. Onthis point, Vico clearly anticipates Wilhelm Dilthey’s “objectivemind” and R. G. Collingwood’s view that the historian must tryto grasp the thinking of man in the past.

The major source for Vico’s philosophy of history is his Scienza Nuova (The New Science), a work that went throughthree editions.6 Vico’s views were generations ahead of his time.In fact, his book was not even translated into English until 1948.The New Science has two major aims: (1) Vico wishes to discoverif there is a universal law of history that governs the past; isthere, in other words, a pattern to history? (2) He desires to seehow this law is reflected in the history of particular peoples.

Vico uses two methods to accomplish his aims—philosophy and philology. The meaning of these terms is never spelled outbut a careful consideration of his use of the terms suggests thatphilosophy is reasoning from axioms, definitions, and postulateswhile philology is an empirical study of the languages, history,and literature of people.7

The pattern Vico found in history was a spiral-like movement; there is both repetition and progress in history. There are periods in history that seem to go through a similar development.

This course of development (corso) is then repeated (ricorso) in other periods, not in the same events, to be sure, but in the general framework. The general pattern is the same but the particular events will differ. Vico distinguished three stages in the development of any period of history —the age of gods, the age ofheroes, and the age of men. The following schema indicates someof the characteristics of these ages.


	
AGE OF GODS


	
AGE OF HEROES


	
AGE OF MEN




	
An age of sensation


	
An age of imagination


	
An age of reason




	
Man’s nature: fierce and cruel


	
Man’s nature: noble and proud


	
Man’s nature: benign and reasonable




	
Government: Theocratic (Man subordinate to deity)


	
Government: Warrior Aristocracy(Some men subordinate to others)


	
Government: Democracy (All menequal)







Corresponding to these three ages, there were three types of human nature (barbarous, proud, and reasonable), three kinds ofcustom, three kinds of law, religion, etc.

Vico believed he had discovered the movement from an age of gods, to an age of heroes, to an age of men in several periods ofhistory. The history of Greece provides one example of this development. Greece before the times of Homer illustrates the ageof the gods. Men were fierce and barbarous and yet the customsof the age were tinged with religion; everything, they believed,was determined by the gods. Moving from the times described byHomer to the period of Homer itself, one finds a marked shiftfrom sensationism to imagination; one can find the beginnings ofpeculiarly mythical or poetic modes of consciousness; one findsthe development of language, law, and culture. During this middle period, agriculture is the basis for economy and a kind ofaristocracy arises in which some men assume the role of rulers orleaders. The poetic mode of consciousness during this age ofheroes is seen in the myths of Homer; Sparta illustrates the importance of an agricultural economy and a warrior aristocracy.Finally, with the ascendancy of Athens, we come to an age ofreason in the history of Greece. Now we find a democratic formof government in which all free citizens are regarded as equaland with this comes a more settled state of affairs. The culture ofthe times is ruled by the ideal of pure rationality. Man loses someof his barbarity and becomes more benign.

Thus the course of man, Vico maintains, is a movement from a primitive mentality to a religious way of life, and ultimately to anage of reflective rationality. However, each period of human history eventually dissolves into a time of decline, decadence, andbarbarism which makes the beginning of a new cycle possible.

That which makes history move, Vico tells us, is the providence of God. To be sure, it is often quite difficult to detect God’s providence at work in history. Man is selfish and history recordsonly too clearly the results of man’s self-seeking. However, ifman were left on his own, he would eventually destroy all of hiskind. Divine providence works immanently within history tokeep man in check within the orders of the family, the society,and the state. Vico’s view of providence bears a number of interesting similarities to Hegel’s notion of “the cunning of reason.”According to Hegel, God uses the selfish desires of men to workout his own purposes in history. Vico, like Hegel, insists that divine providence always operates indirectly, by secondary means.Providence always realizes its purposes in a natural way. Vico’slack of emphasis on the transcendence of God has led severalcritics to point out that his position may be unable to avoid a pantheism which he certainly did not intend to espouse.
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Some principles of historical criticism. 119. . . . We now propose the following axioms, both philosophical and philological, including a few reasonable and proper postulates and clarified definitions. And just as the blood does in animate bodies, sowill these elements course through our Science and animate it in all its reasonings about the common nature of nations.

I. 120. Because of the indefinite nature of the human mind,wherever it is lost in ignorance, man makes himself the measureof all things.

121. This axiom explains those two common human traits, on the one hand that rumor grows in its course, on the other thatrumor is deflated by the presence [of the thing itself]. In the longcourse that rumor has run from the beginning of the world it hasbeen the perennial source of all the exaggerated opinions whichhave hitherto been held concerning remote antiquities unknownto us, by virtue of that property of the human mind noted byTacitus in his Life of Agricola, where he says that everything unknown is taken for something great.

II. 122. It is another property of the human mind that whenever men can form no idea of distant and unknown things, theyjudge them by what is familiar and at hand.

123. This axiom points to the inexhaustible source of all theerrors about the beginnings of humanity that have been adoptedby entire nations and by all the scholars. For when the formerbegan to take notice of them and the latter to investigate them, itwas on the basis of their own enlightened, cultivated, and magnificent times that they judged the origins of humanity, whichmust nevertheless by the nature of things have been small, crude,and quite obscure.

124. Under this head are to be recalled two types of conceitwe have mentioned above, one of the nations and the other of thescholars.

III. 125. As for the conceit of the nations, we have heard thatgolden saying of Diodorus Siculus. Every nation, according tohim, whether Greek or barbarian, has had the same conceit thatit before all other nations invented the comforts of human lifeand that its remembered history goes back to the very beginningof the world.

IV. 127. To this conceit of the nations there may be addedthat of the scholars, who will have it that whatever they know isas old as the world.

128. This axiom disposes of all the opinions of the scholars concerning the matchless wisdom of the ancients. It convicts offraud the oracles of Zoroaster, the verses of Orpheus, and thegolden verses of Pythagoras . . .

V. 144. Uniform ideas originating among entire peoples unknown to each other must have a common ground of truth.

145. This axiom is a great principle which establishes thecommon sense of the human race as the criterion taught to thenations by Divine Providence to define what is certain in the natural law of nations. And the nations reach this certainty by recognizing the underlying agreements which, despite variations ofdetail, obtain among them all in respect of this law. Thenceissues the mental dictionary for assigning origins to all the diverse articulated languages. By means of this dictionary is conceived the ideal eternal history which determines the histories intime of all the nations . . .

146. This same axiom does away with all the ideas hithertoheld concerning the natural law of nations, which has beenthought to have originated in one nation and been passed on toothers. This error was encouraged by the bad example of theEgyptians and Greeks in vainly boasting that they had spreadcivilization throughout the world. It was this error that gave riseto the fiction that the Law of the Twelve Tables came to Romefrom Greece. If that had been the case, it would have been a civillaw communicated to other peoples by human provision and nota law which Divine Providence ordained naturally in all nationsalong with human customs themselves. Indeed it will be one ofour constant labors throughout this book to demonstrate that thenatural law of nations originated separately among the variouspeoples, each in ignorance of the others, and that subsequently,as a result of wars, embassies, alliances, and commerce, it cameto be recognized as common to the entire human race.

The philosophical method. 129. To be useful to the human race, philosophy must raise and direct weak and fallen man, notrend his nature or abandon him in his corruption.

130. This axiom dismisses from the school of our Science theStoics who seek to mortify the senses and the Epicureans whomake them the criterion. For both deny Providence, the formerchaining themselves to fate, the latter abandoning themselves tochance. The latter moreover affirm that the human soul dies withthe body. Both should be called monastic or solitary philosophers. On the other hand [this axiom] admits to our school the political philosophers, and first of all the Platonists, who agree withall the lawgivers on these three main points: that there is DivineProvidence, that human passions should be moderated and madeinto human virtues, and that the human soul is immortal. Thusfrom this axiom are derived the three principles of this Science.

131. Philosophy considers man as he should be and so can beof service to but very few, who wish to live in the Republic ofPlato, not to fall back into the dregs of Romulus.

132. Legislation considers man as he is in order to turn him togood uses in human society. Out of ferocity, avarice, and ambition, the three vices which run throughout the human race, itcreates the military, merchant, and governing classes and thusthe strength, riches, and wisdom of commonwealths. Out of thesethree great vices, which could certainly destroy all mankind onthe face of the earth, it makes civil happiness.

133. This axiom proves that there is Divine Providence andfurther that it is divine legislative mind. For out of the passionsof men, each bent on his private advantage, for the sake of whichthey would live like wild beasts in the wilderness, it has made thecivil orders by which they may live in human society.

137. Men who do not know the truth of things try to reachcertainty about them, so that, if they cannot satisfy their intellects by science, their wills at least may rest on conscience.

138. Philosophy contemplates reason, whence comes knowledge of the true; philology observes the authority of humanchoice, whence comes consciousness of the certain.

139. This axiom by its second part defines as philologians allthe grammarians, historians, critics, who have occupied themselves with the study of the languages and deeds of peoples; boththeir domestic affairs, such as customs and laws, and their external affairs, such as wars, peaces, alliances, travels, and commerce.

140. This same axiom shows how the philosophers failed byhalf in not giving certainty to their reasonings by appeal to theauthority of the philologians, and likewise how the latter failedby half in not taking care to give their authority the sanction oftruth by appeal to the reasoning of the philosophers. If they hadboth done this, they would have been more useful to their commonwealths and they would have anticipated us in conceivingthis Science. . . .

The philological method. 351. These are the philosophic proofs our Science will use, and consequently those which areabsolutely necessary for pursuing it. The philological proofsmust come last. They all reduce to the following kinds:

352. First, that our mythologies agree with the results of ourmeditations, not by force and distortion, but directly, easily, andnaturally ; that they will be seen to be civil histories of the firstpeoples, who are everywhere found to have been naturally poets.

353. Second, that the heroic phrases, as here explained in thefull truth of the sentiments and the full propriety of the expressions, also agree.

354. Third, that the etymologies of the native languages alsoagree, which tell us the histories of the things signified by thewords, beginning with their original and proper meanings andpursuing the natural progress of their metaphors according tothe order of the ideas, on which the history of languages mustproceed. . . .

355. Fourth, the mental vocabulary of human social things,which are the same in substance as felt by all nations but diversely expressed in language according to their diverse manifestations, is exhibited to be such as we conceived it in the axioms.

356. Fifth, truth is sifted from falsehood in everything thathas been preserved for us through long centuries by those vulgartraditions which, since they have been preserved for so long atime and by entire peoples, must . . . have had a public groundof truth.

357. Sixth, the great fragments of antiquity, hitherto uselessto science because they lay neglected, broken, and scattered,shed great light when cleaned, pieced together, and set in place.

358. Seventh and last, to all these things, as to their necessarycauses, are assigned all the effects narrated by certain history.

359. These philological proofs enable us to see in fact thethings we have meditated in idea concerning the world of nations, in accordance with Bacon’s method of philosophizing,which is “think [and] see” (cogitare videre). Thus it is that with thehelp of the preceding philosophical proofs, the philologicalproofs which follow both confirm their own authority by reasonand at the same time confirm reason by their authority.

360. From all that has been set forth in general concerningthe establishment of the principles of this Science, we concludethat, since its principles are Divine Providence, moderation ofthe passions by marriage, and immortality of human souls [witnessed] by burial, and since the criterion it uses is that w'hat is feltto be just by all men or by the majority must be the rule of sociallife (and on these principles and this criterion there is agreementbetween the vulgar wisdom of all lawgivers and the esoteric wisdom of the philosophers of greatest repute), these must be thebounds of human reason. And let him who would transgressthem beware lest he transgress all humanity.

The principle verum factum. 331. But in the night of thick darkness enveloping the earliest antiquity, so remote from ourselves, there shines the eternal and never-failing light of a truthbeyond all question: that the world of civil society has certainlybeen made by men, and that its principles are therefore to befound within the modifications of our own human mind. Whoever reflects on this cannot but marvel that the philosophersshould have bent all their energies to the study of the world ofnature, which, since God made it, He alone knows; and that theyshould have neglected the study of the world of nations orcivil world, which, since men had made it, men could hope toknow. . . .

332. Now since this world of nations has been made by men, let us see in what things all men agree and always have agreed.For these things will be able to give us the universal and eternalprinciples (such as every science must have) on which all nationswere founded and still preserve themselves.

The three customs of all nations. 333. We observe that all nations, barbarous as well as civilized, though separatelyfounded because remote from each other in time and space, keepthese three human customs: all have some religion, all contractsolemn marriages, all bury their dead. And in no nation, however savage and crude, are any human activities celebrated withmore elaborate ceremonies and more sacred solemnity than religion, marriage, and burial. For by the axiom that “uniformideas, born among peoples unknown to each other, must have acommon ground of truth,” [144] it must have been dictated to allnations that from these three institutions humanity began amongthem all, and therefore they must be most devoutly observed bythem all, so that the world should not again become a bestial wilderness. For this reason we have taken these three eternal anduniversal customs as three first principles of this Science.

334. Let not our first principle be accused of falsehood by the modern travelers who narrate that peoples of Brazil, South Africa, and other nations of the new world live in society withoutany knowledge of God, as Antoine Amauld believes to be thecase also of the inhabitants of the islands called Antilles. Persuaded perhaps by them, Bayle affirms in his treatise on cometsthat peoples can live in justice without the light of God. This is abolder statement than Polybius ventured in the dictum for whichhe has been acclaimed, that if the world had philosophers, livingin justice by reason and not by laws, it would have no need ofreligions. These are travelers’ tales, to promote the sale of theirbooks by the narration of portents. . . . For all nations believein a provident divinity, yet through all the length of years and allthe breadth of this civil world it has been possible to find onlyfour primary religions. The first is that of the Hebrews, whencecame that of the Christians, both believing in the divinity of aninfinite free mind. The third is that of the gentiles, who believe inthe divinity of a plurality of gods, each imagined as composed ofbody and of free mind. Hence, when they wish to signify the divinity that rules and preserves the world, they speak of deos immortelles. The fourth and last is that of the Mohammedans, whobelieve in the divinity of one god, an infinite free mind in an infinite body, for they look forward to pleasures of the senses as rewards in the other life. . . .

336. In the second place, the opinion that the sexual unionswhich certainly take place between free men and free womenwithout solemn matrimony are free of natural wickedness [i.e., donot offend the law of nature], all the nations of the world havebranded as false by the human customs with which they all religiously celebrate marriages, thereby determining that this sin isbestial, though in venial degree. And for this reason: such parents. since thev are held together by no necessary bond of law,are bound to abandon their natural children. Since their parentsmay separate at any time, if they are abandoned by both, thechildren must lie exposed to be devoured by dogs. If humanity,public or private, does not bring them up, they will have to growup with no one to teach them religion, language, or any other human custom. ...

337. Finally, [to realize] what a great principle of humanityburial is, imagine a feral state in which human bodies remainunburied on the surface of the earth as food for crows and dogs.Certainly this bestial custom will be accompanied by uncultivated fields and uninhabited cities. Men will go about like swineeating the acorns found amidst the putrefaction of their dead.And so with good reason burials were characterized by the sublime phrase “compacts of the human race” . . . and with lessgrandeur were described by Tacitus as “fellowships of humanity.” . . .

338. To complete the establishment of the principles whichhave been adopted for this Science, it remains ... to discussthe method which it should follow. It must begin where its subject matter began . . . Our treatment of it must take its startfrom the time these creatures began to think humanly. In theirmonstrous savagery and unbridled bestial freedom there was nomeans to tame the former or bridle the latter but the frightfulthought of some divinity, the fear of whom ... is the onlypowerful means of reducing to duty a liberty gone wild. To discover the way in which this first human thinking arose in the gentile world, we encountered exasperating difficulties which havecost us the research of a good twenty years. [We had] to descendfrom these human and refined natures of ours to those quite wildand savage natures, which we cannot at all imagine and can apprehend only with great effort.

339. By reason of all this, we must start from some notion ofGod such as even the most savage, wild, and monstrous men donot lack. That notion we show to be this: that man, fallen intodespair of all the succors of nature, desires something superior tosave him. But something superior to nature is God, and this is thelight that God has shed on all men. Confirmation may be foundin a common human custom, that libertines grown old, feelingtheir natural forces fail, turn naturally to religion. . . .

341. But men because of their corrupted nature are under thetyranny of self-love, which compels them to make private utilitytheir chief guide. Seeking everything useful for themselves andnothing for their companions, they cannot bring their passionsunder control to direct them toward justice. We thereby establishthe fact that man in the bestial state desires only his own welfare;having taken wife and begotten children, he desires his own welfare along with that of his family; having entered upon civil life,he desires his own welfare along with that of his city; when itsrule is extended over several peoples, he desires his own welfarealong with that of the nation; when the nations are united bywars, treaties of peace, alliances, and commerce, he desires hisown welfare along with that of the entire human race. In all theseconditions man desires principally his own utility. Therefore it isonly by Divine Providence that he can be held within these orders to practice justice as a member of the society of the family,the state, and finally of mankind. Unable to attain all the utilitieshe wishes, he is constrained by these orders to seek those whichare his due; and this is called just. That which regulates all human justice is therefore divine justice, which is administered byDivine Providence to preserve human society.

342. . . . Our new Science must therefore be a demonstration, so to speak, of the historical fact of Providence, for it mustbe a history of the forms of order which, without human discernment or intent, and often against the designs of men, Providencehas given to this great city of the human race. For though thisworld has been created in time and particular, the orders established therein by Providence are universal and eternal.

The three ages. 173. Two great remnants of Egyptian antiquity have come down to us. . . . One of them is the fact that the Egyptians reduced all preceding world time to three ages,namely, the age of the gods, the age of the heroes, and the age ofmen. The other is that during these three ages three languageshad been spoken, corresponding in order to the three ages:namely, the hieroglyphic or sacred language, the symbolic or figurative (heroic) language, and the epistolary or vulgar languageof men employing conventional signs for communicating thecommon needs of their life. . . .

176. These three axioms established the fact that the world of peoples began everywhere with religion. This will be the first ofthe three principles of this Science.

177 Wherever a people has grown savage in arms so that human laws have no longer any place among it, the only powerful means of reducing it is religion.

178. This axiom establishes the fact that Divine Providence initiated the process by which the fierce and violent were broughtfrom their outlaw state to humanity and entered upon nationallife. It did so by awakening in them a confused idea of divinity,which they in their ignorance attributed to that to which it didnot belong. Thus through the terror of this imagined divinity,they began to put themselves in some order. . . .

196. Every gentile nation had its Hercules, who was the sonof Jove; and Varro, the most learned of antiquarians, numberedas many as forty of them.

197. This axiom marks the beginning of heroism among thefirst peoples, which was born of the false opinion that the heroeswere of divine origin. . . .

The course of nations. 238. The order of ideas must follow the order of things.

239. This was the order of human things; first the forests, after that the huts, thence the villages, next the cities, and finally the academies. . . .

241. Men first feel necessity, then look for utility, next attendto comfort, still later amuse themselves with pleasure, thencegrow dissolute in luxury, and finally go mad and waste their substance.

242. The nature of peoples is first crude, then severe, thenbenign, then delicate, finally dissolute.

243. In the human race first appear the huge and grotesque,like the cyclopes; then the proud and magnanimous, like Achilles; then the valorous and just, like Aristides and Scipio Afri-canus; nearer to us, imposing figures with great semblances ofvirtue accompanied by great vices, who among the vulgar win aname for true glory, like Alexander and Caesar; still later, themelancholy and reflective, like Tiberius; finally the dissolute andshameless madmen, like Caligula, Nero, and Domitian.

244. This axiom shows that the first sort were necessary in order to make one man obey another in the family-state and prepare him to be law-abiding in the city-state that was to come; thesecond sort, who naturally did not yield to their peers, were necessary to establish the aristocratic commonwealths on the basisof the families; the third sort to open the way for popular liberty;the fourth to bring in the monarchies; the fifth to establish them;the sixth to overthrow them.

245. This with the preceding axioms gives a part of the principles of the ideal eternal history traversed in time by every nation in its rise, development, maturity, decline, and fall. . . .

349. Our Science therefore comes to describe at the same time an ideal eternal history traversed in time by the history ofevery nation in its rise, progress, maturity, decline, and fall. Indeed we go so far as to assert that whoever meditates this Sciencetells himself this ideal eternal history only so far as he makes itby that proof “it had, has, and will have to be.” For the first indubitable principle above posited is that this world of nations hascertainly been made by men, and its guise must therefore befound within the modifications of our own human mind. And history cannot be more certain than when he who creates the thingsalso describes them. Thus our Science proceeds exactly as doesgeometry, which while it constructs out of its elements or contemplates the world of quantity, itself creates it; but with a reality greater in proportion to that of the orders having to do withhuman affairs, in which there are neither points, lines, surfaces,nor figures. And this very fact is an argument, O reader, thatthese proofs are of a kind divine, and should give thee a divinepleasure; since in God knowledge and creation are one and thesame thing. . . .

629. We have seen that the generation of commonwealths began in the age of the gods, in which governments were theocratic, that is, divine. Later they developed into the first human, that isthe heroic, governments, here called human to distinguish themfrom the divine. Within these human governments . . . the ageof gods continued to run its course, for that religious way ofthinking must still have persisted by which whatever men themselves did was attributed to the agency of the gods. . . . Hereinis Divine Providence to be supremely admired, for, when men’sintentions were quite otherwise, it brought them in the first placeto the fear of divinity (the cult of which is the first fundamentalbasis of commonwealths). Their religion in turn led them to remain fixed on the first vacant lands which they occupied beforeall others. . . . Further, again by means of religion, Providenceled them to unite with chosen women for constant and life-longcompanionship; hence the institution of matrimony, the recognized source of all authority. Later, with these women, they werefound to have established the families, which are the seedplot ofthe commonwealths. And finally, with the opening of the asylums, they discovered that they had founded the clienteles. Thusthe elements were prepared from which, with the first agrarianlaw, the cities were to be born, based upon the two communitiesof men that composed them, one of nobles to command, the otherof plebeians to obey. . . .

915. In virtue of the principles of this Science established in the first book, and of the origins of all the divine and humanthings of the gentile world which we investigated and discoveredin the second book, and the discovery in the third book that thepoems of Homer are two great treasure stores of the natural lawof the nations of Greece (just as we had already found the Law ofthe Twelve Tables to be a great monument of the natural law ofthe nations of Latium) we shall now, by the aid of philosophicaland philological illumination, and relying on the axioms abovestated concerning the ideal eternal history [241-245] in thisfourth book, discuss the course the nations take, proceeding inall their various and diverse customs with constant uniformityupon the division of the three ages which the Egyptians said hadelapsed before them in their world, namely, the successive agesof gods, heroes, and men. For the nations will be seen to developin conformity with this division by a constant and uninterruptedorder of causes and effects present in every nation, through threekinds of natures. From these natures arise three kinds of customs; and in virtue of these customs three kinds of natural lawsof nations are observed; and in consequence of these laws threekinds of civil states or commonwealths are established. And inorder that men, having reached the stage of human society, mayon the one hand communicate to each other the aforesaid threemost important matters [customs, laws, commonwealths], threekinds of languages and as many of characters are formed; and inorder that they may on the other hand justify them, three kinds ofjurisprudence assisted by three kinds of authority and threekinds of reason in as many of judgments. The three kinds of jurisprudence prevail in three sects of times, which the nationsprofess in the course of their history. These groups of three special unities, with many others that derive from them and will alsobe enumerated in this book, all lead to one general unity. This isthe unity of the religion of a provident divinity, which is theunity of the spirit informing and giving life to this world ofnations . . .

[Vico continues by relating the three kinds of natures, natural law, governments, languages, and jurisprudence to the three ages—divine, heroic, and human.]

1004. All that we have had to say in this book is so much evidence to prove that in the course of the entire lifetime of nations they follow this order through these three kinds of commonwealths or civil states, and no more. They all have their roots intheir first, which were the divine governments, and from this beginning all nations (by the axioms above posited [241-245] asprinciples of the ideal eternal history) must proceed through thissequence of human things; first becoming commonwealths of op-timates, later free popular commonwealths, and finally monarchies. . . .

Vico's theory of recurrence (ricorso). 1046. In countless passages scattered throughout this work and dealing with countless subjects, we have observed the marvelous correspondence between the first and the returned barbarian times. From thesepassages we can easily understand the recurrence of humanthings in the resurgence of the nations. For greater confirmation,however, we wish in this last book to give a special place to thisargument. Thus we shall bring more light to bear on the periodof the second barbarism, which has remained more obscure thanthat of the first. . . . And we shall also show how the Best andGreatest God has made the counsels of His Providence, by whichHe has guided the human things of all nations, serve the ineffable decrees of His grace.

1047. When, working in superhuman ways, God had revealed and confirmed the truth of the Christian religion by opposing the virtue of the martyrs to the power of Rome, and the teaching of the Fathers, together with the miracles, to the emptywisdom of Greece, and when armed nations were about to ariseon every hand destined to combat the true divinity of itsFounder, He permitted a new order of humanity to emergeamong the nations in order that [the true religion] might be firmlyestablished according to the natural course of human affairs.

1048. Following this eternal counsel, He brought back the truly divine times, in which Catholic kings everywhere, in orderto defend the Christian religion of which they are protectors,donned the dalmatics of deacons and consecrated their royalpersons (whence they preserve the title Sacred Royal Majesty).They assumed ecclesiastical dignities, as Hugh Capet . . . tookthe title of Count and Abbot of Paris. ...

1056. But the most striking recurrence of human things inthis connection was the resumption in these divine times of thefirst asylums of the ancient world, within which, as we learnedfrom Livy, all the first cities were founded. For everywhere violence, rapine, and murder were rampant, because of the extremeferocity and savagery of these most barbarous centuries. Nor. . . was there any efficacious way of restraining men who hadshaken off all human laws save by the divine laws dictated byreligion. Naturally, therefore, men in fear of being oppressed ordestroyed betook themselves to the bishops and abbots of thoseviolent centuries, . . . and put themselves, their families, andtheir patrimonies under their protection, and were received bythem. . . .

1057. These divine times were followed by certain heroictimes, in consequence of the return of a certain distinction between almost opposite natures, the heroic and the human. . . .

1089. Today a complete humanity seems to be spread abroad through all nations, for a few great monarchs rule over this worldof peoples. If there are still some barbarous peoples surviving, itis because their monarchies have persisted in the vulgar wisdomof imaginative and cruel religions, in some cases with the lessbalanced nature of their subject nations as an added factor.

1092. But in Europe, where the Christian religion is everywhere professed . . . there are great monarchies most humane in their customs. It is true that those situated in the cold north,although they are monarchic in constitution yet seem to be governed aristocratically; but if the natural course of civil things isnot impeded in their case by extraordinary causes they will arrive at perfect monarchies. In this part of the world alone, because it cultivates the sciences, there are furthermore a greatnumber of popular commonwealths, which are not found at all inthe other three parts. Indeed, because of the recurrence of thesame public utilities and necessities, there has been a revival ofthe form of the Aetolian and Achaean leagues. Just as the latterwere conceived by the Greeks because of the necessity of protecting themselves against the overwhelming power of the Romans,so the Swiss cantons and the united provinces or states of Holland have organized a number of free popular cities into twoaristocracies, in which they stand united in a perpetual league ofpeace and war. And the body of the German empire is a systemof many free cities and sovereign princes. Its head is the emperor, and in matters concerning the states of the empire it isgoverned aristocratically.

1093. We must observe here that sovereign powers uniting in league, whether perpetual or temporary, come of themselves toform aristocratic states into which enter the anxious suspicionscharacteristic of aristocracies, as shown above. Hence, as this isthe last form of civil states (for we cannot conceive in civil naturea state superior to such aristocracies), this same form must havebeen the first, which, as we have shown by so many proofs in thiswork, was that of the aristocracies of the fathers, sovereign family kings united in reigning orders in the first cities. For this is thenature of principles, that things begin and end in them.

1096. Now, in the light of the recurrence of human civil things to which we have given particular attention in this [fifth]book, let us reflect on the comparisons we have made throughoutthis work in a great many respects between the first and lasttimes of the ancient and modern nations. There will then be fullyunfolded, not the particular history in time of the laws and deedsof the Romans or the Greeks, but (in virtue of the substantialidentity of meaning in the diversity of modes of expression) theideal of the eternal laws in accordance with which the affairs ofall nations proceed in their rise, progress, mature state, decline,and fall, and would do so even if (as is certainly not the case)there were infinite worlds being born from time to time throughout eternity. Hence we could not refrain from giving this workthe invidious title of a New Science, for it was too much to defraud it unjustly of the rightful claim it had over an argument souniversal as that concerning the common nature of nations, invirtue of that property which belongs to every science that is perfect in its idea . . .

Conclusion. 1108. It is true that men have themselves made this world of nations (and we took this as the first incontestableprinciple of our Science, since we despaired of finding it from thephilosophers and philologists), but this world without doubt hasissued from a mind often diverse, at times quite contrary, andalways superior to the particular ends that men had proposed tothemselves; which narrow ends, made means to serve widerends, it has always employed to preserve the human race uponthis earth. Men mean to gratify their bestial lust and abandontheir offspring, and they inaugurate the chastity of marriagefrom which the families arise. The fathers mean to exercisewithout restraint their paternal power over their clients, and theysubject them to the civil powers from which the cities arise. Thereigning orders of nobles mean to abuse their lordly freedomover the plebeians, and they are obliged to submit to the lawswhich establish popular liberty. The free peoples mean to shakeoff the yoke of their laws, and they become subject to monarchs.The monarchs mean to strengthen their own positions by debasing their subjects with all the vices of dissoluteness, and they dispose them to endure slavery at the hands of stronger nations. Thenations mean to dissolve themselves, and their remnants flee forsafety to the wilderness, whence, like the phoenix, they riseagain. That which did all this was mind, for men did it with intelligence; it was not fate, for they did it by choice; not chance, forthe results of their always so acting are perpetually the same.

1109. Hence Epicurus, who believes in chance, is refuted by the facts, along with his followers Hobbes and Machiavelli; andso are Zeno and Spinoza, who believe in fate. The evidence isclearly in favor of the contrary position of the political philosophers, whose prince is the divine Plato, who affirms that Providence rules the affairs of men. It was therefore with good reasonthat Cicero refused to discuss laws with Atticus unless the latterwould give up his Epicureanism and first concede that Providence governed human affairs. Pufendorf ignored it in hishypothesis, Selden assumed it, and Grotius excluded it; but theRoman jurisconsults established it as the first principle of thenatural law of nations. For in this work it has been fully demonstrated that through Providence the first governments of theworld had as their entire form religion, on which alone the stateof the families was based; and passing thence to the heroic oraristocratic civil governments, religion must have been theirprincipal firm basis. Advancing then to the popular governments, it was again religion that served the peoples as means forattaining them. And coming to rest at last in monarchic governments, this same religion must be the shield of princes. Hence, ifreligion is lost among the peoples, they have nothing left to enable them to live in society: no shield of defense, nor means ofcounsel, nor basis of support, nor even a form by which they mayexist in the world at all.

1112. To sum up, from all that we have set forth in this work, it is to be finally concluded that this Science carries inseparablywith it the study of piety, and that if one be not pious he cannotreally be wise.

Notes

1 See sections 119-146 of Vico’s New Science which follow.

2 Rene Descartes, A Discourse on Method, Part One, trans. JohnVeitch.

3 See sections 331 and 332 which follow.

4 Robert Flint, Vico (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1884), p. 94.

5 Alan Donagan, Philosophy of History (New York: Macmillan, 1965),p.7.

6 1725, 1730, and 1744. The selections in this volume are taken from the1744 edition.

7 See selections 129-140 and 351-360 which follow.
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3. Immanuel Kant


(1724-1804)





Immanuel Kant wrote several short essays on the philosophy of history.1 They all represent an approach, typical of the Enlightenment, which regards history as the story of man’s progressivedevelopment from barbarism and superstition to a life of reason.

As Kant writes in his most important essay on this subject, Idea of a Universal History: “The history of the human race,viewed as a whole, may be regarded as the realization of a hiddenplan of nature to bring about a political constitution, internally,and, for this purpose, also externally perfect, as the only state in which all the capacities implanted by her in mankind can befully developed.” This proposition not only points to a rationalconstitutional state (actually, a league of nations) as the end ofhistory, it shows that for Kant the real entity of history is notman as an individual but mankind. Nature does nothing in vain,Kant assures us. Therefore, no basic human desires (includingthe desire for rationality) will be ultimately frustrated. Thismeans, for Kant at least, that the rational capacities of man willbe realized.

However, history itself seems to teach, on the contrary, that these desires are frustrated. At first glance, history appears to beanything but meaningful. History affords us with a repugnantspectacle; all is chaos; all one can see are the results of man’sselfishness. Furthermore, no man manages to achieve perfect rationality. Life is simply too short. Man comes to the end of hislife realizing that there is so much more he could and shouldhave learned. Kant proposes to solve this problem by looking notat the individual man but at the species. While it is true thatman’s rational capacities are not fully realized in individual men,they are being realized in the steady progress of mankind towardan orderly world order.

Kant admits that he cannot prove that history is teleological, that it has a plan. But while it may be impossible to prove thatthere is purpose in history, the historian must nonetheless presuppose it. If there is no plan to history, we are no longer justifiedin believing in providence; and without trust in providence, Kantcontinues, we no longer have any basis for living a moral life. Itis imperative then that the historian uncover the plan implicitin history. Given this clue, Kant believes he can discover the universal laws that determine human actions.

What is the mechanism of history? Kant answers, “The means which nature employs to bring about the development of all thecapacities implanted in men is their mutual antagonism in society. ... By this antagonism I mean the unsocial sociability ofmen; that is, their tendency to enter into society, conjoined, however, wjth an accompanying resistance which continually threatens to dissolve this society.” (Fourth proposition) That whichcauses history to move, then, are antagonisms in society. Men need to live together yet there is a pull to individualism that threatens to destroy society. The very thing then that makes history appear meaningless turns out to be the instrument used byNature to bring about the development of man’s potentialities.2Kant’s happy phrase, “unsocial sociability,” speaks both ofman’s tendency to enter into society and his natural inclinationto isolate himself from others. Man needs others but he cannotget along with them.

True to his age then Kant presents us with a linear view of history that permits us to look optimistically toward a future inwhich mankind will progress toward an international state of rational law and peace. The major defect in Kant’s view, as somesee it, is that Kant, apart from any historical data, proposed towork out the plan of world history a priori.3 To arrive at conclusions about history through some means other than historical research seems not only arbitrary but, in the words of Flint, “amonstrous paradox.”

IMMANUEL KANT

IDEA OF A UNIVERSAL HISTORY FROM A COSMOPOLITAN POINT OF VIEW *

* Translated by W. Hastie.


Whatever metaphysical theory may be formed regarding the freedom of the will, it holds equally true that the manifestationsof the will in human actions are determined, like all other external events, by universal natural laws. Now history is occupiedwith the narration of these manifestations as facts, howeverdeeply their causes may lie concealed. Hence in view of this natural principle of regulation, it may be hoped that when the playof the freedom of the human will is examined on the great scaleof universal history a regular march will be discovered in itsmovements; and that, in this way, what appears to be tangled and unregulated in the case of individuals will be recognizedin the history of the whole species as a continually advancing,though slow, development of its original capacities and endowments. Thus, marriages, births, and deaths appear to beincapable of being reduced to any rule by which their numbers might be calculated beforehand, on account of the great influence which the free will of man exercises upon them; and yetthe annual statistics of great countries prove that these eventstake place according to constant natural laws. In this respectthey may be compared with the very inconstant changes of theweather, which cannot be determined beforehand in detail, butwhich yet, on the whole, do not fail to maintain the growth ofplants, the flow of rivers and other natural processes, in a uniform uninterrupted course. Individual men, and even whole nations, little think, while they are pursuing their own purposes—each in his own way and often one in direct opposition toanother—that they are advancing unconsciously under theguidance of a purpose of nature which is unknown to them, andthat they are toiling for the realization of an end which, even ifit were known to them, might be regarded as of little importance.

Men, viewed as a whole, are not guided in their efforts merely by instinct, like the lower animals; nor do they proceed in theiractions, like the citizens of a purely rational world, according toa preconcerted plan. And so it appears as if no regular systematichistory of mankind would be possible, as in the case, for instance, of bees and beavers. Nor can one help feeling a certainrepugnance in looking at the conduct of men as it is exhibited onthe great stage of the world. With glimpses of wisdom appearingin individuals here and there, it seems, on examining it externally as if the whole web of human history were woven out offolly and childish vanity and the frenzy of destruction, so that atthe end one hardly knows what idea to form of our race, albeit soproud of its prerogatives. In such circumstances there is no resource for the philosopher but, while recognizing the fact that arational conscious purpose cannot be supposed to determinemankind and the play of their actions as a whole, to try whetherhe cannot discover a universal purpose of nature in this paradoxical movement of human things, and whether in view of this purpose a history of creatures who proceed without a plan of theirown may nevertheless be possible according to a determinateplan of nature. We will accordingly see whether we can succeedin finding a clue to such a history ; and, in the event of doing so,we shall then leave it to nature to bring forth the man who will befit to compose it. Thus she did bring forth a Kepler, who in anunexpected way, reduced the eccentric paths of the planets todefinite laws; and then she brought forth a Newton, who explained those laws by a universal natural cause.

First proposition. All the capacities implanted in a creature by nature are destined to unfold themselves, completely andconformably to their end, in the course of time.

This proposition is established by observation, external as well as internal or anatomical, in the case of all animals. An organ which is not to be used, or an arrangement which does notattain its end, is a contradiction in the teleological science of nature. For, if we turn away from that fundamental principle, wehave then before us a nature moving without a purpose, and nolonger conformable to law; and the cheerless gloom of chancetakes the place of the guiding light of reason.

Second proposition. In man, as the only rational creature on earth, those natural capacities which are directed toward the useof his reason could be completely developed only in the speciesand not in the individual.

Reason, in a creature, is a faculty of which it is characteristic to extend the laws and purposes involved in the use of all itspowers far beyond the sphere of natural instinct, and it knows nolimit in its efforts. Reason, however, does not itself work by instinct, but requires experiments, exercise, and instruction inorder to advance gradually from one stage of insight to another.Hence each individual man would necessarily have to live anenormous length of time in order to learn by himself how tomake a complete use of all his natural endowments. Otherwise, ifnature should have given him but a short lease of life—as is actually the case—reason would then require the production of analmost inconceivable series of generations, the one handingdown its enlightenment to the other, in order that her germs, asimplanted in our species may be at last unfolded to that stage ofdevelopment which is completely conformable to her inherentdesign. And the point of time at which this is to be reached must,at least in idea, form the goal and aim of man’s endeavors, because his natural capacities would otherwise have to be regardedas, for the most part, purposeless and bestowed in vain. But sucha view would abolish all our practical principles, and therebyalso throw on nature the suspicion of practicing a childish playin the case of man alone, while her wisdom must otherwise berecognized as a fundamental principle in judging of all otherarrangements.

Third proposition. Nature has willed that man shall produce wholly out of himself all that goes beyond the mechanical structure and arrangement of his animal existence, and that he shallparticipate in no other happiness or perfection than that whichhe has procured for himself, apart from instinct, by his own reason.

Nature, according to this view, does nothing that is superfluous, and is not prodigal in the use of means for her ends. As she gave man reason and freedom of will on the basis of reason,this was at once a clear indication of her purpose in respect of hisendowments. With such equipment, he was not to be guided byinstinct nor furnished and instructed by innate knowledge; muchrather must he produce everything out of himself. The inventionof his own covering and shelter from the elements and the meansof providing for his external security and defense,—for which nature gave him neither the horns of the bull, nor the claws of thelion, nor the fangs of the dog,—as well as all the sources of delight which could make life agreeable, his very insight and prudence, and even the goodness of his will, all these were to be entirely his own work. Nature seems to have taken pleasure in exercising her utmost parsimony in this case and to have measuredher animal equipments very sparingly. She seems to have fittedthem exactly to the most necessitous requirements of the merebeginning of an existence, as if it had been her will that man,when he had at last struggled up from the greatest crudeness oflife to the highest capability and to internal perfection in hishabit of thought, and thereby also—so far as it is possible onearth—to happiness, should claim the merit of it as all his ownand owe it only to himself. It thus looks as if nature had laidmore upon his rational self-esteem than upon his mere wellbeing. For in this movement of human life a great host of toilsand troubles wait upon man. It appears, however, that the purpose of nature was not so much that he should have an agreeablelife, but that he should carry forward his own self-culture untilhe made himself worthy of life and well-being. In this connectionit is always a subject of wonder that the older generations appearonly to pursue their weary toil for the sake of those who comeafter them, preparing for the latter another stage on which theymay carry higher the structure which nature has in view; and thatit is to be the happy fate of only the latest generations to dwell inthe building upon which the long series of their forefathers has labored, without so much as intending it and yet with no possibilityof participating in the happiness which they were preparing. Yet,however mysterious this may be, it is as necessary as it is mysterious when we once accept the position that one species of animalswas destined to possess reason, and that, forming a class of rational beings mortal in all the individuals but immortal in thespecies, it was yet to attain to a complete development of itscapacities.

Fourth proposition. The means which nature employs to bring about the development of all the capacities implanted inmen is their mutual antagonism in society, but only so far as thisantagonism becomes at length the cause of an order among themthat is regulated by law.

By this antagonism I mean the unsocial sociability of men; that is their tendency to enter into society, conjoined, however,with an accompanying resistance which continually threatens todissolve this society. The disposition for this manifestly lies inhuman nature. Man has an inclination to socialize himself byassociating with others, because in such a state he feels himselfmore than a natural man, in the development of his natural capacities. He has, moreover, a great tendency to individualizehimself by isolation from others, because he likewise finds inhimself the unsocial disposition of wishing to direct everythingmerely according to his own mind; and hence he expects resistance everywhere, just as he knows with regard to himself that heis inclined on his part to resist others. Now it is this resistance ormutual antagonism that awakens all the powers of man, thatdrives him to overcome all his propensity to indolence, and thatimpels him, through the desire of honor or power or wealth, tostrive after rank among his fellow men—whom he can neitherbear to interfere with himself, nor yet let alone. Then the firstreal steps are taken from the rudeness of barbarism to the cultureof civilization, which particularly lies in the social worth of man.All his talents are now gradually developed, and with the progressof enlightenment a beginning is made in the institution of a modeof thinking which can transform the crude natural capacity formoral distinctions, in the course of time, into definite practicalprinciples of action; and thus a pathologically constrained combination into a form of society is developed at last to a moral andrational whole. Without those qualities of an unsocial kind out ofwhich this antagonism arises—which viewed by themselves arecertainly not amiable but which every one must necessarily findin the movements of his own selfish propensities—men mighthave led an Arcadian shepherd life in complete harmony, contentment, and mutual love, but in that case all their talents wouldhave forever remained hidden in their germ. As gentle as thesheep they tended, such men would hardly have won for theirexistence a higher worth than belonged to their domesticatedcattle; they would not have filled up with their rational nature thevoid remaining in the creation, in respect of its final end. Thanksbe then to nature for this unsociableness, for this envious jealousy and vanity, for this unsatiable desire of possession or evenof power. Without them all the excellent capacities implanted inmankind by nature would slumber eternally undeveloped. Manwishes concord; but nature knows better what is good for hisspecies, and she will have discord. He wishes to live comfortablyand pleasantly; but nature wills that, turning from idleness andinactive contentment, he shall throw himself into toil and suffering even in order to find out remedies against them, and to extricate his life prudently from them again. The natural impulsesthat urge man in this direction, the sources of that unsociableness and general antagonism from which so many evils arise, doyet at the same time impel him to new exertion of his powers, andconsequently to further development of his natural capacities.Hence they clearly manifest the arrangement of a wise Creator,and do not at all, as is often supposed, betray the hand of a malevolent spirit that has deteriorated His glorious creation, orspoiled it from envy.

Fifth proposition. The greatest practical problem for the human race, to the solution of which it is compelled by nature, is the establishment of a civil society, universally administeringright according to law.

It is only in a society which possesses the greatest liberty, and which consequently involves a thorough antagonism of its members—with, however, the most exact determination and guarantee of the limits of this liberty in order that it may coexist withthe liberty of others—that the highest purpose of nature, whichis the development of all her capacities, can be attained in thecase of mankind. Now nature also wills that the human race shallattain through itself to this, as to all the other ends for which itwas destined. Hence a society in which liberty under externallaws may be found combined in the greatest possible degree withirresistible power, or a perfectly just civil constitution, is thehighest natural problem prescribed to the human species. Andthis is so because nature can only by means of the solution andfulfillment of this problem realize her other purposes with ourrace. A certain necessity compels man, who is otherwise sogreatly prepossessed in favor of unlimited freedom, to enter intothis state of coercion and restraint. Indeed, it is the greatest necessity of all that does this; for it is created by men themselveswhose inclinations make it impossible for them to exist long beside each other in wild, lawless freedom. But in such a completegrowth as the civil union these very inclinations afterward produce the best effects. It is with them as with the trees in a forest;for just because every one strives to deprive the other of air andsun they compel each other to seek them both above, and thusthey grow beautiful and straight; whereas those that in freedomand apart from one another shoot out their branches at will growstunted and crooked and awry. All the culture and art that adorn humanity and the fairest social order are fruits of that unsociableness which is necessitated of itself to discipline itself andwhich thus constrains man, by compulsive art, to develop completely the germs of his nature.

Sixth proposition. This problem is likewise the most difficult of its kind, and it is the latest to be solved by the human race.

The difficulty which the mere idea of this problem brings into view is that man is an animal, and if he lives among others of hiskind he has need of a master. For he certainly misuses his freedom in relation to his fellow men; and although as a rational creature he desires a law which may set bounds to the freedom ofall, yet his own selfish animal inclinations lead him, wherever hecan, to except himself from it. He, therefore, requires a master tobreak his self-will and compel him to obey a will that is universally valid, and in relation to which every one may be free.Where, then, does he obtain this master? Nowhere but in the human race. But this master is an animal too, and also requires amaster. Begin, then, as he may, it is not easy to see how he canprocure a supreme authority over public justice that would beessentially just, whether such an authority may be sought in asingle person or in a society of many selected persons. The highest authority has to be just in itself, and yet to be a man. Thisproblem is, therefore, the most difficult of its kind; and, indeed,its perfect solution is impossible. Out of such crooked material asman is made of, nothing can be hammered quite straight. So it isonly an approximation to this idea that is imposed upon us bynature.* It further follows that this problem is the last to be practically worked out, because it requires correct conceptions of thenature of a possible constitution, great experience founded onthe practice of ages, and above all a good will prepared for thereception of the solution. But these three conditions could noteasily be found together; and if they are found it can only be verylate in time, and after many attempts to solve the problem have been made in vain.


* The part that has to be played by man is, therefore, a very artificial one. We do not know how it may be with the inhabitants of other planetsor what are the conditions of their nature; but, if we execute well the commission of nature, we may certainly flatter ourselves to the extent of claiming a not insignificant rank among our neighbors in the universe. It mayperhaps be the case that in those other planets every individual completelyattains his destination in this life. With us it is otherwise; only the speciescan hope for this.

Seventh proposition. The problem of the establishment of a perfect civil constitution is dependent on the problem of the regulation of the external relations between the states conformablyto law; and without the solution of this latter problem it cannotbe solved.

What avails it to labor at the arrangement of a commonwealth as a civil constitution regulated by law among individual men?The same unsociableness which forced men to it becomes againthe cause of each commonwealth’s assuming the attitude of uncontrolled freedom in its external relations, that is, as one Statein relation to other States; and consequently any one State mustexpect from any other the same sort of evils as oppressed individual men and compelled them to enter into a civil union regulated by law. Nature has accordingly again used the unsociableness of men, and even of great societies and political bodies, hercreatures of this kind, as a means to work out through their mutual antagonism a condition of rest and security. She worksthrough wars, through the strain of never-relaxed preparationfor them, and through the necessity which every State is at lastcompelled to feel within itself, even in the midst of peace, to begin some imperfect efforts to carry out her purpose. And, at last,after many devastations, overthrows and even complete internalexhaustion of their powers, the nations are driven forward to thegoal which reason might easily have impressed upon them, evenwithout so much sad experience. This is none other than the advance out of the lawless state of savages and the entering into afederation of nations. It is thus brought about that every State,including even the smallest, may rely for its safety and its rightsnot on its own power or its own judgment of right, but only onthis great international federation (foedus amphictionum), on itscombined power and on the decision of the common will according to laws. However visionary this idea may appear to be—andit has been ridiculed in the way in which it has been presented byan Abbe de St. Pierre or Rousseau (perhaps because they believed its realization to be so near)—it is nevertheless the inevitable issue of the necessity in which men involve one another.

For this necessity must compel the nations to the very resolution —however hard it may appear—to which the savage in his uncivilized state was so unwillingly compelled when he had to surrender his brutal liberty and seek rest and security in a constitution regulated by law.

All wars are, accordingly, so many attempts—not, indeed, in the intention of men, but yet according to the purpose of nature—to bring about new relations between the nations; and by destruction, or at least dismemberment, of them all to form newpolitical corporations. These new organizations, again, are notcapable of being preserved either in themselves or beside oneanother, and they must therefore pass in through similar newrevolutions, till at last, partly by the best possible arrangement ofthe civil constitution within, and partly by common conventionand legislation without, a condition will be attained, which, inthe likeness of a civil commonwealth and after the manner of anautomaton, will be able to preserve itself.

Three views may be put forward as to the way in which this condition is to be attained. In the first place, it may be held thatfrom an Epicurean concourse of causes in action it is to be expected that the States, like little particles of matter, will try by theirfortuitous conjunctions all sorts of formations, which will beagain destroyed by new collisions, till at last some one constitution will by chance succeed in preserving itself in its proper form,—a lucky accident which will hardly ever come about! In thesecond place, it may rather be maintained that nature here pursues a regular march in carrying our species up from the lowerstage of animality to the highest stage of humanity, and that thisis done by a compulsive art that is inherent in man, whereby hisnatural capacities and endowments are developed in perfect regularity through an apparently wild disorder. Or, in the thirdplace, it may even be asserted that out of all these actions andreactions of men as a whole nothing at all—or at least nothingrational—will ever be produced; that it will be in the future as ithas ever been in the past, and that no one will ever be able to saywhether the discord which is so natural to our species may not bepreparing for us, even in this civilized state of society, a hell ofevils at the end; nay, that it is not perhaps advancing even now toannihilate again by barbaric devastation this actual state of society and all the progress hitherto made in civilization,—a fateagainst which there is no guarantee under a government of blindchance, identical as it is with lawless freedom in action, unless aconnecting wisdom is covertly assumed to underlie the system ofnature.

Now, which of these views is to be adopted depends almost entirely on the question whether it is rational to recognize harmony and design in the parts of the constitution of nature, and todeny them of the whole. We have glanced at what has been doneby the seemingly purposeless state of savages; how it checked fora time all the natural capacities of our species, but at last by thevery evils in which it involved mankind it compelled them to passfrom this state, and to enter into a civil constitution, in which allthe germs of humanity could be unfolded. And, in like manner,the barbarian freedom of the States, when once they werefounded, proceeded in the same way of progress. By the expenditure of all the resources of the commonwealth in military preparations against each other, by the devastations occasioned bywar, and still more by the necessity of holding themselves continually in readiness for it, the full development of the capacitiesof mankind is undoubtedly retarded in their progress; but, on theother hand, the very evils which thus arise, compel men to findout means against them. A law of equilibrium is thus discoveredfor the regulation of the really wholesome antagonism of contiguous States as it springs up out of their freedom; and a unitedpower, giving emphasis to this law, is constituted, whereby thereis introduced a universal condition of public security among thenations. And that the powers of mankind may not fall asleep, thiscondition is not entirely free from danger; but it is at the sametime not without a principle which operates, so as to equalize themutual action and reaction of these powers, that they may notdestroy each other. Before the last step of bringing in a universalunion of the States is taken—and accordingly when human nature is only halfway in its progress—it has to endure the hardestevils of all, under the deceptive semblance of outward prosperity; and Rousseau was not so far wrong when he preferred thestate of the savages, if the last stage which our race has yet tosurmount be left out of view. We are cultivated in a high degreeby science and art. We are civilized, even to excess, in the way ofall sorts of social forms of politeness and elegance. But there isstill much to be done before we can be regarded as moralized.The idea of morality certainly belongs to real culture; but an application of this idea which extends no farther than the likenessof morality in the sense of honor and external propriety merelyconstitutes civilization. So long, however, as States lavish alltheir resources upon vain and violent schemes of aggrandizement, so long as they continually impede the slow movements ofthe endeavor to cultivate the newer habits of thought and character on the part of the citizens, and even withdraw from them allthe means of furthering it, nothing in the way of moral progresscan be expected. A long internal process of improvement is thusrequired in every commonwealth as a condition for the higherculture of its citizens. But all apparent good that is not graftedupon a morally good disposition is nothing but mere illusion andglittering misery. In this condition the human race will remainuntil it shall have worked itself, in the way that has been indicated, out of the existing chaos of its political relations.

Eighth proposition. The history of the human race, viewed as a whole, may be regarded as the realization of a hidden plan ofnature to bring about a political constitution, internally, and, forthis purpose, also externally perfect, as the only state in which allthe capacities implanted by her in mankind can be fully developed.

This proposition is a corollary from the preceding proposition. We see by it that philosophy may also have its millennial view, but in this case the chiliasm is of such a nature that the veryidea of it—although only in a far-off way—may help to further its realization; and such a prospect is, therefore, anythingbut visionary. The real question is whether experience disclosesanything of such a movement in the purpose of nature. I can onlysay it does a little, for the movement in this orbit appears to require such a long time till it goes full round that the form of itspath and the relation of its parts to the whole can hardly be determined out of the small portion which the human race has yetpassed through in this relation. The determination of this problem is just as difficult and uncertain as it is to calculate from allprevious astronomical observations what course our sun, withthe whole host of his attendant train, is pursuing in the great system of the fixed stars, although on the ground of the total arrangement of the structure of the universe and the little that hasbeen observed of it, we may infer, confidently enough, the realityof such a movement. Human nature, however, is so constitutedthat it cannot be indifferent even in regard to the most distantepoch that may affect our race, if only it can be expected withcertainty. And such indifference is the less possible in the casebefore us when it appears that we might by our own rational arrangements hasten the coming of this joyous period for our descendants. Hence the faintest traces of the approach of this period will be very important to ourselves. Now the States are already in the present day involved in such close relations witheach other that none of them can pause or slacken in its internalcivilization without losing power and influence in relation to therest; and hence the maintenance, if not the progress, of this endof nature is, in a manner, secured even by the ambitious designsof the States themselves. Further, civil liberty cannot now beeasily assailed without inflicting such damage as will be felt in alltrades and industries, and especially in commerce; and thiswould entail a diminution of the powers of the State in externalrelations. This liberty, moreover, gradually advances further.But if the citizen is hindered in seeking his prosperity in any waysuitable to himself that is consistent with the liberty of others,the activity of business is checked generally; and thereby thepowers of the whole State are again weakened. Hence the restrictions on personal liberty even in religion come to be conceded.And thus it is that, notwithstanding the intrusion of many a delusion and caprice, the spirit of enlightenment gradually arises as agreat good which the human race must derive even from theselfish purposes of aggrandizement on the part of its rulers, ifthey understand what is for their own advantage. This enlightenment however, and along with it a certain sympathetic interestwhich the enlightened man cannot avoid taking in the goodwhich he perfectly understands, must by and by pass up to thethrone and exert an influence even upon the principles of government. Thus although our rulers at present have no money tospend on public educational institutions, or in general on all thatconcerns the highest good of the world—because all their resources are already placed to the account of the next war—yetthey will certainly find it to be to their own advantage at least notto hinder the people in their own efforts in this direction, however weak and slow these may be. Finally, war itself comes to beregarded as a very hazardous and objectionable undertaking, notonly from its being so artificial in itself and so uncertain as regards its issue on both sides, but also from the afterpains whichthe State feels in the ever-increasing burdens it entails in theform of national debt—a modem infliction—which it becomesalmost impossible to extinguish. And to this is to be added theinfluence which every political disturbance of any State of ourcontinent—linked as it is so closely to others by the connectionsof trade—exerts upon all the States and which becomes so observable that they are forced by their common danger, althoughwithout lawful authority, to offer themselves as arbiters in thetroubles of any such State. In doing so, they are beginning to arrange for a great future political body, such as the world hasnever yet seen. Although this political body may as yet exist onlyin a rough outline, nevertheless a feeling begins; as it were, tostir in all its members, each of which has a common interest inthe maintenance of the whole. And this may well inspire thehope that, after many political revolutions and transformations,the highest purpose of nature will be at last realized in the establishment of a universal cosmopolitical institution, in the bosom ofwhich all the original capacities and endowments of the humanspecies will be unfolded and developed.

Ninth proposition. A philosophical attempt to work out the universal history of the world according to the plan of nature inits aiming at a perfect civil union must be regarded as possible,and as even capable of helping forward the purpose of nature.

It seems, at first sight, a strange and even an absurd proposal to suggest the composition of a history according to the idea ofhow the course of the world must proceed, if it is to be conformable to certain rational laws. It may well appear that only a romance could be produced from such a point of view. However, ifit be assumed that nature, even in the play of human freedom,does not proceed without plan and design, the idea may well beregarded as practicable; and, although we are too shortsighted tosee through the secret mechanism of her constitution, yet theidea may be serviceable as a clue to enable us to penetrate theotherwise planless aggregate of human actions as a whole, and torepresent them as constituting a system. For the idea may so farbe easily verified. Thus, suppose we start from the history ofGreece, as that by which all the older or contemporaneous history has been preserved, or at least accredited to us.* Then, if westudy its influence upon the formation and malformation of thepolitical institutions of the Roman people, which swallowed upthe Greek states, and if we further follow the influence of theRoman Empire upon the Barbarians who destroyed it in turn,and continue this investigation down to our own day, conjoiningwith it episodically the political history of other peoples according as the knowledge of them has gradually reached us throughthese more enlightened nations, we shall discover a regularmovement of progress through the political institutions of ourcontinent, which is probably destined to give laws to all otherparts of the world. Applying the same method of study everywhere, both to the internal civil constitutions and laws of theStates and to their external relations to each other, we see how inboth relations the good they contained served for a certain period to elevate and glorify particular nations, and with themselves their arts and sciences,—until the defects attaching totheir institutions came in time to cause their overthrow. And yettheir very ruin leaves always a germ of growing enlightenmentbehind, which, being further developed by every revolution, actsas a preparation for a subsequent higher stage of progress andimprovement. Thus, as I believe, we can discover a clue whichmay serve for more than the explanation of the confused play ofhuman things, or for the art of political prophecy in reference tofuture changes in States,—a use which has been already made of the history of mankind, even though it was regarded as theincoherent effect of an unregulated freedom! Much more than allthis is attained by the idea of human history viewed as foundedupon the assumption of a universal plan in nature. For this ideagives us a new ground of hope, as it opens up to us a consolingview of the future, in which the human species is represented inthe far distance as having at last worked itself up to a conditionin which all the germs implanted in it by nature may be fully developed, and its destination here on earth fulfilled. Such a justification of nature—or rather, let us say, of Providence—is noinsignificant motive for choosing a particular point of view incontemplating the course of the world. For what avails it to magnify the glory and wisdom of the creation in the irrational domain of nature, and to recommend it to devout contemplation, ifthat part of the great display of the supreme wisdom which presents the end of it all in the history of the human race is to beviewed as only furnishing perpetual objections to that glory andwisdom? The spectacle of history if thus viewed would compel usto turn away our eyes from it against our will; and the despair ofever finding a perfect rational purpose in its movement wouldreduce us to hope for it, if at all, only in another world.

* It is only a learned public which has had an uninterrupted existence from its beginning up to our time that can authenticate ancient history.Beyond it, all is terra incognita; and the history of the peoples who livedout of its range can only be begun from the date at which they enteredwithin it. In the case of the Jewish people this happened in the time of thePtolemies through the Greek translation of the Bible, without which littlefaith would have been given to their isolated accounts of themselves. Fromthat data taken as a beginning, when it has been determined, their recordsmay then be traced upward. And so it is with all other peoples. The firstpage of Thucydides, says Hume, is the beginning of ail true history.


This idea of a universal history is no doubt to a certain extent of an a priori character, but it would be a misunderstanding ofmy object were it imagined that I have any wish to supplant theempirical cultivation of history, or the narration of the actualfacts of experience. It is only a thought of what a philosophicalmind—which, as such, must be thoroughly versed in history—might be induced to attempt from another standpoint. Besides, the praiseworthy circumstantiality with which our historyis now written may well lead one to raise the question as to howour remote posterity will be able to cope with the burden of history as it will be transmitted to them after a few centuries. Theywill surely estimate the history of the oldest times, of whichthe documentary records may have been long lost, only fromthe point of view of what will interest them; and no doubt thiswill be what the nations and governments have achieved, orfailed to achieve, in the universal world-wide relation. Weshould give thought to this relation; and at the same time todraw the attention of ambitious rulers and their servants to theonly means by which they can leave an honorable memorialof themselves to latest times. And this may also form a minormotive for attempting to produce such a philosophical history.

Notes

1 These essays along with an excellent introduction by the editor are published in On History by Immanuel Kant, ed. Lewis White Beck (NewYork: Bobbs-Merrill. 1963).

2 The similarity of this position in Kant to Vico’s doctrine of providence should be noted. It should also be compared with Hegel’s concept ofthe “cunning of reason.’’

3 This criticism is raised by, among others, Robert Flint in The Philosophy of History in France and Germany (London: 1874) and, more recently, by W. H. Walsh in An Introduction to the Philosophy of History(London: 1953), pp. 127-130.
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4. Johann Gottfried, Herder


(1744-1803)


The first part of Herder’s Ideas Toward a Philosophy of the History of Man was published in the same year (1784) as Kant’s short essay, “Idea of a Universal History.” While Herder hadstudied under Kant at Konigsberg University, he and Kant cameto represent different eras in the history of ideas. Kant’s philosophy of history is typical of the Enlightenment; Herder’s work isan early expression of Romanticism and is essentially a reactionto the Enlightenment approach to history. Some of the major differences between these two approaches to history are:

1. The Enlightenment, beginning with a firm belief in the inevitability of human progress, regarded all history as the recordof man’s development from barbarism and superstition to enlightenment and rationalism. Herder countered by teaching that while it is possible to detect some progress in history, it is notprogress toward the Enlightenment view of a final perfect stateas the goal of history. Herder insisted that whatever development there may be in history, it is largely unconscious and irrational. The striving evident in history is irrational in the sensethat mankind in different places and at different times developsin its own way without unnatural limitations. Since God does notinterfere in human history, history is a natural phenomenon.

2. The Enlightenment tended to treat past history with a contempt befitting that which is believed to be barbaric and unenlightened. According to Herder, however, the historian shouldnot condemn or judge the past; he should treat it with sympathyand not with disdain. As much as possible, the historian shouldenter into the life of each culture and try to understand it fromwithin. Whereas the Enlightenment tended to pigeonhole therichness of human experience, Herder urged historians to judgeeach civilization by its own standards and not by the historian’s.Each culture is unique and should not be compared to others.

3. The Enlightenment assumed that human nature is uniformand unchanging. In Herder’s view, each age and culture has itsown nature. Mankind has assumed many forms. In fact, Herder’smajor premise is that everything that can happen, does happen inaccordance with whatever limitations space and time may impose. A favorite analogy during the Enlightenment was that of amachine. Herder replaced this with another analogy—that of aplant. Each culture grows like a plant—unevenly and spontaneously—depending on the soil in which it is planted. Thegrowth of each culture is simply a result of the right people beingin the right place at the right time. Cultures have developed, eachin its own way, without being fixed by universal laws.

4. Because of the Enlightenment presupposition about thefixity of human nature, it tended to ignore the influence of man’senvironment upon his history. Herder argued, on the contrary,that whatever happens to man is determined by conditions in hisenvironment. The large variety of civilizations can be attributedto the fact that every possible manifestation of the human spiritwill be realized.

5. The Enlightenment approached history already equippedwith certain presuppositions which it then sought to confirm inthe data. Herder objected to this procedure of forcing the data ofhistory into preconceived patterns. He insisted on an examination of the past free from bias.

Herder planned that his book should contain five parts consisting of five books each. However, only the first four parts (twenty books) were ever published. In the first two parts (BooksI—X) he discusses man’s physical environment—the stage onwhich human history has been enacted. He argues that an understanding of the universe and of man’s place within it is a necessary prerequisite to understanding history. Books XI throughXX are more interesting for the student of the philosophy of history. Interwoven with discussions of the history of a number ofnations are significant comments that throw light on Herder’sview of speculative history. Two of the more important conceptsthat appear are those of Humanity and das Volk.

Herder tells us repeatedly that the goal of history is Humanity. Unfortunately, he never clarifies this concept. As one of Herder’s interpreter’s explains,

Toward what does history drive? Herder is not clear; history is like a play (he was a great admirer of Shakespeare) whose outcomethe actors do not know, but whose author they can trust to tie thethreads of the plot together. The goal is in man’s full developmentof all his potentialities. [N.B. Not just the development of man’s rational capacities as in Kant, but of all his capacities—-Ed.] Man is apartly natural and partly supernatural being, who strives to fulfillthe purpose for which God put him on earth. This purpose Herdercalls “Humanity,” which is in fact the central concept of the book,but which is never really defined; to define it might have been toput limits to its spontaneity and growth. Humanity is, paradoxically, the divinity in man, the summit of what he was divinely intended to achieve. It is Herder’s substitute for the Idea of Progress,which is not in itself a particularly rational idea, but had been usedtoo much by the rationalists to make him really at home with it. Itshighest expression is Christianity, not in its dogmatic forms . . .but as an ideal.1

Herder constantly emphasizes the primary reality of the group. History is not the record of particular men but of theevolving social units to which men belong. Herder anticipatesHegel and Marx when he says that the individual apart from hissocial unit is a mere abstraction.2 The group is the means of individual development and the most important group is the nation(das Volk). The individual can receive his full justification onlyas a member of some Volk.

Given Herder’s rejection of rationalism, it might be too much to expect complete consistency in his writing. He does not disappoint this expectation. The significance of his work is to befound not in a polished and finished system but in flashes of insight that will lead later thinkers to move still further down thepaths he blazed.


JOHANN GOTTFRIED HERDER

OUTLINES OF A PHILOSOPHY OF THE HISTORY OF MAN *

* Translated from the German Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit by T. Churchill (London: 1800).


At an early age, when the dawn of science appeared to my sight in all that beauty, which is greatly diminished at the noon oflife, the thought frequently occurred to me, whether, as everything in the world has its philosophy and science, there must notalso be a philosophy and science of what concerns us mostnearly, of the history of mankind at large. Every thing enforcedthis upon my mind; metaphysics and morals, physics and naturalhistory, and lastly religion above all the rest. Shall he, who hasordered everything in nature, said I to myself, by number,weight, and measure; who has so regulated according to these theessence of things, their forms and relations, their course and subsistence, that only one wisdom, goodness, and power prevailfrom the system of the universe to the grain of sand, from thepower that supports worlds and suns to the texture of a spider’sweb; who has so wonderfully and divinely weighed everything inour body, and in the faculties of our mind, that, when we attemptto reflect on the only-wise ever so remotely, we lose ourselves in an abyss of his purposes; shall that God depart from His wisdomand goodness in the general destination and disposition of ourspecies, and act in these without a plan? Or can He have intendedto keep us in ignorance of this, while He has displayed to us somuch of His eternal purposes in the inferior part of the creation,in which we are much less concerned? . . .

Everywhere the great analogies of nature have led me to religious truths, which, though I find it difficult, I must suppress, since I would not prematurely anticipate, but faithfully followstep by step that light, which everywhere beams upon me fromthe hidden presence of the Creator in His works. It will be somuch the greater satisfaction both to my reader and to myself, if,as we proceed on our way, this obscurely dawning light rise uponus at length with the splendor of an unclouded sun.

Let no one be misled, therefore, by my occasionally employing the term nature, personified. Nature is no real entity; but God inall his works; this sacred name, however, which no creature, thatcomes under the cognizance of our senses, ought to pronouncewithout the profoundest reverence, I was desirous at least not toabuse by employing it too frequently, since I could not introduceit with sufficient solemnity on all occasions. Let him, to whosemind the term nature has been degraded, and rendered unmeaning, by many writers of the present day, conceive instead of itthat almighty power, goodness, and wisdom, and mentally namethat invisible being, for whom no language upon Earth can findan expression.

It is the same when I speak of the organic powers of the creation: I do not imagine, that they will be considered as occult qualities, since their operations are apparent to us, and I know not how to give them a more precise and determinate name. . . .

The unity and diversity of mankind. No two leaves of any one tree in nature are to be found perfectly alike; and still less do twohuman faces, or human frames, resemble each other. Of whatendless variety is our artful structure susceptible. ... As thehuman intellect, however, seeks unity in every kind of variety,and the divine mind, its prototype, has stamped the most innumerable multiplicity upon the Earth with unity, we may venturefrom the vast realm of change to revert to the simplest proposition: all mankind are only one and the same species. . . .

Man is dependent on others for the development of his faculties. Man is an artificial machine, endued with a genetic disposition, it is true, and plenitude of life; but the machine does not work itself, and the ablest of mankind must learn how to work it.Reason is an aggregate of the experiences and observations ofthe mind, the sum of the education of man, which the pupil ultimately finishes in himself, as an extraneous artist, after certainextraneous models.

In this lies the principle of the history of mankind, without which no such history could exist. Did man receive everythingfrom himself and develop everything independently of externalcircumstances, we might have a history of an individual indeed,but not of the species. But as our specific character lies in this,that, born almost without instinct, we are formed to manhoodonly by the practice of a whole life, and both the perfectibilityand corruptibility of our species depend on it, the history ofmankind is necessarily a whole, that is a chain of socialness andplastic tradition, from the first link to the last. There is an education, therefore, of the human species since everyone becomes aman only by means of education, and the whole species livessolely in this chain of individuals. . . . The philosophy of history, therefore ... is, to speak properly, the true history ofmankind. . . .

The principal law of history. What is the principal law that we have observed in all the great occurrences of history? In my opinion it is this: that everywhere on our Earth whatever could be hasbeen, according to the situation and wants of the place, the circumstances and occasions of the times, and the native or generated character of the people. Admit active human powers in adeterminate relation to the age and to their place on the Earthand all the vicissitudes in the history of man will ensue. Herekingdoms and states crystallize into shape: there they dissolveand assume other forms. Here from a wandering horde rises aBabylon; there from the straitened inhabitants of a coast springsup a Tyre; here, in Africa, an Egypt is formed; there, in the deserts of Arabia, a Jewish state; and all these in one part of the

World, all in the neighborhood of each other. Time, place, and national character alone, in short the general cooperation of active powers in their most determinate individuality govern all theevents that happen among mankind as well as all the occurrencesin nature. Let us place this predominant law of the creation in asuitable light.

1. Active human powers are the springs of human history:and as man originates from and in one race, his figure, education,and mode of thinking are thus genetic. Hence that striking national character which, deeply imprinted on the most ancientpeople, is unequivocally displayed in all their operations on theEarth. As a mineral water derives its component parts, its operative powers, and its taste from the soil through which it flows, sothe ancient character of nations arose from the family features,the climate, the way of life and education, the early actions andemployments, that were peculiar to them. The manners of thefathers took deep root and became the internal prototype of therace. . . . Now Nature has given the whole Earth to mankind,her children; and allowed everything that place, time, and powerwould permit to spring up thereon. Everything that can exist,exists; everything that is possible to be produced will be produced, if not today, yet tomorrow. Nature’s year is long; the blossoms of her plants are as various as the plants themselves and theelements by which they are nourished. In Hindustan, Egypt, andChina, in Canaan, Greece, Rome, and Carthage, took place whatwould have occurred no where else and at no other period. Thelaw of necessity and convenience, composed of power, time andplace, everywhere produces different fruits.

2. If the complexion of a kingdom thus depends principallyon the time and place in which it arose, the parts that composedit, and the external circumstances by which it was surrounded,we perceive the chief part of its fate springs also from these. Amonarchy framed by wandering tribes, whose political system isa continuation of their former mode of life, will scarcely be oflong duration: it ravages and subjugates till at last itself is destroyed; the capture of the metropolis, or frequently the death ofa king alone, is sufficient to drop the curtain on the predatoryscene. ... It is not so with states which, springing up from aroot, rest on themselves; they may be subdued, but the nationremains. Thus it is with China. We well know how much labor itcost its conquerors to introduce there a simple custom, the mon-gol mode of cutting the hair. Thus it is with the brahmins andJews, whose ceremonial systems will eternally separate themfrom all the nations upon Earth. Thus Egypt long withstood anyintermixture with other nations; and how difficult was it to extirpate the Phoenicians merely because they were a people rootedin this spot. . . .

3. Finally, from the whole region over which we have wandered, we perceive how transitory all human structures are, nayhow oppressive the best institutions become in the course of afew generations. The plant blossoms and fades; your fathershave died and moldered into dust; your temple is fallen; yourtabernacle, the tables of your law, are no more; language itself,that bond of mankind, becomes antiquated; and shall a politicalconstitution, shall a system of government or religion that can beerected solely on these, endure forever? If so, the wings of Timemust be enchained and the revolving Globe hang fixed, an idleball of ice over the abyss. . . . Tradition in itself is an excellentinstitution of Nature, indispensable to the human race. But whenit fetters the thinking faculty both in politics and education, andprevents all progress of the intellect and all the improvementthat new times and circumstances demand, it is the true narcoticof the mind, as well to nations and sects, as to individuals. . . .

General reflections on the history of Greece. As the botanist cannot obtain a complete knowledge of a plant unless he follow itfrom the seed through its germination, blossoming, and decay;such is the Grecian history to us. It is only to be regretted that,according to the usual course, it is yet far from having been studied like that of Rome. At present it is my place to indicate, fromwhat has been said, some points of view in this important fragment of general history which most immediately present themselves to the eye of observation; and here I must repeat the firstgrand principle:

Whatever can take place among mankind, within the sphere of given circumstances of times, places and nation, actually doestake place. Of this Greece affords the amplest and most beautifulproofs.

In natural philosophy we never reckon upon miracles; we observe laws which we perceive everywhere equally effectual, undeviating, and regular. And shall man, with his powers, changes, and passions, burst these chains of nature? Had Greece beenpeopled with Chinese, our Greece would never have existed; hadour Greeks been fixed where Darius led the enslaved Eretrians,they would have formed no Athens, they would have producedno Sparta. Behold Greece now. The ancient Greeks are no moreto be seen; nay frequently their country no longer appears.

. . . But as the modern Greeks have become what they are only by the course of time through a given series of causes and effects,so did the ancient; and not less every other nation upon Earth.The whole history of mankind is a pure natural history of humanpowers, actions, and propensities modified by time andplace. . . .

This philosophy will first and most eminently guard us from attributing the facts that appear in history to the particular hidden purposes of a scheme of things unknown to us, or the magicalinfluence of invisible powers which we would not venture toname in connection with natural phenomena. Fate reveals itspurposes through the events that occur and as they occur. Accordingly, the investigator of history develops these purposesmerely from what is before him and what displays itself in itswhole extent. Why did the enlightened Greeks appear in theworld? Because Greeks existed, and existed under such circumstances that they could not be otherwise than enlightened. Whydid Alexander invade India? Because he was Alexander, the sonof Philip; and from the dispositions his father had made, thedeeds of his nation, his age and character, his reading of Homer,etc., he knew nothing better that he could undertake. But if weattribute his bold resolution to the secret purposes of some superior power, and his heroic achievements to his peculiar fortune,we run the hazard, on the one hand, of exalting his most atrocious actions into designs of the deity; and, on the other, of detracting from his personal courage and military skill, while wedeprive the whole occurrence of its natural form. . . . Historyis the science of what is, not of what possibly may be according tothe hidden designs of fate.

Secondly, What is true of one people holds equally true with regard to the connection of several together; they are joined astime and place unites them; they act upon one another as thecombination of active powers directs.

The Greeks have been acted upon by the Asiatics, and the Asiatics reacted upon by the Greeks. They have been conqueredby Romans, Goths, Christians, and Turks; and Romans, Goths,and Christians have derived from them various means of improvement. How are these things consistent? Through place,time, and the natural operations of active powers. The Phoenicians imparted to them the use of letters; but they had not invented letters for them. They imparted them by sending a colonyinto Greece. So it was with the Hellenes and Egyptians; so withthe Greeks that migrated to Bactra; so with all the gifts of themuse which we have received from their hands. Homer sung, butnot for us; yet as his works have reached us and are in our possession, we could not avoid being instructed by him. Had any eventin the course of time deprived us of these, as we have been deprived of many other excellent works, who would accuse somesecret purpose of fate when the natural cause of the loss was apparent? Let a man take a view of the writings that are lost andthose that remain, of the works of art that are destroyed andthose that are preserved, with the accounts that are given of theirdestruction and preservation, and venture to point out the rulewhich fate has followed in transmitting to us these and deprivingus of those. . . . Thus the whole of the cultivation of our mindshas depended precisely upon the most trivial and precarious circumstances. . . .

General reflections on the history and fate of Rome. In the physical world all things that act together, and upon each other,whether generating, supporting, or destroying, must be considered as one whole: the same is true in the natural world of history.

It is a pleasing exercise of the mind, to inquire, on this occasion or that, what Rome would have been under different circumstances: as, if it had been founded on a different spot; if at an early period it had been transported to Veii; if the Capitol hadbeen taken by Brennus; if Italy had been attacked by Alexander;if the city had been conquered by Hannibal; or if his counsel hadbeen followed by Antiochus. In like manner we may inquire,how Caesar would have reigned in the place of Augustus; howGermanicus, in the place of Tiberius; what would have been the state of the World, without the powerful spread of Christianity;etc. These inquiries would lead us to such an accurate concatenation of circumstances, that at length we should learn to considerRome, after the manner of the oriental sage, as a living creature,capable under such circumstances alone of rising from the banksof the Tiber, as from the sea; gradually acquiring strength to contend with all nations, by sea and land, subdue, and crush them;and lastly finding within itself the limits of its glory, and the origin of its corruption, as it actually did find them. Thus contemplated, everything arbitrary and irrational vanishes from history.In it, as in every production of nature, all, or nothing, is fortuitous; all, or nothing, is arbitrary. Every phenomenon in history isa natural production, and for man perhaps of all most worthy ofcontemplation; as in it so much depends on men, and he may findthe most useful kernel, though included perhaps in a bitter shell,even in what lies without the sphere of his own powers, in theoverbearing weight of times and circumstances; in the oppression of a Greece, a Carthage, or Numantia; in the murder of aSertorius, a Spartacus, or a Viriatus; in the ruin of the youngerPompey, Drusus, Germanicus, or Britannicus. This is the onlyphilosophical method of contemplating history, and it has beeneven unconsciously practiced by all thinking minds. Nothing hastended more to obstruct this impartial view, than the attempt toconsider even the bloody history of Rome as subservient to somesecret limited design of Providence: as, for instance, that Romewas raised to such a height principally for the production oforators and poets, for extending the Roman law and Latin language to the limits of its empire, and smoothing the way for theintroduction of Christianity. . . .

Natural history has reaped no advantage from the philosophy of final causes, the sectaries of which have been inclined, to satisfy themselves with probable conjecture, instead of patient inquiry: how much less the history of mankind, with its endlesslycomplicated machinery of causes mutually acting upon eachother!

We must also disapprove the opinion that, the Romans came on the stage in the succession of ages, to form a more perfect linkin the chain of cultivation than the Greeks, as in a picture designed by man. . . . Nothing remains, therefore, but to consider the Roman nation, and the Latin languages, as bridgesplaced by Providence, for the conveyance of some of the treasures of antiquity to us. Yet for this purpose the bridges were theworst that could have been contrived, for of most of these treasures we were robbed by their very erection. The Romans weredestroyers, and in their turn destroyed: but destroyers are notpreservers of the World. They irritated all nations, till at lengththey became their prey; and Providence performed no miracle intheir behalf. Let us, therefore, contemplate this, like any othernatural phenomenon, the causes and effects of which we wouldinvestigate freely, without any preconceived hypothesis. TheRomans were precisely what they were capable of becoming:everything perishable belonging to them perished, and what wassusceptible of permanence remained. Ages roll on; and withthem the offspring of ages, multiform man. Every thing thatcould blossom upon Earth has blossomed; each in its due season,and its proper sphere: it has withered away, and will blossomagain, when its time arrives. The work of Providence pursues itseternal course according to grand universal laws. . . .

Humanity is the end of human nature. Thus everything in history is transient: the inscription on her temple is, evanescence and decay. We tread on the ashes of our forefathers and stalkover the entombed ruins of human institutions and kingdoms.Egypt, Persia, Greece, Rome, flit before us like shadows: likeghosts they rise from their graves and appear to us in the field ofhistory.

When any political body has outlived its maturity, who would not wish it a quiet dissolution? Who does not shudder, when, inthe circle of living active powers, he stumbles over the graves ofancient institutions, which rob the living of light and narrowtheir habitations? And when the present race has cleared awaythese catacombs, how soon will its institutions have a similar appearance to another, and be in like manner leveled with theearth!

The cause of this transitoriness of all terrestrial things lies in their essence, in the place they inhabit, and in the general laws towhich our nature is subject. Man’s body is a fragile, ever-renovating shell which at length can renew itself no longer: buthis mind operates upon Earth only in and with the body. Wefancy ourselves independent; yet we depend on all nature: implicated in a chain of incessantly fluctuating things, we must followthe laws of its permutation, which are nothing more than to beborn, exist, and die. A slender thread connects the human race,which is every moment breaking, to be tied anew. The sage,whom time has made wise, sinks into the grave; that his successor may likewise begin his course as a child, perhaps madlydestroy the work of his father, and leave to his son the same vaintoil in which he too consumes his days. Thus year runs into year:thus generations and empires are linked together. The sun sets,that night may succeed, and mankind rejoices at the beams of anew morn.

Now were any advancement observable in all this, it would be something: but where is it to be found in history? In it we everywhere perceive destruction without being able to discern thatwhat rises anew is better than what was destroyed. Nations flourish and decay: but in a faded nation no new flower, not to say amore beautiful one, ever blooms. Cultivation proceeds; yet becomes not more perfect by progress: in new places new capacitiesare developed; the ancient of the ancient places irrevocably passaway. Were the Romans more wise or more happy than theGreeks? Are we more so than either?

The nature of man remains ever the same: in the ten thousandth year of the World he will be born with passions, as he was born with passions in the two thousandth, and ran through hiscourse of follies to a late, imperfect, useless wisdom. We wanderin a labyrinth, in which our lives occupy but a span; so that it is tous nearly a matter of indifference, whether there be any entranceor outlet to the intricate path.

Melancholy fate of the human race! With all their exertions chained to an Ixion’s wheel, to Sisyphus’ stone, and condemnedto the prospect of a Tantalus. We must will; and we must die,without having seen the fruit of our labors ripen, or learned asingle result of human endeavors from the whole course of history. If a people stand alone, its characters wear away under thehand of Time: if it come into collision with others, it is throwninto the crucible where its impression is equally effaced. Thus wehew out blocks of ice; thus we write on the waves of the sea: thewave glides by, the ice melts; our palaces and our thoughts areboth no more.

To what purpose then the unblessed labor to which God has condemned man as a daily task during his short life? To whatpurpose the burden under which every one toils on his way to thegrave; while no one is asked, whether he will take it up or not,whether he will be born on this spot, at this period, and in thiscircle or no? Nay, as most of the evils among mankind arise fromthemselves, from their defective constitutions and governments,from the arrogance of oppressors, and from the almost inevitableweakness both of the governors and the governed; what fate wasit that subjected man to the yoke of his fellows, to the mad orfoolish will of his brother? Let a man sum up the periods of thehappiness and unhappiness of nations, their good and bad rulers,nay the wisdom and folly, the predominance of reason and passion in the best: how vast will be the negative number! Look atthe despots of Asia, of Africa, nay of almost the whole Earth:behold those monsters on the throne of Rome under whom aWorld groaned for centuries: note the troubles and wars, the oppressions and tumults that took place and mark the event. ABrutus falls and an Anthony triumphs; a Germanicus dies and aTiberius, a Caligula, a Nero, reign; Aristides is banished; Confucius is a wanderer upon the Earth; Socrates, Phocion, Senecaare put to death. Everywhere it must be confessed, is discoverable the proposition: “What is, is; what can be, will be; what issusceptible of dissolution, dissolves:” a melancholy concession,however, which universally proclaims, that rude Violence, andhis sister, malignant Cunning, are everywhere victorious uponEarth. . . .

Yet, if there be a god in nature, there is in history too: for man is also a part of the creation, and in his wildest extravagances andpassions must obey laws, not less beautiful and excellent thanthose, by which all the celestial bodies move. Now as I am persuaded, that man is capable of knowing, and destined to attainthe knowledge of everything that he ought to know: I step freelyand confidently from the tumultuous scenes through which wehave been wandering to inspect the beautiful and sublime laws ofnature by which they have been governed.

The end of whatever is not merely a dead instrument must beimplicated in itself. Were we created to strive with eternally vain endeavors after a point of perfection external to ourselves, andwhich we could never reach, as the magnet turns to the north; wemight not only pity ourselves as blind machines, but the Beinglikewise that had condemned us to such a state of tantalism informing us for the purpose of such a malignant and diabolicalspectacle. . . . But happily we are taught no such doctrine bythe nature of things. If we consider mankind as we know it, andaccording to the laws intrinsic to it, we perceive nothing in mansuperior to humanity; for even if we think of angels or of gods,we conceive them as ideal, superior men. ... In all states, inall societies, man has had nothing in view and could aim at nothing else but humanity, whatever may have been the idea heformed of it. For it, the arrangements of sex, and the differentperiods of life were made by nature; that our childhood might beof long continuance, and we might learn a kind of humanity bymeans of education. For it, all the different modes of lifethroughout the wide World have been established, all the formsof society introduced. . . . Thus whatever good appears in history to have been accomplished, humanity was the gainer ; whatever foolish, vicious or execrable was perpetrated ran counter tohumanity: so that in all his earthly institutions man can conceiveno other end than what lies in himself, that is, in the weak orstrong, base or noble nature that God gave him. . . .

This law of nature is not more simple than it is worthy of God, consistent and fertile in its consequences to mankind. Were manintended to be what he is and to become what he was capableof becoming, he must preserve a spontaneity of nature and be encompassed by a sphere of free actions disturbed by no preternatural miracle. . . .

The fundamental principle of this divine law of nature reconciles us wonderfully not only with the appearance of our species all over the Globe, but likewise with its variations through thedifferent periods of time. Everywhere man is what he was capable of rendering himself, what he had the will and the power tobecome. . . .

Religion is the highest humanity of mankind. Let no one be surprised that I thus estimate it. If the understanding be the noblest endowment of man, it is the business of the understandingto trace the connection between cause and effect and to divine itwhere it is not apparent. . . . Eternal force of all life, all beingand all form, Thou hast not foreborn to manifest Thyself to Thycreatures. The prone brute obscurely feels Thy power and goodness while he exercises his faculties and appetites suitably to hisorganization: to him man is the visible divinity of the Earth. ButThou hast exalted man so that, even without his knowing or intending it, he inquires after the causes of things, divines theirconnection and thus discovers Thee, Thou great bond of allthings, Being of beings! Thy inmost nature he knows not; for hesees not the essence of any one power: and when he would figureThee, he has erred and must err; for Thou art without figurethough the first and sole cause of all forms. Still this false glimmering of Thee is light; and the illusive altar he has erected toThee is an unerring monument, not only of Thy being, but of thepower of man to know and worship Thee. Thus religion, considered merely as an exercise of the understanding, is the highesthumanity, the noblest blossom of the human mind.

But it is more than this: it is an exercise of the human heart, and the purest direction of its capacities and powers. If man becreated free and subject to no earthly law but what he imposes onhimself, he must soon become the most savage of all creatures, ifhe does not quickly perceive the law of God in the works of Nature and strive as a child to imitate the perfections of his father.. . . True religion therefore is a filial service of God, an imitation of the most high and beautiful represented in the humanform, with the extreme of inward satisfaction, active goodnessand love of mankind. . . .

Notes

1 Pardon E. Tillinghast, Approaches to History (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1963), p. 151 f.

2 Herder also echoes Plato. See Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its Enemies (London: 1945).
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5. G. W. F. Hegel


(1770-1831)





With Hegel, we come to perhaps the most important figure in the philosophy of history. R. G. Collingwood could say that in Hegel’swritings, “History for the first time steps out full-grown on thestage of philosophical thought.” 1 In the judgment of another,philosophy and history meet in Hegel. Hegel “was the outstanding philosopher of history, as well as historian of philosophy. Butmore than that, he was the one philosopher who decisivelychanged history.” 2

Hegel's Lectures on the Philosophy of History were delivered late in his life and were edited and published posthumously.Hegel conceives the task of the philosopher of history to be thediscovery of the rationality of history. Is there any meaning andpurpose in the historical process as a whole? Is history more thanjust a series of disconnected events? Hegel believed that only oneassumption was necessary in his approach to history—“thatReason is the Sovereign of the world; that the history of theworld, therefore, presents us with a rational process.” While headmitted that this was an assumption in the philosophy of history, he believed that he had already proven this thesis in hisother writings.

What we find in history, according to Hegel, is a record of how the human spirit (expressed in freedom) has developed orevolved out of nature. God or the World Spirit (Weltgeist) ismanifested in time as human spirit. The essential nature of spiritis freedom; God seeks to produce this freedom in history. Truefreedom can exist only in a rational state; it is a voluntary, self-conscious obedience to law by people who are aware of their partin their culture. These people are not forced to obey the law.Obedience is a natural outgrowth of their being loyal citizens.Genuine freedom is never selfish or individualistic; individualistic freedom always produces anarchy.

Hegel is an uncompromising holist and statist. The individual counts for naught in his view. “All the worth which the humanbeing possesses—all spiritual reality, he possesses only throughthe State.” Only in the state is man’s essence present to him objectively; only in a rational state does he become fully conscious.Truth is the synthesis of man’s subjective will (his own thinking)and the universal Will (which is objectified in the laws and organization of the State). “The State,” Hegel writes, “is the DivineIdea as it exists on Earth.”

If the ultimate goal of history is the attainment of human freedom within the limits of a rational state, what is the means by which this goal is reached? Hegel’s reply, somewhat reminiscentof Kant’s “unsocial sociability” and similar concepts in Herderand Vico, is the passions of men. Freedom develops through theexternal phenomena which we see in history. Spirit uses andworks through the totality of blind drives, passions, and interestsof men. Spirit progresses as men are moved by their desires.Thus, the passions of men are the main spring of history. Thesepassions, however despicable, and the acts which may followshould never be considered wrong since they are necessarymeans to an end.

Hegel, again sounding like Kant, admits that history presents us with discouraging scenes of murder, mayhem, vice, and greedwhich seem to vitiate his claim that history is a teleologicalprocess. Even though history is “the slaughter bench at which thehappiness of peoples, the wisdom of states, and the virtues of individuals have been victimized,” all this carnage is part of theSpirit’s process of self-realization. Hegel calls this “the cunningof reason.” In the depressing record of tragedy, heartbreak, andstupidity is to be found the very means by which Freedom develops. Individual men—their dreams, hopes, ambitions, and happiness—are grist to its mill. Only the Universal, the State, isreal. The individual arid the particular must perish. But throughtheir destruction, the Universal is realized.

Whenever the World Spirit must initiate new and difficult turns in human history, it makes use of certain individuals whomHegel calls “Heroes.” These world-historical men are those whoseem to grasp a higher universal, make it their own purpose andrealize it in accordance with the Spirit’s higher law. They seem tobe, and even think themselves, that they are merely followingtheir own desires. They have no consciousness of the Spirit itself.But in reality, their own particular purposes contain substantially the will of the World Spirit. While these “heroes” are notaware of the Spirit as such, while they think they are only working for their own satisfaction, they nonetheless have their fingeron the pulse of the time. They know what things are needed; theyare the leaders of their age. But they can never be happy for theyare always in breathless pursuit of what they take to be their aim.In Hegel’s words, “Their whole life was labor and trouble, theirwhole nature was naught else but their Master Passion. Whentheir object is attained, they fall off like empty hulls from thekernel.” Alexander died young, Caesar was murdered, Napoleonwas exiled to Saint Helena. The world-historical individual isnot considerate. He drives relentlessly toward his one purpose,often crushing down as he would helpless flowers, many innocentindividuals in his path.

The development of Freedom in human history can be seen in several stages. Hegel first drew attention to the nations of theEast such as China and India. He spoke of them as “the immersion of Spirit in natural life.” The State appeared first in them asan immediate, natural unity—as a despotism. Because the formof government was an absolute monarchy, Freedom was merelypotential. Because the orientals did not know that man, the universal, is free, they were not free. Even the ruler, the despot, wasnot free since true Freedom can exist only under law. The “freedom” of the despot was merely caprice.

As time passed, individuals became more conscious of their potentialities and began to organize their relationships in accordance with reason. The scene shifted from the Orient to theMediterranean; the principal units of history became the nationsof Greece and Rome. In place of a despotism, the form of government was now democratic or aristocratic. No longer was justone man free; there was now some measure of individual freedom. The important innovation among the Greeks was the introduction of the notion of law. Social order thus was transformedinto the dialectical tension between law and citizen, betweenuniversal and particular. But the Greeks only knew that somemen were free, not that man, the universal, was free. Since onlysome were subject to law in Greece, the essential rights of allmen, insofar as they were men, were not yet recognized. Therefore, Freedom for the Greeks was “accidental.”

In Hegel’s own Christian Germany, he believed, the state rose out of the particular forms of freedom existing in the past intouniversal freedom. In the constitutional governments of his day,all men were free. There was “one lord and no serf” because menwillingly submerged themselves in the universal idea.

Without attempting to enter into a full-fledged critique ofHegel, at least one major difficulty seems to stand out. Given Hegel’s belief that history is a rational process moving inevitablytoward a particular goal, does it not follow for him that everything that happens is justified by the mere fact that it happens?Despite all of Hegel’s talk about blood and gore in history, itdoes seem as if he dismisses all too casually the problem of evil.

At any rate, Hegel’s philosophy of history is an obvious continuation of the work begun by St. Augustine and carried on by Vico, Herder, Kant, and others. But Hegel’s work also sets thestage for the next speculative approach to history that we shallnotice—that of Marx and Engels.

Notes

1 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), p. 113.

2 R. S. Hartman in the introduction to his translation of Hegel’s Intro-duction to his Lectures, published under the title, Reason in History (New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1953), p. ix. Hartman is referring, of course, toHegeLs impact on history through his influence on Communism and Fascism. The history of this influence is traced in Sidney Hook’s From Hegelto Marx (New York: 1935) and H. Marcuse’s Reason and Revolution(New York: 1941).


G. W. F. HEGEL

THE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY *

* The following selections are taken from J. Sibree’s translation of the second German edition of Hegel’s Philosophy of History (1840). The passages come from Hegel’s conclusion to the entire work, from his Introduction, and from his section entitled “Classification of Historical Data.”


The history of the world is nothing but the development of the Idea of Freedom. But Objective Freedom—the laws of realfreedom—demand the subjugation of the mere contingent Will—for this is in its nature formal. If the Objective is in itself rational, human insight and conviction must correspond with theReason which it embodies, and then we have the other essentialelement—Subjective Freedom—also realized.1 We have confined ourselves to the consideration of that progress of the Idea[which has led to this consummation], and have been obliged toforego the pleasure of giving a detailed picture of the prosperity,the periods of glory that have distinguished the career of peoples,the beauty and grandeur of the character of individuals, and theinterest attaching to their fate in weal or woe. Philosophy concerns itself only with the glory of the Idea mirroring itself in thehistory of the world. Philosophy escapes from the weary strife ofpassions that agitate the surface of society into the calm region ofcontemplation; that which interests it is the recognition of the process of development which the Idea has passed through inrealizing itself—i.e., the Idea of Freedom, whose reality is theconsciousness of freedom and nothing short of it.

That the history of the world, with all the changing scenes which its annals present, is this process of development and therealization of Spirit—this is the true Theodicaea, the justification of God in history. Only this insight can reconcile Spirit withthe history of the world—viz., that what has happened, and ishappening every day, is not only not “without God,” but is essentially His work. . . .

The presupposition of the philosophy of history. The only thought which philosophy brings with it to the contemplation ofhistory, is the simple conception of Reason; that Reason is theSovereign of the world; that the history of the world, therefore,presents us with a rational process. This conviction and intuitionis a hypothesis in the domain of history as such. In that of philosophy it is no hypothesis. It is there proved by speculative cognition, that Reason—and this term may here suffice us, withoutinvestigating the relation sustained by the Universe to the DivineBeing—is Substance, as well as Infinite Power; its own InfiniteMaterial underlying all the natural and spiritual life which itoriginates, as also the Infinite Form—that which sets this Material in motion. On the one hand, Reason is the substance of theUniverse; viz., that by which and in which all reality has its beingand subsistence. On the other hand, it is the Infinite Energy ofthe Universe; since Reason is not so powerless as to be incapableof producing anything but a mere ideal, a mere intention—having its place outside reality, nobody knows where; somethingseparate and abstract, in the heads of certain human beings.

. . . 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 itshonor and glory—is the thesis which, as we have said, hasbeen proved in philosophy, and is here regarded as demonstrated. . . .

The world is not abandoned to chance and external contingent causes, but ... a Providence controls it. . . . Divine Providence is Wisdom, endowed with an infinite Power, which realizesits aim, viz., the absolute rational design of the world. Reason isThought conditioning itself with perfect freedom. . . . To explain history is to depict the passions of mankind, the genius, theactive powers, that play their part on the great stage; and theprovidentially determined process which these exhibit constitutes what is generally called the “plan” of Providence. . . .

What is the ultimate design of the world? ... It must be observed at the outset, that the phenomenon we investigate— Universal History—belongs to the realm of Spirit. The term“World,” includes both physical and psychical Nature. PhysicalNature also plays its part in the World’s History, and attentionwill have to be paid to the fundamental natural relations thus involved. But Spirit, and the course of its development, is our substantial object. Our task does not require us to contemplateNature as a Rational System in itself—though in its own proper domain it proves itself such—but simply in its relation toSpirit. . . .

We have therefore to mention here:

1) The abstract characteristics of the nature of Spirit.

2) What means Spirit uses in order to realize its Idea.

3) Lastly, we must consider the shape which the perfect embodiment of Spirit assumes—the State.

1) The nature of Spirit may be understood by a glance at its direct opposite—Matter. As the essence of Matter is gravity, so,on the other hand, we may affirm that the substance, the essenceof Spirit is Freedom. All will readily assent to the doctrine thatSpirit, among other properties, is also endowed with Freedom;but philosophy teaches that all the qualities of Spirit exist onlythrough Freedom; that all are but means for attaining Freedom;that all seek and produce this and this alone. It is a result of speculative philosophy, that Freedom is the sole truth of Spirit.. . . Spirit is self-contained existence. Now this is Freedom exactly. For if I am dependent, my being is referred to somethingelse which I am not; I cannot exist independently of somethingexternal. I am free, on the contrary, when my existence dependsupon myself. This self-contained existence of Spirit is none otherthan self-consciousness—consciousness of one’s own being.Two things must be distinguished in consciousness; first, the factthat I know; secondly, what I know. In self consciousness theseare merged in one; for Spirit knows itself. It involves an appreciation of its own nature, as also an energy enabling it to realizeitself; to make itself actually that which it is potentially. According to this abstract definition it may be said of Universal History,that it is the exhibition of Spirit in the process of working out theknowledge of that which it is potentially. . . . The Orientalshave not attained the knowledge that Spirit—Man as such—isfree; and because they do not know this, they are not free. Theyonly know that one is free. But on this very account, the freedomof that one is only caprice; ferocity—brutal recklessness of passion, or a mildness and tameness of the desires, which is itselfonly an accident of Nature—mere caprice like the former. Thatone is therefore only a Despot; not a free man. The consciousnessof Freedom first arose among the Greeks, and therefore theywere free; but they, and the Romans likewise, knew only thatsome are free—not man as such. Even Plato and Aristotle didnot know this. The Greeks, therefore, had slaves; and theirwhole life and the maintenance of their splendid liberty, was implicated with the institution of slavery: a fact, moreover, whichmade that liberty on the one hand only an accidental, transient,and limited growth; on the other hand, constituted it a rigorousthralldom of our common nature—of the Human. The Germannations, under the influence of Christianity, were the first to attain the consciousness, that man, as man, is free: that it is thefreedom of Spirit which constitutes its essence. . . . The history of the world is none other than the progress of the consciousness of freedom; a progress whose development according to the necessity of its nature it is our business to investigate. . . .

2) The question of the means by which Freedom develops itself to a world, conducts us to the phenomenon of history itself. Although Freedom is, primarily, an undeveloped idea, the meansit uses are external and phenomenal; presenting themselves inHistory to our sensuous vision. The first glance at history convinces us that the actions of men proceed from their needs, theirpassions, their characters and talents; and impresses us with thebelief that such needs, passions, and interests are the sole springsof action—the efficient agents in this scene of activity. Amongthese may, perhaps, be found aims of a liberal or universal kind—benevolence it may be, or noble patriotism; but such virtuesand general views are but insignificant as compared with theworld and its doings. We may perhaps see the Ideal of Reasonactualized in those who adopt such aims, and within the sphereof their influence; but they bear only a trifling proportion to themass of the human race; and the extent of that influence is limited accordingly. Passions, private aims, and the satisfaction ofselfish desires, are, on the other hand, most effective springs ofaction. Their power lies in the fact that they respect none of thelimitations which justice and morality would impose on them;and that these natural impulses have a more direct influence overman than the artificial and tedious discipline that tends to orderand self-restraint, law and morality. When we look at this display of passions, and the consequences of their violence; the Unreason which is associated not only with them, but even (ratherwe might say especially) with good designs and righteous aims;when we see the evil, the vice, the ruin that has befallen the mostflourishing kingdoms which the mind of man ever created; we canscarce avoid being filled with sorrow at this universal taint ofcorruption; and, since this decay is not the work of mere Nature,but of the human will—a moral embitterment—a revolt of theGood Spirit (if it have a place within us) may well be the result ofour reflections. . . . But even regarding history as the slaughter bench at which the happiness of peoples, the wisdom ofstates, and the virtue of individuals have been victimized—thequestion involuntarily arises—to what principle, to what finalaim these enormous sacrifices have been offered. . . . We assert then that nothing has been accomplished without intereston the part of the actors; and—if interest be called passion,... we may affirm absolutely that nothing great in the worldhas been accomplished without passion. . . .

In the process of the world’s history itself—as still incomplete—the abstract final aim of history is not yet made the distinct object of desire and interest. While these limited sentiments are still unconscious of the purpose they are fulfilling, the universal principle is implicit in them, and is realizing itself throughthem. ... An additional result is commonly produced by human actions beyond that which they aim at and obtain—thatwhich they immediately recognize and desire. They gratify theirown interest; but something further is thereby accomplished,latent in the actions in question, though not present to their consciousness, and not included in their design. . . .

World-historical individuals. Caesar, in danger of losing a position, not perhaps at that time of superiority, yet at least of equality with the others who were at the head of the State, and ofsuccumbing to those who were just on the point of becoming hisenemies—belongs essentially to this category. These enemies—who were at the same time pursuing their personal aims—had the form of the constitution, and the power conferred by anappearance of justice, on their side. Caesar was contending forthe maintenance of his position, honor, and safety; and, since thepower of his opponents included the sovereignty over the provinces of the Roman Empire, his victory secured for him the conquest of that entire Empire; and he thus became (though leavingthe form of the constitution) the Autocrat of the State. Thatwhich secured for him the execution of a design, which in thefirst instance was of negative import—the Autocracy of Rome—was, however, at the same time an independently necessaryfeature in the history of Rome and of the world. It was not thenhis private gain merely, but an unconscious impulse that occasioned the accomplishment of that for which the time was ripe.Such are all great historical men—whose own particular aimsinvolve those large issues which are the will of the World Spirit.They may be called Heroes, inasmuch as they have derived theirpurposes and their vocation, not from the calm, regular course ofthings, sanctioned by the existing order; but from a concealedfount—one which has not attained to phenomenal, presentexistence—from that inner Spirit, still hidden beneath the surface, which, impinging on the outer world as on a shell, burst it inpieces, because it is another kernel than that which belonged tothe shell in question. They are men, therefore, who appear todraw the impulse of their life from themselves; and whose deedshave produced a condition of things and a complex of historicalrelations which appear to be only their interest, and their work.

Such individuals had no consciousness of the general Idea they were unfolding, while prosecuting those aims of theirs; onthe contrary, they were practical, political men. But at the sametime they were thinking men, who had an insight into the requirements of the time—what was ripe for development. Thiswas the very Truth for their age, for their world; the species nextin order, so to speak, and which was already formed in the wombof time. It was theirs to know this nascent principle; the necessary, directly sequent step in progress, which their world was totake; to make this their aim, and to expend their energy in promoting it. World-historical men—the Heroes of an epoch—must, therefore, be recognized as its clear-sighted ones; theirdeeds, their words are the best of that time. Great men haveformed purposes to satisfy themselves, not others. Whateverprudent designs and counsels they might have learned fromothers, would be the more limited and inconsistent features intheir career; for it was they who best understood affairs; fromwhom others learned, and approved, or at least acquiesced in—their policy. For that Spirit which had taken this fresh step inhistory is the inmost soul of all individuals; but in a state of unconsciousness which the great men in question aroused. Theirfellows, therefore, follow these soul-leaders; for they feel the irresistible power of their own inner Spirit thus embodied. If we goon to cast a look at the fate of these world historical persons,whose vocation it was to be the agents of the World Spirit, weshall find it to have been no happy one. They attained no calmenjoyment; their whole life was labor and trouble; their wholenature was naught else but their Master Passion. When their object is attained they fall off like empty hulls from the kernel.They die early, like Alexander; they are murdered, like Caesar;transported to St. Helena, like Napoleon. This fearful consolation—that historical men have not enjoyed what is called happiness, and of which only private life (and this may be passedunder very various external circumstances) is capable—thisconsolation those may draw from history, who stand in need ofit; and it is craved by Envy—vexed at what is great and transcendent—striving, therefore, to depreciate it, and to find someflaw in it. Thus in modern times it has been demonstrated adnauseam that princes are generally unhappy on their thrones; inconsideration of which the possession of a throne is tolerated,and men acquiesce in the fact that not themselves but the personages in question are its occupants. The Free Man, we mayobserve, is not envious, but gladly recognizes what is great andexalted, and rejoices that it exists.

It is in the light of those common elements which constitute the interest and therefore the passions of individuals, that thesehistorical men are to be regarded. They are great men, becausethey willed and accomplished something great; not a mere fancy,a mere intention, but that which met the case and fell in with theneeds of the age. . . . A World-historical individual is not so unwise as to indulge a variety of wishes to divide his regards. He isdevoted to the One Aim, regardless of all else. It is even possiblethat such men may treat other great, even sacred interests, inconsiderately; conduct which is indeed obnoxious to moral reprehension. But so mighty a form must trample down many an innocent flower—crush to pieces many an object in its path.

The special interest of passion is thus inseparable from the active development of a general principle: for it is from the special and determinate 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 inopposition and combat, and that is exposed to danger, It remainsin the background, untouched and uninjured. This may be calledthe 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. For it is phenomenalbeing that is so treated, and of this, part is of no value, part ispositive and real. The particular is for the most part of tootrifling value as compared with the general: individuals are sacrificed and abandoned. The Idea pays the penalty of determinateexistence and of corruptibility, not from itself, but from the passions of individuals. . . .

(3) The third point to be analyzed is, therefore—what is the object to be realized by these means; i.e., what is the form it assumes in the realm of reality. We have spoken of means; but inthe carrying out of a subjective, limited aim, we have also totake into consideration the element of a material, either already present or which has to be procured. Thus the questionwould arise: What is the material in which the Ideal of Reasonis wrought out? The primary answer would be—Personalityitself—human desires—Subjectivity generally. In humanknowledge and volition, as its material element, Reason attainspositive existence. ... As a subjective will, occupied withlimited passions, it is dependent, and can gratify its desiresonly within the limits of this dependence. But the subjectivewill has also a substantial life—a reality—in which it moves inthe region of essential being, and has the essential itself as theobject of its existence. This essential being is the union of thesubjective with the rational Will: it is the moral Whole, theState, which is that form of reality in which the individual hasand enjoys his freedom; but on the condition of his recognizing,believing in and willing that which is common to the Whole.And this must not be understood as if the subjective will of thesocial unit attained its gratification and enjoyment throughthat common Will; as if this were a means provided for itsbenefit; as if the individual, in his relations to other individuals,thus limited his freedom, in order that this universal limitation—the mutual constraint of all—might secure a small space ofliberty for each. Rather, we affirm, are Law, Morality, Government, and they alone, the positive reality and completion ofFreedom. Freedom of a low and limited order is mere caprice,which finds its exercise in the sphere of particular and limiteddesires.

Subjective volition—Passion—is that which sets men in activity, that which effects “practical” realization. The Idea is the inner spring of action; the State is the actually existing, realizedmoral life. For it is the Unity of the universal, essential Will,with that of the individual; and this is “Morality.” . . . Thelaws of morality are not accidental, but are the essentially Rational. It is the very object of the State that what is essential inthe practical activity of men, and in their dispositions, shouldbe duly recognized; that it should have a manifest existence,and maintain its position. It is the absolute interest of Reasonthat this moral Whole should exist: and herein lies the justification and merit of heroes who have founded states—howeverrude these may have been. In the history of the World, onlythose peoples can come under our notice which form a state.... In the history of the World, the Individuals we have to dowith are Peoples; Totalities that are States. . . . For it must beunderstood that [the State] is the realization of Freedom, i.e., ofthe absolute final aim, and that it exists for its own sake. It mustfurther be understood that all the worth which the humanbeing possesses—all spiritual reality, he possesses onlythrough the State. For his spiritual reality consists in this, thathis own essence—Reason—is objectively present to him, thatit possesses objective immediate existence for him. Thus only ishe fully conscious; thus only is he a partaker of Morality—of ajust and moral social and political life. For Truth is the Unity ofthe universal and subjective Will; and the Universal is to befound in the State, in its laws, its universal and rational arrangements. The State is the Divine Idea as it exists on earth.We have in it, therefore, the object of History in a more definiteshape than before; that in which Freedom obtains objectivity,and lives in the enjoyment of this objectivity. For Law is theobjectivity of Spirit; volition in its true form. Only that willwhich obeys law, is free; for it obeys itself—it is independentand so free. When the State or our country constitutes a community of existence; when the subjective will of man submits tolaws—the contradiction between Liberty and Necessity vanishes. The Rational has necessary existence, as being the realityand substance of things, and we are free in recognizing it aslaw, and following it as the substance of our own being. Theobjective and the subjective will are then reconciled, and present one identical homogeneous whole. For the Morality (Sitt-lichkeit) of the State is not of that ethical (moralische) reflective kind, in which one’s own conviction bears sway; this latteris rather the peculiarity of the modern time, while the true antique morality is based on the principle of abiding by one’sduty [to the state at large]....

Summing up what has been said of the State, we find that we have been led to call its vital principle, as actuating the individuals who compose it—Morality. The State, its laws, its arrangements, constitute the rights of its members; its naturalfeatures, its mountains, air, and waters, are their country, theirfatherland, their outward material property; the history of thisState, their deeds; what their ancestors have produced belongsto them and lives in their memory. All is their possession, just asthey are possessed by it; for it constitutes their existence, theirbeing.

Their imagination is occupied with the ideas thus presented, while the adoption of these laws, and of a fatherland so conditioned is the expression of their will. It is this matured totalitywhich thus constitutes one Being, the spirit of one People. To itthe individual members belong; each unit is the Son of his Nation, and at the same time—in as far as the State to which hebelongs is undergoing development—the Son of his Age. Noneremains behind it, still less advances beyond it. This spiritualBeing (the Spirit of his Time) is his; he is a representative of it;it is that in which he originated, and in which he lives. Amongthe Athenians the word Athens had a double import; suggesting primarily, a complex of political institutions, but no less, inthe second place, that Goddess who represented the Spirit ofthe People and its unity. . . .

The remark next in order is, that each particular National genius is to be treated as only One Individual in the process ofUniversal History. For that history is the exhibition of the divine, absolute development of Spirit in its highest forms—thatgradation by which it attains its truth and consciousness of itself. The forms which these grades of progress assume are thecharacteristic “National Spirits” of History; the peculiar tenorof their moral life, of their government, their art, religion, andscience. To realize these grades is the boundless impulse of theWorld Spirit—the goal of its irresistible urging; for this division into organic members, and the full development of each, isits Idea. Universal History is exclusively occupied with showing how Spirit comes to a recognition and adoption of theTruth: the dawn of knowledge appears; it begins to discoversalient principles, and at last it arrives at full consciousness. . . .

In the geographical survey, the course of the World’s History has been marked out in its general features. The Sun—theLight—rises in the East. Light is a simply self-involved existence; but though possessing thus in itself universality, it existsat the same time as an individuality in the Sun. Imagination hasoften pictured to itself the emotions of a blind man suddenlybecoming possessed of sight, beholding the bright glimmeringof the dawn, the growing light, and the flaming glory of theascending Sun. The boundless forgetfulness of his individualityin this pure splendor, is his first feeling—utter astonishment.But when the Sun is risen, this astonishment is diminished; objects around are perceived, and from them the individual proceeds to the contemplation of his own inner being, and therebythe advance is made to the perception of the relation betweenthe two. Then inactive contemplation is quitted for activity; bythe close of day man has erected a building constructed fromhis own inner Sun; and when in the evening he contemplatesthis, he esteems it more highly than the original external Sun.For now he stands in a conscious relation to his Spirit, andtherefore a free relation. If we hold this image fast in mind, weshall find it symbolizing the course of History, the great Day’swork of spirit.

The History of the World travels from East to West, for Europe is absolutely the end of History, Asia the beginning. The History of the World has an East (the term East in itself is entirely relative); for although the Earth forms a sphere, Historyperforms no circle round it, but has on the contrary a determinate East, viz., Asia. Here rises the outward physical Sun, andin the West it sinks down: here consentaneously rises the Sunof self-consciousness, which diffuses a nobler brilliance. TheHistory of the World is the discipline of the uncontrolled natural will, bringing it into obedience to a Universal principle andconferring subjective freedom. The East knew and to thepresent day knows only that One is Free; the Greek and Romanworld, that some are free; the German world knows that All arefree. The first political form therefore which we observe in History is Despotism, the second Democracy and Aristocracy, thethird Monarchy.

To understand this division we must remark that as the State is the universal spiritual life, to which individuals by birth sustain a relation of confidence and habit, and in which they havetheir existence and reality—the first question is, whether theiractual life is an unreflecting use and habit combining them inthis unity, or whether its constituent individuals are reflectiveand personal beings having a properly subjective and independent existence. In view of this, substantial (objective) freedommust be distinguished from subjective freedom. Substantialfreedom is the abstract undeveloped Reason implicit in volition, proceeding to develop itself in the State. But in this phaseof Reason there is still wanting personal insight and will, thatis, subjective freedom; which is realized only in the Individual,and which constitutes the reflection of the Individual in hisown conscience. Where there is merely substantial freedom,commands and laws are regarded as something fixed and abstract, to which the subject holds himself in absolute servitude.These laws need not concur with the desire of the individual,and the subjects are consequently like children, who obey theirparents without will or insight of their own. But as subjectivefreedom arises, and man descends from the contemplation ofexternal reality into his own soul, the contrast suggested by reflection arises, involving the Negation of Reality. The drawingback from the actual world forms ipso facto an antithesis, ofwhich one side is the absolute Being—the Divine—the otherthe human subject as an individual. In that immediate, unreflected consciousness which characterizes the East, these twoare not yet distinguished. The substantial world is distinct fromthe individual, but the antithesis has not yet created a schismbetween [absolute and subjective] Spirit.

The first phase—that with which we have to begin—is the East. Unreflected consciousness—substantial, objective, spiritual existence—forms the basis; to which the subjective willfirst sustains a relation in the form of faith, confidence, obedience. In the political life of the East we find a realized rationalfreedom, developing itself without advancing to subjectivefreedom. It is the childhood of History. Substantial forms constitute the gorgeous edifices of Oriental Empires, in which wefind all rational ordinances and arrangements, but in such away that individuals remain as mere accidents. These revolveround the sovereign, who, as patriarch—not as despot in thesense of the Roman Imperial Constitution—stands at the head.For he has to enforce the moral and substantial; he has to uphold those essential ordinances which are already established;so that what among us belongs entirely to subjective freedomhere proceeds from the entire and general body of the State.

The glory of the Oriental conception is the One Individual as that substantial being to which all belongs, so that no other individual has a separate existence, or mirrors himself in his subjective freedom. All the riches of imagination and Nature areappropriated to that dominant existence in which subjectivefreedom is essentially merged; the latter looks for its dignitynot in itself, but in that absolute object. All the elements of acomplete State—even subjectivity—may be found there, butnot yet harmonized with the grand substantial being. For outside the One Power—before which nothing can maintain anindependent existence—there is only revolting caprice, which,beyond the limits of the central power, roves at will withoutpurpose or result. Accordingly we find the wild hordes breaking out from the Upland—falling upon the countries in question, and laying them waste, or settling down in them, and giving up their wild life; but in all cases resultlessly lost in the central substance. This phase of Substantiality, since it has nottaken up its antithesis into itself and overcome it, directly divides itself into two elements. On the one side we see duration,stability—Empires belonging to mere space, as it were (as distinguished from Time)—unhistorical History;—as, for example, in China, the State based on the Family relation;—a paternal Government, which holds together the constitution byits provident care, its admonitions, retributive or rather disciplinary inflictions;—a prosaic Empire, because the antithesisof Form, viz., Infinity, Ideality, has not yet asserted itself. Onthe other side, the Form of Time stands contrasted with thisspatial stability. The States in question, without undergoingany change in themselves, or in the principle of their existence,are constantly changing their position toward each other. Theyare in ceaseless conflict, which brings on rapid destruction. Theopposing principle of individuality enters into these conflictingrelations; but it is itself as yet only unconscious, merely naturalUniversality—Light, which is not yet the light of the personalsoul. This History, too (i.e., of the struggles before mentioned),is, for the most part, really unhistorical, for it is only the repetition of the same majestic ruin. The new element, which in theshape of bravery, prowess, magnanimity, occupies the place ofthe previous despotic pomp, goes through the same circle ofdecline and subsidence. This subsidence is therefore not reallysuch, for through all this restless change no advance is made.History passes at this point—and only outwardly, i.e., withoutconnection with the previous phase—to Central Asia. Continuing the comparison with the ages of the individual man, thiswould be the boyhood of History, no longer manifesting the repose and trustingness of the child, but boisterous and turbulent. The Greek world may then be compared with the periodof adolescence, for here we have individualities forming themselves. This is the second main principle in human History.Morality is, as in Asia, a principle; but it is morality impressedon individuality, and consequently denoting the free volition ofIndividuals. Here, then, is the Union of the Moral with the subjective Will, or the Kingdom of Beautiful Freedom, for the Ideais united with a plastic form. It is not yet regarded abstractedly,but immediately bound up with the Real, as in a beautiful workof Art; the Sensuous bears the stamp and expression of the Spiritual. This Kingdom is consequently true Harmony; the worldof the most charming, but perishable or quickly passing bloom:it is the natural, unreflecting observance of what is becoming—not yet true Morality. The individual will of the Subjectsadopts unreflectingly the conduct and habit prescribed by Justice and the Laws. The Individual is therefore in unconsciousunity with the Idea—the social weal. T hat which in the East isdivided into two extremes—the substantial as such, and the individuality absorbed in it—meets here. But these distinctprinciples are only immediately in unity, and consequently involve the highest degree of contradiction; for this aestheticMorality has not yet passed through the struggle of subjectivefreedom, in its second birth, its palingenesis; it is not yet purified to the standard of the free subjectivity that is the essence oftrue Morality.

The third phase is the realm of abstract Universality (in which the Social aim absorbs all individual aims): it is the Roman State, the severe labors of the Manhood of History. Fortrue manhood acts neither in accordance with the caprice of adespot, nor in obedience to a graceful caprice of its own; butworks for a general aim, one in which the individual perishesand realizes his own private object only in that general aim.

The State begins to have an abstract existence, and to develop itself for a definite object, in accomplishing which its membershave indeed a share, but not a complete and concrete one [calling their whole being into play]. Free individuals are sacrificedto the severe demands of the National objects, to which theymust surrender themselves in this service of abstract generalization. The Roman State is not a repetition of such a State ofIndividuals as the Athenian Polis was. The geniality and joy ofsoul that existed there have given place to harsh and rigoroustoil. The interest of History is detached from individuals, butthese gain for themselves abstract, formal Universality. TheUniversal subjugates the individuals; they have to merge theirown interests in it; but in return the abstraction which theythemselves embody—that is to say, their personality—is recognized: in their individual capacity they become persons withdefinite rights as such. In the same sense as individuals may besaid to be incorporated in the abstract idea of Person, NationalIndividualities (those of the Roman Provinces) have also to experience this fate: in this form of Universality their concreteforms are crushed, and incorporated with it as a homogeneousand indifferent mass. Rome becomes a Pantheon of all deities,and of all Spiritual existence, but these divinities and this Spiritdo not retain their proper vitality. The development of theState in question proceeds in two directions. On the one hand,as based on reflection—abstract Universality—it has the express outspoken antithesis in itself: it therefore essentially involves in itself the struggle which that antithesis supposes;with the necessary issue, that individual caprice—the purelycontingent and thoroughly worldly power of one despot—getsthe better of that abstract universal principle. At the very outset we have the antithesis between the Aim of the State as theabstract universal principle on the one hand, and the abstractpersonality of the individual on the other hand. But when subsequently, in the historical development, individuality gainsthe ascendant, and the breaking up of the community into itscomponent atoms can only be restrained by external compulsion, then the subjective might of individual despotism comesforward to play its part, as if summoned to fulfil this task. Forthe mere abstract compliance with Law implies on the part ofthe subject of law the supposition that he has not attained toself-organization and self-control; and this principle of obedience, instead of being hearty and voluntary, has for its motiveand ruling power only the arbitrary and contingent dispositionof the individual; so that the latter is led to seek consolation forthe loss of his freedom in exercising and developing his privateright. This is the purely worldly harmonization of the antithesis.But in the next place, the pain inflicted by Despotism begins tobe felt, and Spirit, driven back into its utmost depths, leaves thegodless world, seeks for a harmony in itself, and begins now aninner life—a complete concrete subjectivity, which possessesat the same time a substantiality that is not grounded in mereexternal existence. Within the soul therefore arises the Spiritual pacification of the struggle, in the fact that the individualpersonality, instead of following its own capricious choice, ispurified and elevated into universality;—a subjectivity that ofits own free will adopts principles tending to the good of ail—reaches, in fact, a divine personality. To that worldly empire,this Spiritual one wears a predominant aspect of opposition, asthe empire of a subjectivity that has attained to the knowledgeof itself—itself in its essential nature—the Empire of Spirit inits full sense.

The German world appears at this point of development— the fourth phase of world history. . . . The German Spirit isthe Spirit of the new world. Its aim is the realization of absoluteTruth as the unlimited self-determination of freedom—thatfreedom which has its own absolute form itself as its purport.2The destiny of the German peoples is, to be the bearers of theChristian principle. The principle of Spiritual Freedom—ofReconciliation [of the Objective and Subjective], was introducedinto the still simple, unformed minds of those peoples; and the part assigned to them in the service of the World Spirit wasthat of not merely possessing the Idea of Freedom as the substratum of their religious conceptions, but of producing it infree and spontaneous developments from their subjective self-consciousness. . . .

[The German world] would answer in the comparison with the periods of human life to its Old Age. The Old Age of Nature isweakness; but that of Spirit is its perfect maturity and strength,in which it returns to unity with itself, but in its fully developedcharacter as Spirit. . . . That principle of the German worldwhich we are now discussing, attained concrete reality only inthe history of the German Nations. The contrast of the Spiritualprinciple animating the Ecclesiastical State, with the roughand wild barbarism of the Secular State, is here likewise present. The secular ought to be in harmony with the spiritual principle, but we find nothing more than the recognition of that obligation. The secular power forsaken by the spirit, must in thefirst instance vanish in the presence of the ecclesiastical [as representative of Spirit]; but while this latter degrades itself tomere secularly, it loses its influence with the loss of its propercharacter and vocation. From this corruption of the ecclesiastical element—that is, of the Church—results the higher form ofrational thought. Spirit, once more driven back upon itself,produces its work in an intellectual shape, and becomes capable of realizing the Ideal of Reason from the secular principlealone. Thus it happens, that in virtue of elements of universality, which have the principle of Spirit as their basis, the empireof Thought is established actually and concretely. The antithesis of Church and State vanishes. The spiritual becomes reconnected with the secular, and develops this iatter as an independently organic existence. The State no longer occupies aposition of real inferiority to the Church, and is no longer subordinate to it. The latter asserts no prerogative, and the spiritual is no longer an element foreign to the State. Freedom hasfound the means of realizing its Ideal—its true existence. Thisis the ultimate result which the process of history is intended toaccomplish. . . .

Notes

1 That is, the will of the individual goes along with the requirements of reasonable laws.—Tr.

2 That is: The Supreme Law of the universe is recognized as identicalwith the dictates of conscience—becomes a “law of liberty.” Morality—that authority which has the incontestable right to determine men’sactions, which therefore is the only absolutely free and unlimited power—is no longer a compulsory enactment, but the free choice of humanbeings. The good man would make Law for himself if he found none madefor him.—Tr.
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6. Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895)

Karl Marx began his intellectual career as a disciple of Hegel. Sidney Hook explains,

No two names are at once so suggestive of both agreement and opposition as are the names Hegel and Marx. ... No one canplausibly call into question the historical influence of Hegel uponthe formation of Marx’s thought. That has been amply documentedby Marx himself in published and unpublished writings.1

As Marx’s views developed, his writings betrayed an increasing indebtedness to the thought of Ludwig Feuerbach, the German materialist, and to others like Saint Simon w'ho influenced Marx’s social and economic views.

Marx’s view of history is alternately labeled Historical Materialism and Economic Determinism. The latter title refers to Marx’s conviction that all aspects of man’s life (political, aesthetic, religious, scientific, etc.) are determined by the ways inwhich man makes a living. The most important factor in explaining man’s present or past history is an economic one. Itseems clear, however, that the most accurate name for Marx’stheory of history is Historical Materialism. It is doubtful thatMarx ever meant to say that the only factor determining humanlife is economic. What he probably meant was that economicconditions are the most important influence on human history.Sidney Hook describes what Marx’s materialism meant for hisview of history:

By a materialistic conception of history Marx means any theory which seeks to explain history by empirical laws whose predictionsand descriptions are in principle verifiable by observation of thebehavior of men, things, and the institutions which relate them.Denying the adequacy of physicalistic or racial or psychologicaltheories, he asserted that, broadly speaking, the economic structureof society and its changes were the independent variables out ofwhich all other cultural changes were a function. Or more simplyput, the economic structure of society determines the life of anysociety in historic times.2

The selection from the Preface to Marx’s Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy summarizes his materialist approach to history in five propositions.

Marx believed that history was his teacher. However, it is clear that he came to his study of history already presupposingthe principle of the dialectic which he had borrowed fromHegel 3 and he came away from history with his theory of the class struggle and the state. Marx proposed the dialectic withina system of materialism and political revolution. As Marx himself boasted, he had turned Hegelianism right-side up. WhileHegel had made his dialectic the ground for a philosophy ofidealism and a plea for political accommodation, Marx used thedialectic in a system of materialism as a weapon of social revolution.4 Marx was not particularly impressed with the triad ofthesis, antithesis, and synthesis that he found in the dialectic;he was more interested in the relation of opposition and conflict. In Marx’s hand, the dialectic became a tool for the study ofhistory. He wanted to explain the conflict and opposition hefound in history and the dialectic gave him the clue he needed.

Like Hegel and Kant before him, Marx wrote that at first glance there appears to be no rhyme or reason to history. As weview the conflicts between members of society, the contradictions of social life, and the struggles between individuals, societies, and nations, all seems to be chaos. But, as Lenin readMarx, “Marxism provides a clue which enables us to discoverthe reign of law in this seeming labyrinth and chaos: the theoryof the class struggle . . . The conflict of strivings arises fromdifferences in the situation and modes of life of the classes intowhich society is divided.” 5 As Marx and Engels point out inthe selection from The Communist Manifesto, history recordsthe oppression of one class by another: “The whole history ofmankind has been a history of class struggles, contests betweenexploiting and exploited, ruling and oppressed classes. . . .The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of classstruggle.” History tells the story of the continuing struggle between “The Haves” and “The Have-Nots.” The exploitation ofthe Have-Nots by the Haves has taken different forms at different times but it has always been the result of the economic situation of the time. In ancient history, the class struggle took the form of slavery. The Haves were the slaveowners, the Have-Nots were the slaves. The exploitation centered around privateproperty, in this case, the slave himself. During the middleages, the struggle assumed the form of feudalism. At stake wasownership of the land; the Haves were the landowners and theHave-Nots were the serfs. Finally in Marx’s own day, the classstruggle had assumed the form of capitalism. Now Bourgeoisie(the owner of the means of production) confronted Proletarian(the wage laborer) in what Marx was convinced would be afight to the death. The Bourgeois exploitation of the Proletariatunder capitalism had produced many social evils which Marxand many others justly criticized. However, unlike some of theother critics of social injustice in his day, Marx felt that if theevils of the class struggle were to be overcome, there must firstbe a change in the control of the instruments of production.Private property must be abolished, and other changes just asdrastic must be introduced.

If private property is the basis of oppression and conflict in human history, the obvious way to end this oppression is toeliminate its cause. However, this cannot be done easily. Nosignificant change in this regard can be brought about withoutthe overthrow of the state, and this, of course, means revolution. Marx held that the state is essentially evil since it is oneresult of the class conflict. The state is an instrument used bythe bourgeoisie in its exploitation and oppression of the proletariat. When the class struggle ends in the triumphant proletarian overthrow of the bourgeoisie, society will become classlessand the need for the state will vanish causing the state to“wither away.” Accordingly, Marx declares that the first task ofthe proletarian revolution is the capture and destruction of thebourgeois state.

Marx’s doctrine of the revolution is one of the more ambiguous and confused aspects of his system. Later Marxists were to dispute at great length and with great fervor over the question,must the revolution be violent? Some later Marxists like theBritish Fabians and the German Social Democrats argued thatthe revolution could be brought about by peaceful means. Thisdisagreement even existed in Russia where Lenin and the Bolsheviks accused the Mensheviks of obliterating, distorting, andomitting the revolutionary side of Marx’s teachings.

Marx blundered when he came to predict the time of the revolution. As late as 1859, he believed that “No social order ever disappears before all the productive forces, for which there isroom in it, have been developed; and new higher relations ofproduction never appear before the material conditions of theirexistence have matured in the womb of the old society.” 6 WhatMarx meant seems obvious. A proletarian revolution cannotoccur without a proletariat. But before there can be a proletariat, capitalism must exist. However, in many nations of Marx’sday (Russia, for example), feudalism still existed. Therefore,Marx seemed to be arguing that in those countries where industrialization was proceeding unevenly or slowly, the proletariat would have to assist the development of capitalism before they could dare begin their own revolution. A bourgeoisrevolution destroying any remnants of feudalism would have tooccur before the proletarian revolution. This created problemsamong later Marxists. As E. H. Carr points out,

[This] was the view seriously propounded by Russian Marxists, Bolsheviks and Mensheviks alike, down to 1905—perhaps evendown to 1917. Meanwhile, however, in the Spring of 1905, Lenin’spractical mind worked out a new scheme under which the proletariat was to seize power in conjunction with the peasantry, creating a“democratic dictatorship” of workers and peasants; and this became the official doctrine of the October Revolution.7

Near the end of his life, Marx did admit that the full development of capitalism might not be necessary in such a predominantly peasant country like Russia. While this was an interesting concession to expediency, it was hardly consistent with the pattern he had claimed to find in history.

The purpose of the proletarian revolution was to begin the equalization of wealth and put an end to the injustices found incapitalism. But even a successful proletarian revolution wouldnot automatically usher in the classless society. Marx believed that capitalism was too well entrenched. After the revolution,at least two more steps would have to be taken toward the goalof a communist society: the dictatorship of the proletariat andthe withering away of the state.

The first of these steps was what Marx called “the dictatorship of the proletariat.” During this time, the state would be controlled by the proletariat and would be used as a means ofcoercion and oppression in destroying any remnants of capitalism. Marx regarded the dictatorship of the proletariat as atransition period between capitalism and the classless society.However, neither he nor Engels had much to say about it orabout the exact conditions under which this proletarian statewould finally be abolished. Engels did write that when the timewas ripe, the state would “wither away.” After Lenin hadgained control of the Russian revolution in October, 1917, hemade a number of tactical errors that brought the Russianeconomy to the brink of ruin. He quickly recognized that Russia was not yet ready for the classless society so he jumped onMarx’s phrase, “the dictatorship of the proletariat,” and usedit to justify the tight controls he imposed upon Russia. WhileMarx had thought of the dictatorship of the proletariat as akind of worker’s democracy, Lenin turned it into a dictatorshipof the small, exclusivist communist party over the proletariat.Of course, as time passed, even the party in Russia came underthe control of the smaller central committee and for years, under Stalin, Russia was governed by the rule of a dictator overeven the party.

To summarize, Marx’s picture of history seems to combine elements of both the cyclical and linear views of history. Thecyclical element is seen in the repetition of the life and deathstruggle between the Haves and the Have-Nots. The linearaspect is seen in the inevitable movement of history toward thefinal revolution which will prepare the world for the classlesssociety.

The following selections give the substance of Marx’s and Engels’ view of history. They are followed by a brief selectionin which the eminent authority on Marxist thought, SidneyHook, evaluates the Marxist philosophy of history.

KARL MARX

HISTORICAL MATERIALISM *

* Taken from the Preface to Karl Marx’s A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, trans. N. I. Stone (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr and Co., 1904).


The first work undertaken for the solution of the question that troubled me, was a critical revision of Hegel’s Philosophy ofLaw; the introduction to that work appeared in the “Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbucher,” published in Paris in 1844. I was ledby my studies to the conclusion that legal relations as well asforms of state could neither be understood by themselves, norexplained by the so-called general progress of the human mind,but that they are rooted in the material conditions of life, whichare summed up by Hegel after the fashion of the English andFrench of the eighteenth century under the name “civic society”;the anatomy of that civic society is to be sought in political economy. The study of the latter which I had taken up in Paris, Icontinued at Brussels whither I emigrated on account of an orderof expulsion issued by Mr. Guizot. The general conclusion atwhich I arrived and which, once reached, continued to serve asthe leading thread in my studies, may be briefly summed up asfollows: In the social production which men carry on they enterinto definite relations that are indispensable and independent oftheir will; these relations of production correspond to a definitestage of development of their material powers of production.The sum total of these relations of production constitutes theeconomic structure of society—the real foundation, on whichrise legal and political superstructures and to which corresponddefinite forms of social consciousness. The mode of productionin material life determines the general character of the social,political, and spiritual processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but, on the contrary,their social existence determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of their development, the material forces of productionin society come in conflict with the existing relations of production, or—what is but a legal expression for the same thing— with the property relations within which they had been at workbefore. From forms of development of the forces of productionthese relations turn into their fetters. Then comes the period ofsocial revolution. With the change of the economic foundationthe entire immense superstructure is more or less rapidly transformed. In considering such transformations the distinctionshould always be made between the material transformation ofthe economic conditions of production which can be determinedwith the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philosophic—in short ideological forms inwhich men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out. Justas our opinion of an individual is not based on what he thinks ofhimself, so can we not judge of such a period of transformationby its own consciousness; on the contrary, this consciousnessmust rather be explained from the contradictions of material life,from the existing conflict between the social forces of productionand the relations of production. No social order ever disappearsbefore all the productive forces, for which there is room in it,have been developed; and new higher relations of productionnever appear before the material conditions of their existencehave matured in the womb of the old society. Therefore, mankind always takes up only such problems as it can solve; since,looking at the matter more closely, we will always find the problem itself arises only when the material conditions necessary forits solution already exist or are at least in the process of formation. In broad outlines we can designate the Asiatic, the ancient,the feudal, and the modern bourgeois methods of production asso many epochs in the progress of the economic formation of society. The bourgeois relations of production are the last antagonistic form of the social process of production—antagonisticnot in the sense of individual antagonism, but of one arising fromconditions surrounding the life of individuals in society; at thesame time the productive forces developing in the womb ofbourgeois society create the material conditions for the solutionof that antagonism. This social formation constitutes, therefore,the closing chapter of the prehistoric stage of human society.

MARX AND ENGELS

THE COMMUNIST MANIFESTO *

* From the Manifesto of the Communist Party by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, authorized English translation, ed. Engels (Chicago:Charles H. Kerr and Co., 1888).


A specter is haunting Europe—the specter of Communism. All the Powers of old Europe have entered into a holy allianceto exorcise this specter: Pope and Czar, Metternich and Guizot,French Radicals and German police spies.

Where is the party in opposition that has not been decried as Communistic by its opponents in power? Where the Oppositionthat has not hurled back the branding reproach of Communism,against the more advanced opposition parties, as well as againstits reactionary adversaries?

Two things result from this fact.

I. Communism is already acknowledged by all EuropeanPowers to be itself a Power.

II. It is high time that Communists should openly, in the faceof the whole world, publish their views, their aims, their tendencies, and meet this nursery tale of the Specter of Communismwith a Manifesto of the party itself. . . .

I. Bourgeois and proletarians. The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried onan uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that eachtime ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society atlarge, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.

In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrangement of society into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome we have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords,vassals, guild masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations.

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms.It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression,new forms of struggle in place of the old ones.

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinctive feature: it has simplified the class antagonisms.Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two greathostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other:Bourgeoisie and Proletariat. . . .

The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most revolutionary part.

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilesslytom asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his “natural superiors,” and has left remaining no other nexus betweenman and man than naked self-interest, than callous “cash payment.” It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religiousfervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, inthe icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved personalworth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom—Free Trade. In one word, for exploitation,veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substitutednaked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.

The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honored and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man ofscience, into its paid wage laborers.

The bourgeoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has reduced the family relation to a mere money relation.

The bourgeoisie . . . has been the first to show what man’s activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that put in the shade allformer Exoduses of nations and Crusades.

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of productions, and with them the whole relations of society. . . .

The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. Itmust nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connectionseverywhere. . . .

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more massive and more colossal productive forcesthan have all preceding generations together. Subjection of Nature’s forces to man, machinery, application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam navigation, railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation, canalizationof rivers, whole populations conjured out of the ground—whatearlier century had even a presentiment that such productiveforces slumbered in the lap of social labor?

We see then: the means of production and of exchange, on whose foundation the bourgeoisie built itself up, were generatedin feudal society. At a certain stage in the development of thesemeans of production and of exchange, the conditions underwhich feudal society produced and exchanged, the feudal organization of agriculture and manufacturing industry, in one word,the feudal relations of property became no longer compatiblewith the already developed productive forces; they became somany fetters. They had to be burst asunder; they were burstasunder.

Into their place stepped free competition, accompanied by a social and political sway of the bourgeois class.

A similar movement is going on before our own eyes. Modern bourgeois society with its relations of production, of exchangeand of property, a society that has conjured up such giganticmeans of production and of exchange, is like the sorcerer, who isno longer able to control the powers of the nether world whom hehas called up by his spells. For many a decade past the history ofindustry and commerce is but the history of the revolt of modernproductive forces against modern conditions of production,against the property relations that are the conditions for the existence of the bourgeoisie and of its rule. It is enough to mentionthe commercial crises that by their periodical return put on itstrial, each time more threateningly, the existence of the entirebourgeois society. In these crises a great part not only of the existing products, but also of the previously created productiveforces, are periodically destroyed. In these crises there breaksout an epidemic that, in all earlier epochs, would have seemed anabsurdity—the epidemic of overproduction. Society suddenlyfinds itself put back into a state of momentary barbarism; it appears as if a famine, a universal war of devastation, had cut offthe supply of every means of subsistence; industry and commerce seem to be destroyed; and why? Because there is too muchcivilization, too much means of subsistence, too much industry,too much commerce. The productive forces at the disposal of society no longer tend to further the development of the conditionsof bourgeois property; on the contrary, they have become toopowerful for these conditions, by which they are fettered, and sosoon as they overcome these fetters, they bring disorder into thewhole of bourgeois society, endanger the existence of bourgeoisproperty. The conditions of bourgeois society are too narrow tocomprise the wealth created by them. And how does the bourgeoisie get over these crises? On the one hand by enforced destruction of a mass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new markets, and by the more thorough exploitation ofthe old ones. That is to say, by paving the way for more extensiveand more destructive crises, and by diminishing the meanswhereby crises are prevented.

The weapons with which the bourgeoisie felled feudalism to the ground are now turned against the bourgeoisie itself.

But not only has the bourgeoisie forged the weapons that bring death to itself; it has also called into existence the men whoare to wield those weapons, the modern working class—theproletarians. . . .

The proletariat goes through various stages of development. With its birth begins its struggle with the bourgeoisie. At first thecontest is carried on by individual laborers, then by the workpeople of a factory, then the operatives of one trade, in one locality, against the individual bourgeois who exploits them. . . .

But with the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in number; it becomes concentrated in greater masses,its strength grows, and it feels that strength more. The variousinterests and conditions of life within the ranks of the proletariatare more and more equalized, in proportion as machinery obliterates all distinctions of labor, and nearly everywhere reduceswages to the same low level. . . . The workers begin to formcombinations (Trades’ Unions) against the bourgeois; they clubtogether in order to keep up the rate of wages; they found permanent associations in order to make provision beforehand forthese occasional revolts. Here and there the contest breaks outinto riots.

Now and then the workers are victorious, but only for a time. The real fruit of their battle lies, not in the immediate result, butin the ever expanding union of the workers. . . .

Finally, in time even the class struggle nears the decisive hour, the process of dissolution going on within the ruling class, in factwithin the whole range of old society, assumes such a violent,glaring character, that a small section of the ruling class cuts itself adrift, and joins the revolutionary class, the class that holdsthe future in its hands. Just as, therefore, at an earlier period, asection of the nobility went over to the bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the bourgeoisie goes over to the proletariat, and in particular, a portion of the bourgeois ideologists, who have raisedthemselves to the level of comprehending theoretically the historical movement as a whole. . . .

All the preceding classes that got the upper hand sought to fortify their already acquired status by subjecting society at largeto their conditions of appropriation. The proletarians cannot become masters of the productive forces of society, except by abolishing their own previous mode of appropriation, and therebyalso every other previous mode of appropriation. They havenothing of their own to secure and to fortify; their mission is todestroy all previous securities for, and insurances of, individualproperty.

All previous historical movements were movements of minorities, or in the interest of minorities. The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority. The proletariat,the lowest stratum of our present society, cannot stir, cannotraise itself up, without the whole superincumbent strata of official society being sprung into the air. In depicting the most general phases of the development of the proletariat, we traced themore or less veiled civil war, raging within existing society, up tothe point where that war breaks out into open revolution, andwhere the violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie lays the foundation for the sway of the proletariat.

Hitherto, every form of society has been based as we have already seen, on the antagonism of oppressing and oppressed classes. But in order to oppress a class, certain conditions mustbe assured to it under which it can, at least, continue its slavishexistence. The serf, in the period of serfdom, raised himself tomembership in the commune, just as the petty bourgeois, underthe yoke of feudal absolutism, managed to develop into a bourgeois. The modem laborer, on the contrary, instead of risingwith the progress of industry, sinks deeper and deeper below theconditions of existence of his own class. He becomes a pauper,and pauperism develops more rapidly than population andwealth. And here it becomes evident, that the bourgeoisie is unfitany longer to be the ruling class in society, and to impose its conditions of existence upon society as an overriding law. It is unfitto rule because it is incompetent to assure an existence to its slavewithin his slavery, because it cannot help letting him sink intosuch a state, that it has to feed him, instead of being fed by him.Society can no longer live under this bourgeoisie, in other words,its existence is no longer compatible with society.

The essential condition for the existence, and for the sway of the bourgeois class, is the formation and augmentation of capital; the condition for capital is wage labor. Wage labor rests exclusively on competition between the laborers. The advance ofindustry, whose involuntary promoter is the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the laborers, due to competition, by theirrevolutionary combination, due to association. The developmentof Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the veryfoundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriatesproducts. What the bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all,are its own gravediggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariatare equally inevitable.

ENGELS

IDEALISM AND MATERIALISM *

* From Friedrich Engels, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, trans. Edward Aveling (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr and Co., 1908).


This new German philosophy culminated in the Hegelian system. In this system—and herein is its great merit—for the first time the whole world, natural, historical, intellectual, is represented as a process, i.e., as in constant motion, change, transformation, development; and the attempt is made to trace out theinternal connection that makes a continuous whole of all thismovement and development. From this point of view the historyof mankind no longer appeared as a wild whirl of senseless deedsof violence, all equally condemnable by the judgment of maturephilosophic reason and best forgotten as quickly as possible, butas the process of evolution of man himself. It was now the task ofthe intellect to follow the gradual march of this process throughall its devious ways, and to trace out the inner law runningthrough all its apparently accidental phenomena.

That the Hegelian system did not solve the problem it propounded is here immaterial. Its epoch-making merit was that it propounded the problem. This problem is one that no single individual will ever be able to solve. Although Hegel was—withSaint-Simon—the most encyclopedic mind of his time, yet hewas limited, first, by the necessarily limited extent of his ownknowledge and, second, by the limited extent and depth of theknowledge and conceptions of his age. To these limits a thirdmust be added. Hegel was an idealist. To him the thoughtswithin his brain were not the more or less abstract pictures ofactual things and processes, but, pictures of the “Idea,” existingsomewhere from eternity before the world was. This way ofthinking turned everything upside down, and completely reversed the actual connection of things in the world. Correctlyand ingeniously as many individual groups of facts were graspedby Hegel, yet, for the reasons just given, there is much that isbotched, artificial, labored, in a word, wrong in point of detail. The Hegelian system, in itself, was a colossal miscarriage—butit was also the last of its kind. It was suffering, in fact, from aninternal and incurable contradiction. On the one hand, its essential proposition was the conception that human history is a process of evolution, which, by its very nature, cannot find its intellectual final term in the discovery of any so-called absolute truth.But on the other hand, it laid claim to being the very essence ofthis absolute truth. A system of natural and historical knowledge, embracing everything, and final for all time, is a contradiction of the fundamental law of dialectic reasoning. This law, indeed, by no means excludes, but, on the contrary, includes theidea that the systematic knowledge of the external universe canmake giant strides from age to age.

The perception of the fundamental contradiction in German idealism led necessarily back to materialism, but, nota bene, notto the simply metaphysical, exclusively mechanical materialismof the eighteenth century. Old materialism looked upon all previous history as a crude heap of irrationality and violence; modern materialism sees in it the process of evolution of humanity,aims at discovering the laws thereof. With the French of theeighteenth century, and even with Hegel, the prevailing conception was one of Nature as a whole, moving in narrow circles, andforever immutable, with its eternal celestial bodies, as Newtontaught, and unalterable organic species, as Linnaeus taught.Modern materialism embraces the more recent discoveries ofnatural science, according to which Nature also has its history intime, the celestial bodies, like the organic species that, underfavorable conditions, people them, being bom and perishing.And even if Nature, as a whole, must still be said to move in recurrent cycles, these cycles assume infinitely larger dimensions.In both aspects, modern materialism is essentially dialectic, andno longer requires the assistance of that sort of philosophywhich, queenlike, pretended to rule the remaining mob of sciences. As soon as each special science makes clear its position inthe great totality of things and our knowledge of things, a specialscience dealing with this totality is superfluous or unnecessary.That which still survives of all earlier philosophy is the science ofthought and its laws—formal logic and dialectics. Everythingelse is subsumed in the positive science of Nature and history.

While, however, the revolution in the conception of Nature could only be made in proportion to the corresponding positivematerials furnished by research, already much earlier certainhistorical facts had occurred which led to a decisive change in theconception of history. In 1831, the first working-class rising tookplace in Lyons; between 1838 and 1842, the first nationalworking-class movement, that of the English Chartists, reachedits height. The class struggle between proletariat and bourgeoisiecame to the fore in the history of the most advanced countries inEurope, in proportion to the development, on the one hand, ofmodem industry, and on the other, of the newly acquired political supremacy of the bourgeoisie. Facts more and more forcefully gave the lie to the teachings of bourgeois economy as to theidentity of the interests of capital and labor, as to the universalharmony and universal prosperity that would be the consequence of unbridled competition. All these things could nolonger be ignored, any more than the French and English socialism, which, though very imperfect, was their theoretical expression. But the old idealist conception of history, which was not yetdislodged, knew nothing of class struggles based upon economicinterests, knew nothing of economic interests; production and alleconomic relations appeared in it only as incidental, subordinateelements in the “history of civilization.”

The new facts made imperative a new examination of all past history. Then it was seen that all past history, with the exceptionof its primitive stages, was the history of class struggles; thatthese warring classes of society are always the products of themodes of production and of exchange—in a word, of the economic conditions of their time; that the economic structure of society always furnishes the real basis, starting from which we canalone work out the ultimate explanation of the whole superstructure of juridical and political institutions as well as of the religious, philosophical, and other ideas of a given historical period.Hegel had freed history from metaphysics—he had made it dialectic; but his conception of history was essentially idealistic. Butnow idealism was driven from its last refuge, the philosophy ofhistory; now a materialistic treatment of history was propounded, and a method found of explaining man’s “knowing” byhis “being,” instead of, as heretofore, his “being” by his “knowing.”

From that time forward socialism was no longer an accidental discovery of this or that ingenious brain, but the necessary outcome of the struggle between two historically developed classes—the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Its task was no longer tomanufacture a system of society as perfect as possible, but to examine the historico-economic succession of events from whichthese classes and their antagonism had of necessity sprung, andto discover in the economic conditions thus created the means ofending the conflict. But the socialism of earlier days was as incompatible with this materialistic conception as the conceptionof Nature of the French materialists was with dialectics andmodern natural science. The socialism of earlier days certainlycriticized the existing capitalistic mode of production and itsconsequences. But it could not explain them, and, therefore,could not master them. It could only simply reject them as bad.The more strongly this earlier socialism denounced the exploitation of the working class, inevitable under capitalism, the lessable was it clearly to show in what this exploitation consisted andhow it arose. But for this it was necessary—(1) to present thecapitalistic method of production in its historical connection andits inevitableness during a particular historical period, andtherefore, also, to present its inevitable downfall; and (2) to laybare its essential character, which was still a secret. This wasdone by the discovery of surplus value. It was shown that the appropriation of unpaid labor is the basis of the capitalist mode ofproduction and of the exploitation of the worker that occurs under it; that even if the capitalist buys the labor power of hislaborer at its full value as a commodity on the market, he yetextracts more value from it than he paid for; and that in the ultimate analysis this surplus value forms those sums of value fromwhich are heaped up the constantly increasing masses of capitalin the hands of the possessing classes. The genesis of capitalistproduction and the production of capital were both explained.

These two great discoveries, the materialistic conception of history and the revelation of the secret of capitalistic productionthrough surplus value, we owe to Marx. With these discoveriessocialism became a science. The next thing was to work out all itsdetails and relations.

The materialist conception of history starts from the proposition that the production of the means to support human life and, next to production, the exchange of things produced, is the basisof all social structure; that in every society that has appeared inhistory, the manner in which wealth is distributed and society divided into classes or orders is dependent upon what is produced,how it is produced, and how the products are exchanged. Fromthis point of view the final causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in man’s brain, not in man’sbetter insight into eternal truth and justice, but in changes in themodes of production and exchange. They are to be sought not inthe philosophy, but in the economics of each particular epoch.The growing perception that existing social institutions are unreasonable and unjust, that reason has become unreason andright wrong, is only proof that in the modes of production andexchange changes have silently taken place with which the socialorder, adapted to earlier economic conditions, is no longer inkeeping. From this it also follows that the means of getting rid ofthe incongruities that have been brought to light must also bepresent, in a more or less developed condition, within thechanged modes of production themselves. These means are notto be invented by deduction from fundamental principles, butare to be discovered in the stubborn facts of the existing systemof production. . . .

While the capitalist mode of production more and more completely transforms the great majority of the population into proletarians, it creates the power which, under penalty of its own destruction, is forced to accomplish this revolution. While itforces on more and more the transformation of the vast means ofproduction, already socialized, into state property, it shows itselfthe way to accomplish this revolution. The proletariat seizes political power and turns the means of production into state property.

But, in doing this, it abolishes itself as proletariat, abolishes all class distinctions and class antagonisms, abolishes also thestate as state. Society thus far, based upon class antagonisms,had need of the state; that is, of an organization of the particularclass which was pro tempore the exploiting class, an organizationfor the purpose of preventing any interference with the existingconditions of production, and, therefore, especially, for the purpose of forcibly keeping the exploited classes in the condition ofoppression corresponding with the given mode of production(slavery, serfdom, wage labor). The state was the official representative of society as a whole, the gathering of it into a visibleembodiment. But it was this only in so far as it was the state ofthat class which itself represented, for the time being, society as awhole: in ancient times, the state of slaveowning citizens; in theMiddle Ages, the feudal lords; in our own time, the bourgeoisie.When at last it becomes the real representative of the whole ofsociety, it renders itself unnecessary. As soon as there is nolonger any social class to be held in subjection; as soon as classrule, and the individual struggle for existence based upon ourpresent anarchy in production, with the collisions and excessesarising from these, are removed, nothing more remains to be repressed, and a special repressive force, a state, is no longer necessary. The first act by virtue of which the state really constitutesitself the representative of the whole of society—of society—this is, at the same time, its last independent act as a state. Stateinterference in social relations becomes, in one domain after another, superfluous, and then dies out by itself; the government ofpersons is replaced by the administration of things and by theconduct of the processes of production. The state is not “abolished.” It dies out. This gives the measure of the value of thephrase “a free state” both as to its justifiable use at times by agitators and as to its ultimate scientific insufficiency; and also ofthe demands of the so-called anarchists for the abolition of thestate out of hand.

Since the historical appearance of the capitalist mode of production, the appropriation by society of all the means of production has often been dreamed of, more or less vaguely, by individuals, as well as by sects, as the ideal of the future. But it could become possible, could become a historical necessity, only whenthe actual conditions for its realization were there. Like everyother social advance, it becomes practicable, not by men understanding that the existence of classes is in contradiction to justice, equality, etc., not by the mere willingness to abolish theseclasses, but by virtue of certain new economic conditions. Theseparation of society into an exploiting and an exploited class, aruling and an oppressed class, was the necessary consequence ofthe deficient and restricted development of production in formertimes. So long as the total social labor only yields a productwhich but slightly exceeds that barely necessary for existence ofall; so long, therefore, as labor engages all or almost all the timeof the great majority of the members of society—so long, ofnecessity, is this society divided into classes. Side by side with thegreat majority, exclusively bond slaves to labor, arises a classfreed from direct productive labor, which looks after the generalaffairs of society: the direction of labor, state business, law, science, art, etc. It is, therefore, the law of division of labor that liesat the basis of the division into classes. But this does not preventthe division into classes from being carried out by means of violence and robbery, trickery and fraud. It does not prevent the ruling class, once having the upper hand, from consolidating itspower at the expense of the working class, from turning its socialleadership into an intensified exploitation of the masses.

But if, upon this showing, division into classes has a certain historical justification, it has this only for a given period, onlyunder given social conditions. It was based upon the insufficiency of production. It will be swept away by the complete development of modern productive forces. And, in fact, theabolition of classes in society presupposes a degree of historicalevolution at which the existence, not simply of this or that particular ruling class, but of any ruling class at all, and, therefore,the existence of class distinction itself has become an obsoleteanachronism. It presupposes, therefore, the development of production carried out to a degree at which appropriation of themeans of production and of the products, and, with this, of political domination, of the monopoly of culture, and of intellectualleadership by a particular class of society, has become not onlysuperfluous but economically, politically and intellectually, ahindrance to development.

This point is now reached. Their political and intellectual bankruptcy is scarcely any longer a secret to the bourgeoisiethemselves. Their economic bankruptcy recurs regularly everyten years. In every crisis, society is suffocated beneath the weightof its own productive forces and products, which it cannot use,and stands helpless, face to face with the absurd contradictionthat the producers have nothing to consume, because consumersare wanting. The expansive force of the means of productionbursts the bonds that the capitalist mode of production had imposed upon them. Their deliverance from these bonds is the oneprecondition for an unbroken, constantly accelerated development of the productive forces, and therewith for a practically unlimited increase of production itself. Nor is this all. The socialized appropriation of the means of production does away, notonly with the present artificial restrictions upon production, butalso with the positive waste and devastation of productive forcesand products that are at the present time the inevitable concomitants of production and that reach their height in the crises.Further, it sets free for the community at large a mass of meansof production and of products by doing away with the senselessextravagance of the ruling classes of today and their politicalrepresentatives. The possibility of securing for every member ofsociety, by means of socialized production, an existence not onlysufficient materially, and becoming day by day more fully so, butexistence guaranteeing to all the free development and exerciseof their physical and mental faculties—this possibility is nowfor the first time here, but it is here.

With the seizing of the means of production by society, production of commodities and, simultaneously, the mastery of the product over the producer are abolished. Anarchy in social production is replaced by systematic, definite organization. Thestruggle for individual existence disappears. Then for the firsttime man, in a certain sense, is finally marked off from the rest ofthe animal kingdom and emerges from mere animal conditionsof existence into really human ones. The whole sphere of theconditions of life which surround man, and which have hithertoruled man, now comes under the dominion and control of man,who for the first time becomes the real, conscious lord of Nature,because he has now become master of his own social organization. The laws of his own social action, hitherto standing face toface with man as laws of Nature foreign to and dominating him,will then be used with full understanding and thereby masteredby him. Man’s own social organization, hitherto confronting himas a necessity imposed by Nature and history, now becomes theresult of his own free action. The extraneous objective forcesthat have hitherto governed history pass under the control ofman himself. Only from that time will man himself, more andmore consciously, make his own history—only from that timewill the social causes set in motion by him have, in the main andin a constantly growing measure, the results intended by him. Itis the ascent of man from the kingdom of necessity to the kingdom of freedom. . . .

DISCUSSION

SIDNEY HOOK:AN EVALUATION OF MARX’S VIEW OF HISTORY *

* Reprinted from Marx and the Marxists by Sidney Hook, pp. 35-40, 41-42, 44-45, by permission of D. Van Nostrand Company,Inc. Copyright 1955 by D. Van Nostrand Company, Inc., Princeton, N.J.


Rigorous examination is one thing Marx’s ideas will not stand because they were not rigorously formulated. To do justice to hisintent they must often be reinterpreted and qualified. They constitute a mixture of the true, the vague, and the false.

At the outset it should be apparent to any sensitive reader that Marx writes primarily as a critic of capitalism, as a man firedwith a passionate ideal to eliminate the social inequalities, thepoverty, and injustices of his time. Much of what he said makessense and good sense considered as a description of the capitalistsociety of his time and as a prediction of the probable historicaldevelopment of any capitalist system on the assumption thatnothing outside that system, especially political influences, interferes with its development. Marx’s fundamental errors arisefrom an uncritical extrapolation of what he observed in capitalistsocieties to all class societies, and from a disregard of the enormous influence which political, national, and moral forces haveexerted on the development of capitalism as an economic system.

Historical Materialism. Modern historiography, even when it is not avowedly Marxist, reflects the profound impact of Marx’sideas albeit in a diluted form. Marx’s ideas have enriched historical writing, made it more realistic and down to earth, and set interesting problems for investigation. Even so Christian an historian as Professor Butterfield pays tribute to the wholesome effect of Marx’s approach on historical scholarship. As a rough approximation, Marx’s theory of history plausibly accounts at mostfor the general character of nineteenth-century industrial societyup to the First World War, for the urbanization of culture, itscommercialization, many of the consequences of science uponsociety, the major political struggles of the period, and the imperialistic expansion of Europe to a commanding world influence.

No matter how charitably interpreted, however, it does not explain the transition from feudalism to capitalism. Feudal societies have existed in many periods and regions of the world. Butonly in Europe, in a tiny corner of the world, did capitalismarise. It spread elsewhere not by virtue of any immanent law ofthe development of the social relations of feudalism but by conquest or adaptation (e.g., Japan). There is even less evidence thatthe transition from slave to feudal societies was universal andthat where it occurred it fitted into Marx’s scheme. His claimsabout primitive society, derived mainly from Lewis H. Morgan,have been conclusively refuted by the findings of modern anthropology.

Even for the period of capitalism the theory of historical materialism in most of its customary formulations is inadequate. It seeks to explain all major political and cultural changes in termsof development in the mode of economic production. Such asweeping claim cannot be established except on a statistical basisafter piecemeal investigations of major political and culturalphenomena have been undertaken. It ignores the fact that theeconomic basis of society at any given time is often compatiblewfith more than one political form, and that therefore the degreeof democracy present or absent in any particular country may beexplained by other than factors attributable to its mode of production.

The very metaphors of the theory are misleading and can be turned against it. The mode of production is regarded as the“foundation” of society. But a foundation does not completelydetermine whether any stories will be built on it, the number ofstories, their style, function, and use. Nor do foundations develop. They are purposefully built and sometimes purposefullydestroyed; on occasions they may be replaced without affectingthe superstructure. At most, just as existing foundations maylimit the possibilities of further construction, so the mode of production may limit the cultural and political possibilities. Its existence may make certain alternatives relatively impossible, but itcannot prevent human beings from attempting the historicallyimpossible. The cause of ensuing disaster would then be attributable to the decision to attempt the impossible as much as to theobstacles which doomed the attempt.

Historical materialism in its orthodox form systematically confuses ultimate and proximate causes and forgets that scienceis not concerned with ultimate causes. It admits, when pressed,that there is a reciprocal influence among various factors, andbetween economic cause and cultural and political effects. Butthis is minimized as incidental, and in the most “a priori” fashionthe mode of production is declared to be always the decisive influence “in the last analysis.” Yet independent developments inscience which originally had not the slightest relevant connectionwith the mode of economic production, like the theory of relativity which led to the liberation of nuclear energy, may have a fargreater influence on the politics of our era, indeed on the mode ofeconomic production itself, than any immanent law of the latter.

Historical materialism tends to see heroes of thought and action merely as carriers or “expressions” of social forces, ultimately economic, but it cannot account for the fact that an eventmaking person like Lenin had far greater causal influence on the Bolshevist October Revolution of 1917 in Russia than the stateof the forces of production or the degree of development of therelations of production. The existence of states like Ireland andIsrael illustrates another type of historical phenomenon whichthe theory neither predicted nor could plausibly explain in itsown terms even after the event.

As a monistic theory in quest of total solutions, historical materialism is not intelligible and serves only as an excuse to avoid thought about troublesome questions. As a pluralistic theorywhich gives greatest weight to the mode of economic production,it is a useful heuristic principle with which to approach specificproblems. We should applaud Engels’ remark in this connectionthat the proof of the pudding is in the eating. But enough puddings have been eaten to warrant considerable skepticism of thelarge claims made for it. That the mode of economic productionhad more to do in determining the major political events from1750 to 1914 in Europe than any other single factor may be true,although it still remains to be conclusively established. But it isnoteworthy that neither Marx nor Engls nor any leading protagonist of historical materialism predicted the rise of Fascism inany of its varieties. Nor is it easy to fit Fascism and other forms oftotalitarianism, which are neither socialist nor capitalist, intoMarx’s analysis.

Without denying in the least the continuing influence of the mode of economic production, it does not seem to have had asgreat an importance since the rise of totalitarianism as it did previously. Political decisions like the Treaty of Versailles, the NewDeal, the long years of appeasement of Hitler, the failure to support the original democratic regime in Spain, the war againstHitler, the appeasement of Stalin, the demobilization of theAmerican army in Europe, UNRRA and the Marshall Plan, theU. S. involvement in Korea, the rearmament of the West to counter Communist aggression, have had a more powerful influenceon economic development than the mode of economic production on political affairs.

Historical development. If it is true, that, as Marx claimed, “no social order ever perishes before all the productive forces forwhich there is room in it have developed,” then it is difficult tosee why any social system not destroyed by war or natural disaster, should perish. An indefinite number of possibilities for expansion exist. Slavery would not have disappeared until it had atleast become universal. Capitalism might keep on going by opening new frontiers of need requiring new industries for theirgratification. Theoretically, human ingenuity under any systemcan build contrivance upon contrivance to develop productiveforces. Historically, there is no evidence whatsoever that in October, 1917, when the Communists took power in Russia, capitalism had run its course. Marx never made a convincing case forhis assertion that capitalism must be followed by socialismrather than other forms of society. There are various alternativeswhich he ignored, like one which continues private ownership ofmeans of production with extensive social control of its operation or a mixed economy with private and public sectors of production. Both of these alternatives are equally removed from hisconceptions of capitalism and socialism and closer to present-day realities in various countries.

Class struggles. Although not distinctive to Marx, the concepts of social classes and class struggles are used in his writings in a brilliant way to illumine some crucial periods in modern history. Since Marx’s time these concepts have become part of theintellectual tool kit of all empirical historians. It is one thing,however, to recognize the role of classes in political and sociallife. It is quite another to assume that economic classes, no matter how economic classes are defined, always have an overridingsignificance in relation to other class divisions—religious, national, or racial. It was clearly to the interests of the workingclasses in all countries to oppose the First World War. Theirchief political parties had pledged themselves to do so before thewar broke out. But they rallied to the support of their respectivegovernments with no less patriotic enthusiasm than otherclasses.

The term “class” in Marx is used in various senses, not all strictly derivative from each other. Sometimes its defining feature is the role a group plays in production, sometimes it is theircommon mode of life, including culture and traditions, sometimes the source of their income or the level of their income,sometimes their vocation or, in the case of the unemployed, theirlack of any. If, as the Communist Manifesto declares, “all historyis the history of class struggles,” it certainly is not true that allclass struggles have been economic in any of the above senses.Nor is it true that all history is the history only of class struggles;it is just as much, if not more, a history of class cooperation. Antagonisms often remain latent when classes join forces either in meeting a common danger or uniting in a common effort for their mutual benefit. The frequency and intensity with which Marxistshave denounced “class collaboration” is eloquent testimony ofhow pervasive such cooperation is even in areas where one mightexpect open clash of interests. It proves that “the law of classstruggle” is either not a law, since it has so many exceptions, oris of very limited validity.

Here, as elsewhere in Marx, it is not so much the concept of class struggle which is illegitimate but its uncritical extensionand the tendency, especially among Marx’s followers, to interpret cultural, religious, and intellectual conflicts, as well as scientific development, as corollaries of a struggle for a greater shareof social wealth and power. No doubt the latter is often an attendant feature of these conflicts, sometimes a genuinely relevant causal factor. But in relation to vast areas of culture, especially the arts and sciences, and to some extremely significantevents, like some of the Crusades or the rise of many nationalistmovements or the war against Hitlerism, they are altogethernegligible or contributory only to a minor degree. . . .

Marx vastly underestimated the regenerative power of capitalism to overcome its own periodic crises, the diversification of forms it has taken, the economic influence of organized trade-union action, the pressure labor could exert through the extension of political democracy on the distribution of wealth and onsocial security, the rise in the effective purchasing power ofwages, the improvement of health and standards of living. Although appreciative of the transforming effects of applied science, he underestimated its importance for the multiplication ofnew industries. He sensed the significance of the separation ofownership from management in modern capitalism but failed totake into account its consequences—increasing social regulation of industry and greater social mobility. He barely conceivedof the possibility that industry could be made an appendage ofthe state independently of the interests of the owners of the instruments of production and that by a succession of controls onprices, wages, and profits, as well as by currency regulation, deficit financing, taxation, and public banking, the state could profoundly affect the channels of reinvestment, and this not only intimes of war.

Marx believed that an “ideal” system of capitalism, i.e., one which developed in relative isolation of the effects of politicalintervention on the part of the state or of the organized workingclass itself, could not at one and the same time guarantee sufficient profits to be a spur to necessary reinvestment, provide fullemployment for all able and willing to work, and guarantee anadequate standard of living above the subsistence level for themasses, He never really proved this even for an “ideal” system.But there never was, nor in all likelihood will there be, an idealsystem of capitalism or indeed of any system.

In existing capitalisms at any definite time, profit may not be guaranteed for all capitalists but only for a certain number. Butthis number may be sufficient to keep production up to a levelwhere most workers are employed while those who are temporarily unemployed receive social benefits. Marx was indisputably right in anticipating periodic economic dislocationswhere the market still operates in an unplanned economy. It remains an open question, however, whether even in a plannedeconomy some economic dislocations, as well as unemploymenthidden by a swollen and inefficient labor force, may not occur.

Today, at any rate, the British, American, and Western-European economies show features almost as profoundly different from those Marx predicted as inescapably involved in the development of capitalism as are the characteristic features of Soviet economy from those Marx expected to follow upon the disappearance of capitalism. . . .

The socialist society. Because Marx was primarily interested in the critique of capitalism, he gave very little thought to thestructure of the socialist system he assumed must succeed it. Hewas so aroused by the evils of the status quo that he never inquired whether the evils of the post status quo might not even beworse, particularly if the means used were not checked by theirconsequences on the professed ends which guided them. Henever seriously examined the possibility that the workers mightbe just as much, or even more, exploited under a system of collective ownership where they faced one big boss, panoplied inthe armed powers of the state, as under a system of private ormixed ownership in which there were many bosses often at oddswith each other. He assumed without argument that democratic-political institutions would necessarily thrive when capitalismhad been overthrown and that free enterprise in the life of mindwould flourish when free enterprise in economy had been completely abolished. He overlooked the demonstrable truth thatunder socialism the degree of political democracy which prevailsis of far greater importance than the degree of economic collectivism, For without democracy, a collectivized economy becomesat best a tool of benevolent despots and bureaucrats, and atworst, the most terrible instrument of oppression in the historyof mankind. Recent historical events have brought home even tofollowers of Marx that by itself socialization or a change in thelegal relations of property does not necessarily affect differencesin power, status, or privilege.

The two clearest illustrations of Utopianism in Marx are his belief that the state will wither away under Communism and thatits rule of distribution will be based only on need. Even if absolute and total collectivism existed under democratic politicalforms, differences would undoubtedly arise as to how the production of wealth would be distributed among different social orvocational groups. These may be peacefully arbitrated or not. Ifthere is to be no forced labor, the right to strike must be respected. In any event, for these and other reasons, a complex society must always have at command some agencies of coercion toprevent conflicts from getting out of hand, and, in emergencies,to safeguard the public interest.

In a world where it is technically impossible to produce more than enough of everything at the same time, the proposal to distribute goods and services in accordance with need alone is unworkable. Needs are indefinite, subjective, and potentially unlimited. Wherever there exists scarcity in quantity at any moment of time there must be an order of priority in distributionbased on merit or chance or some other selective principle. Itmay be technologically feasible so to arrange things that everyone’s basic needs for food, clothing, and shelter can be gratifiedirrespective of their capacity to work or even their willingness towork. But this leaves luxuries, everything over and above thebasic needs, to be distributed.

And even the concept of “basic needs” is a historical variable. What Marx had in mind was a system of society whose ties of organization approximated the bonds which united a lovingfamily in which the varied needs of individual members aregratified in a spirit of fraternity rather than in accordance withrules of justice. But the whole of society can never become onefamily, not all families are free of conflict, and even in lovingfamilies love is not always enough. . . .

Notes

1 Sidney Hook, From Hegel to Marx (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1962), pp. 15, 16.

2 Sidney Hook, Marx and the Marxists: The Ambiguous Legacy(Princeton: Van Nostrand, 1955), p. 19.

3 “Dialectic” was Hegel’s term for a process of change and developmentwhich he believed characterized all of reality. This change took place bymeans of strife, conflict, and contradiction. For example, one event ortruth (a thesis) is negated by a contrary event or truth (antithesis). Out ofthis conflict arises a higher truth (synthesis) which preserves something ofeach prior truth but raises it to a higher level.

4 The Marxist opposition to Hegelianism and idealism is spelled out inthe selection from Engel’s Socialism: Utopian and Scientific.

5 V. I. Lenin, Teachings of Karl Marx (New York: International Publishers, 1930), p. 17.

6 Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. Seethe selection from this writing which follows.

7 E. H. Carr, Studies in Revolution (London: Macmillan, 1950), pp. 24,25.
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7. Oswald Spengler


(1880-1936)





Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West was published in Germany in 1918. The pessimistic conclusions of his book were so in tune with the mood of the day that he and his book quicklygained a wide hearing. However, the early influence of the bookcould hardly be attributed to the content or style of the bookwhich was repetitious, obscure, and unsystematic.

Spengler set forth principles derived, he claimed, from historyitself. These principles drew attention to basic similarities in thehistory of the major cultures of the world and also made it possible, Spengler believed, for him to predict generally the course of future history. Spengler’s prediction so far as Western culturewas concerned was one of doom; even now, he maintained, we can see the beginning of the end.

According to Spengler, the basic units of history are cultures. Each culture is self-contained; there is no interdependence between them. The purpose of the philosophy of history is to setforth a “comparative morphology of cultures.” Spengler tried toapply the biologist’s concept of living forms to the basic culturesin history. He believed that each culture went through a cyclesimilar to that of living organisms. Each of the eight fully developed cultures 1 has suffered through the same cycle of growthand decay. Cultures are born, grow strong, weaken, and die.Some live longer, some have been stronger, but all have ossifiedand fallen into a period of decadence and dissolution marked bycommercialization and vulgarization.

Spengler contrasted what he called the Ptolemaic systems of history with his own Copernican approach. Ptolemaic systems ofhistory all assume that history should be interpreted from thestandpoint of the historian’s own perspective in Western culture.According to this view, “the great Cultures are made to followorbits round us as the presumed center of all world happenings.”Such histories, Spengler argued, suffer from being based upontoo limited or incorrect a point of reference. They ignore thewhole process of history outside the sphere of Western influence.In opposition to this, Spengler’s own “Copernican” approach tohistory admits no sort of privileged position to the Classical orWestern Culture as over against the cultures of India, Babylon,China, Egypt, the Arabs, or Mexico. There is not just one historywhose supposed linear development leads inexorably and progressively to our own “modern” day. There are many histories ofmany cultures, each with their own ideas, life, will, feeling—and their own death.

Each culture has its own basic world concept, i.e., a basic model or picture. The basic world concept for Greece and Rome,for example, was the atom; in our own age, it is infinity. Thismodel symbolizes modern man’s confidence that his horizons areunlimited.

Crucial to Spengler’s analysis of Western Culture is his view that events in different cultures and different ages can be “contemporaneous” with each other. For example, Napoleon wasmorphologically contemporaneous with Alexander the Great,Hannibal was contemporaneous with World War I. In 1918,Spengler announced that the West was still awaiting its JuliusCaesar.2 Not only is this morphological principle helpful in predicting the future, it is an indispensable guide (providing one accepts it) for reconstructing the unknown past. Needless to say,few historians and philosophers have been satisfied with either ofSpengler’s uses of this principle.

Spengler’s philosophy can be summed up in three words: Relativism, Pessimism, and Determinism. His relativism was a consequence of his views that history has no ultimate point of reference and that each culture is wholly self-contained. There are no abiding religious or moral ideas since all beliefs are relative totheir respective culture. If this were true (and of course, givenSpengler’s relativism, even his position cannot be true), it wouldmean that members of one culture would be unable to makevalue judgments about the actions and beliefs of people in othercultures. Spengler even went so far as to say a member of oneculture could never understand the beliefs and ideals of anyother culture. He was apparently unaware that this argumentvitiated his entire philosophy of history.

Spengler’s work grows dim in the light of the internal inconsistencies of his system and the later achievements of Arnold Toynbee, While we may be forced to agree with Spengler that Western Culture is declining, we will have to assert this on grounds different from those he espoused.

Notes

1 Egyptian, Chinese, Ancient Semitic, Indian, Apollinian (Greek or Roman), Magian (Hebrew and Arabian), Faustian (or Western), and Mexican.

2 Some critics have claimed that Spengler’s position on this point helped prepare Germany for the advent of Hitler.


OSWALD SPENGLER

THE DECLINE OF THE WEST *

* The following selections are taken from Chapters I, III, and VI ofOswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West, Vol. I (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1928) by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. The translationis by Charles Francis Atkinson.


In 1911, I proposed to myself to put together some broad considerations on the political phenomena of the day and their possible developments. At that time the World War appeared to meboth as imminent and also as the inevitable outward manifestation of the historical crisis, and my endeavor was to comprehendit from an examination of the spirit of the preceding centuries—-not years. In the course of this originally small task, the conviction forced itself on me that for an effective understanding ofthe epoch the area to be taken into the foundation plan must bevery greatly enlarged, and that in an investigation of this sort, ifthe results were to be fundamentally conclusive and necessaryresults, it was impossible to restrict oneself to a single epoch andits political actualities, or to confine oneself to a pragmaticalframework, or even to do without purely metaphysical andhighly transcendental methods of treatment. It became evidentthat a political problem could not be comprehended by means ofpolitics themselves and that, frequently, important factors atwork in the depths could only be grasped through their artisticmanifestations or even distantly seen in the form of scientific orpurely philosophical ideas. Even the politico-social analysis ofthe last decades of the nineteenth century—a period of tensequiet between two immense and outstanding events: the onewhich, expressed in the Revolution and Napoleon, had fixed thepicture of West-European actuality for a century and another ofat least equal significance that was visibly and ever more rapidlyapproaching—was found in the last resort to be impossiblewithout bringing in all the great problems of Being in all theiraspects. For, in the historical as in the natural world picture,there is found nothing, however small, that does not embody initself the entire sum of fundamental tendencies. And thus theoriginal theme came to be immensely widened. A vast number ofunexpected (and in the main entirely novel) questions and interrelations presented themselves. And finally it became perfectlyclear that no single fragment of history could be thoroughlyilluminated unless and until the secret of world history itself, towit the story of higher mankind as an organism of regular structure, had been cleared up. And hitherto this has not been done,even in the least degree.

From this moment on, relations and connections—previously often suspected, sometimes touched on but never comprehended—presented themselves in ever-increasing volume. The forms of the arts linked themselves to the forms of war and statepolicy. Deep relations were revealed between political andmathematical aspects of the same Culture, between religious andtechnical conceptions, between mathematics, music, and sculpture, between economics and cognition forms. Clearly and unmistakably there appeared the fundamental dependence of themost modern physical and chemical theories on the mythologicalconcepts of our Germanic ancestors, the style congruence oftragedy and power techniques and up-to-date finance, and thefact (bizarre at first but soon self-evident) that oil-painting perspective, printing, the credit system, long-range weapons, andcontrapuntal music in one case, and the nude statue, the city-state, and coin currency (discovered by the Greeks) in anotherwere identical expressions of one and the same spiritual principle. And, beyond and above all, there stood out the fact thatthese great groups of morphological relations, each one of whichsymbolically represents a particular sort of mankind in the wholepicture of world history, are strictly symmetrical in structure. Itis this perspective that first opens out for us the true style of history. Belonging itself as symbol and expression to one time andtherefore inwardly possible and necessary only for present-dayWestern man, it can but be compared—distantly—to certainideas of ultra-modern mathematics in the domain of the Theoryof Groups. These were thoughts that had occupied me for manyyears, though dark and undefined until enabled by this method toemerge in tangible form.

Thereafter I saw the present—the approaching World War —in a quite other light. It was no longer a momentary constellation of casual facts due to national sentiments, personal influences, or economic tendencies endowed with an appearance ofunity and necessity by some historian’s scheme of political or social cause and effect, but the type of a historical change of phaseoccurring within a great historical organism of definable compass at the point preordained for it hundreds of years ago. Themark of the great crisis is its innumerable passionate questionings and probings. In our own case there were books and ideas bythe thousand; but, scattered, disconnected, limited by the horizons of specialisms as they were, they incited, depressed, andconfounded but could not free. Hence, though these questionsare seen, their identity is missed. . . .

And thus in the end I came to see the solution clearly before me in immense outlines, possessed of full inward necessity, a solution derived from one single principle that though discoverablehad never been discovered, that from my youth had haunted andattracted me, tormenting me with the sense that it was there andmust be attacked and yet defying me to seize it. Thus, from analmost accidental occasion of beginning, there has arisen thepresent work, which is put forward as the provisional expressionof a new world picture. The book is laden, as I know, with all thedefects of a first attempt, incomplete, and certainly not free frominconsistencies. Nevertheless I am convinced that it contains theincontrovertible formulation of an idea which, once enunciatedclearly, will (I repeat) be accepted without dispute.

If, then, the narrower theme is an analysis of the Decline of that West-European Culture which is now spread over the entireglobe, yet the object in view is the development of a philosophyand of the operative method of comparative morphology inworld history. . . .

Our theme, which originally comprised only the limited problem of present-day civilization, broadens itself into a new philosphy—the philosophy of the future, so far as the metaphysically-exhausted soil of the West can bear such, and in any case the only philosophy which is within the possibilities of the West-European mind in its next stages. It expands into the conceptionof a morphology of world history, of the world-as-history in contrast to the morphology of the world-as-nature that hitherto hasbeen almost the only theme of philosophy. And it reviews onceagain the forms and movements of the world in their depths andfinal significance, but this time according to an entirely differentordering which groups them, not in an ensemble picture inclusive of everything known, but in a picture of life, and presentsthem not as things-become, but as things-becoming. . . .

What, then, is world history? Certainly, an ordered presentation of the past, an inner postulate, the expression of a capacity for feeling form. But a feeling for form, however definite, is notthe same as form itself. No doubt we feel world history, experience it, and believe that it is to be readjust as a map is read. But, even today, it is only forms of it that we know and not the form ofit, which is the mirror image of our own inner life.

Everyone of course, if asked, would say that he saw the inward form of History quite clearly and definitely. The illusion subsistsbecause no one has seriously reflected on it, still less conceiveddoubts as to his own knowledge, for no one has the slightest notion how wide a field for doubt there is. In fact, the layout ofworld history is an unproved and subjective notion that has beenhanded down from generation to generation (not only of laymenbut of professional historians) and stands badly in need of a littleof that scepticism which from Galileo onward has regulated anddeepened our inborn ideas of nature.

Thanks to the subdivision of history into “Ancient,” “Medieval,” and “Modern”—an incredibly jejune and meaningless scheme, which has, however, entirely dominated our historicalthinking—we have failed to perceive the true position in thegeneral history of higher mankind, of the little part-world whichhas developed on West-European soil from the time of theGerman-Roman Empire, to judge of its relative importance andabove all to estimate its direction. The Cultures that are to comewill find it difficult to believe that the validity of such a schemewith its simple rectilinear progression and its meaningless proportions, becoming more and more preposterous with each century, incapable of bringing into itself the new fields of history asthey successively come into the light of our knowledge, was, inspite of all, never wholeheartedly attacked. The criticisms that ithas long been the fashion of historical researchers to level at thescheme mean nothing; they have only obliterated the one existing plan without substituting for it any other. To toy with phrasessuch as “the Greek Middle Ages” or “Germanic antiquity” doesnot in the least help us to form a clear and inwardly convincingpicture in which China and Mexico, the empire of Axum andthat of the Sassanids have their proper places. And the expedientof shifting the initial point of “modern history” from the Crusades to the Renaissance, or from the Renaissance to the beginning of the nineteenth century, only goes to show that the schemeper se is regarded as unshakably sound.

it is not only that the scheme circumscribes the area of history. What is worse, it rigs the stage. The ground of West Europe istreated as a steady pole, a unique patch chosen on the surface ofthe sphere for no better reason, it seems, than because we live onit—and great histories of millennial duration and mighty faraway Cultures are made to revolve around this pole in all modesty. It is a quaintly conceived system of sun and planets! Weselect a single bit of ground as the natural center of the historicalsystem, and make it the central sun. From it all the events of history receive their real light, from it their importance is judged inperspective. But it is in our own West-European conceit alonethat this phantom “world history,” which a breath of scepticismwould dissipate, is acted out. . . .

The most appropriate designation for this current West-European scheme of history, in which the great Cultures are made to follow orbits round us as the presumed center of allworld happenings, is the Ptolemaic system of history. The systemthat is put forward in this work in place of it I regard as theCopernican discovery in the historical sphere, in that it admitsno sort of privileged position to the Classical or the Western Culture as against the Cultures of India, Babylon, China, Egypt, theArabs, Mexico—separate worlds of dynamic being which inpoint of mass count for just as much in the general picture of history as the Classical, while frequently surpassing it in point ofspiritual greatness and soaring power. ... In opposition to allthese arbitrary and narrow schemes, derived from traditional orpersonal choice, into which history is forced, I put forward thenatural, the “Copernican,” form of the historical process whichlies deep in the essence of that process and reveals itself only toan eye perfectly free from prepossessions. . . .

We know it to be true of every organism that the rhythm, form, and duration of its life, and all the expression details ofthat life as well, are determined by the properties of its species.No one, looking at the oak, with its millennial life, dare say thatit is at this moment, now, about to start on its true and propercourse. No one as he sees a caterpillar grow day by day expectsthat it will go on doing so for two or three years. In these cases wefeel, with an unqualified certainty, a limit, and this sense of thelimit is identical with our sense of the inward form. In the case ofhigher human history, on the contrary, we take our ideas as tothe course of the future from an unbridled optimism that sets atnaught all historical, i.e., organic, experience, and everyonetherefore sets himself to discover in the accidental present termsthat he can expand into some striking progression series, the existence of which rests not on scientific proof but on predilection.He works upon unlimited possibilities—never a natural end—and from the momentary top course of his bricks plans artlesslythe continuation of his structure.

“Mankind,” however, has no aim, no idea, no plan, any more than the family of butterflies or orchids. “Mankind” is a zoological expression, or an empty word.1 But conjure away the phantom, break the magic circle, and at once there emerges an astonishing wealth of actual forms—the Living with all its immensefullness, depth and movement—hitherto veiled by a catchword,a dryasdust scheme, and a set of personal “ideals.” I see, in placeof that empty figment of one linear history which can only bekept up by shutting one’s eyes to the overwhelming multitude ofthe facts, the drama of a number of mighty Cultures, each springing with primitive strength from the soil of a mother region towhich it remains firmly bound throughout its whole life cycle;each stamping its material, its mankind, in its own image; eachhaving its own idea, its own passions, its own life, will, and feeling, its own death. Here indeed are colors, lights, movements,that no intellectual eye has yet discovered. Here the Cultures,peoples, languages, truths, gods, landscapes bloom and age asthe oaks and the stone pines, the blossoms, twigs and leaves—but there is no aging “Mankind.” Each Culture has its own newpossibilities of self-expression which arise, ripen, decay, andnever return. There is not one sculpture, one painting, onemathematics, one physics, but many, each in its deepest essencedifferent from the others, each limited in duration and self-contained, just as each species of plant has its peculiar blossomor fruit, its special type of growth and decline. These cultures,sublimated life essences, grow with the same superb aimlessnessas the flowers of the field. They belong, like the plants and theanimals, to the living Nature of Goethe, and not to the dead Nature of Newton. I see world history as a picture of endless formations and transformations, of the marvelous waxing and waningof organic forms. The professional historian, on the contrary,sees it as a sort of tapeworm industriously adding on to itself oneepoch after another. . . .

In other aspects, mankind is habitually, and rightly, reckoned as one of the organisms of the earth’s surface. Its physical structure, its natural functions, the whole phenomenal conception ofit, all belong to a more comprehensive unity. Only in this aspectis it treated otherwise, despite that deeply felt relationship ofplant destiny and human destiny which is an eternal theme of alllyrical poetry, and despite that similarity of human history tothat of any other of the higher life groups which is the refrain ofendless beast legends, sagas, and fables.

But only bring analogy to bear on this aspect as on the rest, letting the world of human Cultures intimately and unreservedlywork upon the imagination instead of forcing it into a readymade scheme. Let the words youth, growth, maturity, decay—hitherto, and today more than ever, used to express subjectivevaluations and entirely personal preferences in sociology, ethics,and aesthetics—be taken at last as objective descriptions of organic states. Set forth the Classical Culture as a self-containedphenomenon embodying and expressing the Classical soul, put itbeside the Egyptian, the Indian, the Babylonian, the Chinese,and the Western, and determine for each of these higher individuals what is typical in their surgings and what is necessary in theriot of incident. And then at last will unfold itself the picture ofworld history that is natural to us, men of the West, and to usalone. . . .

Henceforth we shall designate the soul of the Classical Culture, which chose the sensuously present individual body as the ideal type of the extended, by the name (familiarized by Nietzsche) of the Apollinian. In opposition to it we have the Faustiansoul, whose prime symbol is pure and limitless space, and whose“body” is the Western Culture that blossomed forth with thebirth of the Romanesque style in the tenth century in the Northern plain between the Elbe and the Tagus. The nude statue isApollinian, the art of the fugue Faustian. Apollinian are: mechanical statics, the sensuous cult of the Olympian gods, the politically individual city-states of Greece, the doom of Oedipusand the phallus symbol. Faustian are: Galilean dynamics, Catholic and Protestant dogmatics, the great dynasties of the Baroquewith their cabinet diplomacy, the destiny of Lear and theMadonna-ideal from Dante’s Beatrice to the last line of Faust II.The painting that defines the individual body by contours isApollinian, that which forms space by means of light and shadeis Faustian—this is the difference between the fresco ofPolygnotus and the oil painting of Rembrandt. The Apollinianexistence is that of the Greek who describes his ego as soma andwho lacks all idea of an inner development and therefore all realhistory, inward and outward; the Faustian is an existence whichis led with a deep consciousness and introspection of the ego, anda resolutely personal culture evidenced in memoirs, reflections,retrospects and prospects, and conscience. And in the time ofAugustus, in the countries between Nile and Tigris, Black Seaand South Arabia, there appears—aloof but able to speak to usthrough forms borrowed, adopted, and inherited—the Magiansoul of the Arabian Culture with its algebra, astrology, andalchemy, its mosaics and arabesques, its caliphates and mosques,and the sacraments and scriptures of the Persian, Jewish, Christian, “post-Classical,” and Manichaean religions. . . .

Let it be realized, then:

That the secret of historical form does not lie on the surface, that it cannot be grasped by means of similarities of costume andsetting, and that in the history of men as in that of animals andplants there occur phenomena showing deceptive similarity butinwardly without any connection—e.g., Charlemagne andHaroun-al-Raschid, Alexander and Caesar, the German warsupon Rome and the Mongol onslaughts upon West Europe—and other phenomena of extreme outward dissimilarity but ofidentical import—e.g., Trajan and Rameses II, the Bourbonsand the Attic Demos, Mohammed and Pythagoras.

That the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, hitherto looked on as the highest point of an ascending straight line of world history, are in reality a stage of life which may be observed in everyCulture that has ripened to its limit—a stage of life characterized not by Socialists, Impressionists, electric railways, torpedoes, and differential equations (for these are only body constituents of the time), but by a civilized spirituality which possessesnot only these but also quite other creative possibilities.

That, as our own time represents a transitional phase which occurs with certainty under particular conditions, there are perfectly well-defined states (such as have occurred more than oncein the history of the past) later than the present-day state of WestEurope, and therefore:

That, the future of the West is not a limitless tending upwards and onwards for all time toward our present ideals, but a singlephenomenon of history, strictly limited and defined as to formand duration, which covers a few centuries and can be viewedand, in essentials, calculated from available precedents. . . .

And now it is possible to discover the ultimate elements of the historical form world.

Countless shapes that emerge and vanish, pile up, and melt again, a thousand-hued glittering tumult, it seems, of perfectlywillful chance—such is the picture of world history when first itdeploys before our inner eye. But through this seeming anarchy,the keener glance can detect those pure forms which underlie allhuman becoming, penetrate their cloud mantle, and bring themunwillingly to unveil.

But of the whole picture of world becoming, of that cumulus of grand planes that the Faust-eye sees piled one beyond another—the becoming of the heavens, of the earth’s crust, of life, ofman—we shall deal here only with that very small morphological unit that we are accustomed to call “world history,” that history which Goethe ended by despising, the history of highermankind during 6000 years or so, without going into the deepproblem of the meaning and substance, and what has hithertolain buried deep under a mass of tangible “facts” and “dates”that has hardly yet been bored through, is the phenomenon of theGreat Cultures. Only after these prime forms shall have beenseen and felt and worked out in respect of their physiognomicmeaning will it be possible to say that the essence and inner formof human History as opposed to the essence of Nature are understood—or rather, that we understand them. Only after this inlook and this outlook will a serious philosophy of history becomefeasible. Only then will it be possible to see each fact in the historical picture—each idea, art, war, personality, epoch—according to its symbolic content, and to regard history not as amere sum of past things without intrinsic order or inner necessity, but as an organism of rigorous structure and significantarticulation, an organism that does not suddenly dissolve into aformless and ambiguous future when it reaches the accidentalpresent of the observer.

Cultures are organisms, and world history is their collective biography. Morphologically, the immense history of the Chineseor of the Classical Culture is the exact equivalent of the pettyhistory of the individual man, or of the animal, or the tree, or theflower. For the Faustian vision, this is not a postulate but an experience; if we want to learn to recognize inward forms that constantly and everywhere repeat themselves, the comparative morphology of plants and animals has long ago given us the methods.In the destinies of the several Cultures that follow upon one another, is compressed the whole content of human history. And ifwe set free their shapes, till now hidden all too deep under thesurface of a trite “history of human progress,” and let themmarch past us in the spirit, it cannot but be that we shall succeedin distinguishing amidst all that is special or unessential, theprimitive culture form, the Culture that underlies as ideal all theindividual Cultures.

I distinguish the idea of a Culture, which is the sum total of its inner possibilities, from its sensible phenomenon or appearanceupon the canvas of history as a fulfilled actuality. It is the relation of the soul to the living body, to its expression in the light-world perceptible to our eyes. This history of a Culture is theprogressive actualizing of its possible, and the fulfillment isequivalent to the end. In this way, the Apollinian soul, whichsome of us can perhaps understand and share in, is related to itsunfolding in the realm of actuality, to the “Classical” or “antique” as we call it, of which the tangible and understandablerelics are investigated by the archaeologist, the philologist, theaesthete and the historian.

Culture is the prime phenomenon of all past and future world history. . . .

A Culture is born in the moment when a great soul awakens out of the protospirituality (dem urseelenhaften Zustande) ofever-childish humanity, and detaches itself, a form from theformless, a bounded and mortal thing from the boundless andenduring. It blooms on the soil of an exactly definable landscape,to which plant-wise it remains bound. It dies when this soul hasactualized the full sum of its possibilities in the shape of peoples,languages, dogmas, arts, states, sciences, and reverts into theprotosoul. But its living existence, that sequence of great epochswhich define and display the stages of fulfillment, is an inner passionate struggle against the resistance of the material and thestifling of the idea within him. Every Culture stands in a deeplysymbolical, almost in a mystical, relation to the Extended, thespace, in which and through which it strives to actualize itself.The aim once attained—the idea, the entire content of innerpossibilities, fulfilled and made externally actual—the Culturesuddenly hardens, it mortifies, its blood congeals, its forcebreaks down, and it becomes Civilization, the thing which wefeel and understand in the words Egypticism, Byzantinism,Mandarinism. As such they may, like a worn-out giant of theprimeval forest, thrust their decaying branches toward the skyfor hundreds or thousands of years, as we see in China, in India,in the Islamic world. It was thus that the Classical Civilizationrose gigantic, in the Imperial age, with a false semblance ofyouth and strength and fullness, and robbed the young ArabianCulture of the East of light and air.

This—the inward and outward fulfillment, the finality, that awaits every living Culture—is the purport of all the historic“declines,” amongst them that decline of the Classical which weknow so well and fully, and another decline, entirely comparableto it in course and duration, which will occupy the first centuriesof the coming millennium but is heralded already and sensible inand around us today—the decline of the West. Every Culturepasses through the age phases of the individual man. Each has itschildhood, youth, manhood, and old age. . . .

The notion of life duration as applied to a man, a butterfly, an oak, a blade of grass, comprises a specific time value, which isquite independent of all the accidents of the individual case. Tenyears are a slice of life which is approximately equivalent for allmen, and the metamorphosis of insects is associated with a number of days exactly known and predictable in individual cases.

For the Romans the notions of pueritia, adolescentia, inventus, virilitas, senectus possessed an almost mathematically precisemeaning. Without doubt the biology of the future will—in opposition to Darwinism and to the exclusion in principle of causalfitness motives for the origins of species—take these preordained life durations as the starting point for a new enunciationof its problem. The duration of a generation—whatever may beits nature—is a fact of almost mystical significance.

Now, such relations are valid also, and to an extent never hitherto imagined, for all the higher Cultures. Every Culture,every adolescence and maturing and decay of a Culture, everyone of its intrinsically necessary stages and periods, has a definite duration, always the same, always recurring with the emphasis of a symbol. In the present work we cannot attempt toopen up this world of most mysterious connections, but the factsthat will emerge again and again as we go on will tell us of themselves how much lies hidden here. What is the meaning of thatstriking fifty-year period, the rhythm of the political, intellectual, and artistic “becoming” of all Cultures? Of the three-hundred-year period of the Baroque, of the Ionic, of the greatmathematics, of Attic sculpture, of mosaic painting, of counterpoint, of Galilean mechanics? What does the ideal life of onemillennium for each Culture mean in comparison with the individual man’s “three-score years and ten”? As the plant’s being isbrought to expression in form, dress, and carriage by leaves,blossoms, twigs, and fruit, so also is the being of a Culture manifested by its religious, intellectual, political, and economic formations. Just as, say, Goethe’s individuality discourses of itselfin such widely different forms as the Faust, the Farbenlehre, theReineke Fuchs, Tasso, Werther, the journey and the Friederikelove, the Westostliche Diwan and the Romische Elegien; so theindividuality of the Classical world displays itself in the Persianwars, the Attic drama, the city-state, the Dionysia and not less inthe Tyrannis, the Ionic column, the geometry of Euclid, the Roman legion, and the gladiatorial contests and “panem et cir-censes” of the Imperial age.

In this sense, too, every individual being that has any sort of importance recapitulates, of intrinsic necessity, all the epochs ofthe Culture to which it belongs. In each one of us, at that decisivemoment when he begins to know that he is an ego, the inner lifewakens just where and just how that of the Culture wakened longago. . . .

Biology employs the term homology of organs to signify morphological equivalence in contradistinction to the term analogy which relates to functional equivalence. This important, and inthe sequel most fruitful, notion was conceived by Goethe . . .and put into strict scientific shape by Owen; this notion also weshall incorporate in our historical method.

It is known that for every part of the bone structure of the human head an exactly corresponding part is found in all verte-brated animals right down to the fish, and that the pectoral fins of fish and the feet, wings, and hands of terrestrial vertebrates arehomologous organs, even though they have lost every trace ofsimilarity. The lungs of terrestrial, and the swim bladders ofaquatic animals are homologous, while lungs and gills on theother hand are analogous—that is, similar in point of use. Andthe trained and deepened morphological insight that is requiredto establish such distinctions is an utterly different thing fromthe present method of historical research, with its shallow comparisons of Christ and Buddha, Archimedes and Galileo, Caesarand Wallenstein, parcelled Germany and parcelled Greece.More and more clearly as we go on, we shall realize what immense views will offer themselves to the historical eye as soon asthe rigorous morphological method has been understood andcultivated. To name but a few examples, homologous forms are:Classical sculpture and West European orchestration, theFourth Dynasty pyramids and the Gothic cathedrals, Indian Buddhism and Roman Stoicism (Buddhism and Christianity are noteven analogous)’, the periods of “the Contending States” inChina, the Hyksos in Egypt and the Punic Wars; the age of Pericles and the age of the Ommayads; the epochs of the Rigveda, ofPlotinus, and of Dante. The Dionysiac movement is homologouswith the Renaissance, analogous to the Reformation. For us,“Wagner is the resume of modernity,” as Nietzsche rightly saw;and the equivalent that logically must exist in the Classical modernity we find in Pergamene art.

The application of the “homology” principle to historical phenomena brings with it an entirely new connotation for theword “contemporary.” I designate as contemporary two historical facts that occur in exactly the same—relative—positionsin their respective Cultures, and therefore possess exactly equivalent importance. It has already been shown how the development of the Classical and that of the Western mathematic proceeded in complete congruence, and we might have ventured todescribe Pythagoras as the contemporary of Descartes, Archytasof Laplace, Archimedes of Gauss. The Ionic and the Baroque,again, ran their course contemporaneously. Polygnotus pairs intime with Rembrandt, Polycletus with Bach. The Reformation,Puritanism and, above all, the turn to Civilization appear simultaneously in all Cultures; in the Classical this last epoch bearsthe names of Philip and Alexander, in our West those of theRevolution and Napoleon. Contemporary, too, are the buildingof Alexandria, of Baghdad, and of Washington; Classical coinage and our double-entry bookkeeping; the first Tyrannis and theFronde; Augustus and Shih-huang-ti; Hannibal and the WorldWar.

I hope to show that without exception all great creations and forms in religion, art, politics, social life, economy, and scienceappear, fulfill themselves and die down contemporaneously in allthe Cultures; that the inner structure of one corresponds strictlywith that of all the others; that there is not a single phenomenonof deep physiognomic importance in the record of one for whichwe could not find a counterpart in the record of every other; andthat this counterpart is to be found under a characteristic formand in a perfectly definite chronological position. At the sametime, if we are to grasp such homologies of facts, we shall need tohave a far deeper insight and a far more critical attitude towardthe visible foreground of things than historians have hithertobeen wont to display; who amongst them, for instance, wouldhave allowed himself to dream that the counterpart of Protestantism was to be found in the Dionysiac movement, and thatEnglish Puritanism was for the West what Islam was for theArabian world?

Seen from this angle, history offers possibilities far beyond the ambitions of all previous research, which has contented itself inthe main with arranging the facts of the past so far as these wereknown (and that according to a one-line scheme)—the possibilities, namely, of

Overpassing the present as a research limit, and predetermining the spiritual form, duration, rhythm, meaning, and produce of the still unaccomplished stages of our western history; and

Reconstructing long-vanished and unknown epochs, even whole cultures of the past, by means of morphological connections, in much the same way as modern paleontology deduces far-reaching and trustworthy conclusions as to skeletal structure andspecies from a single unearthed skull fragment.

It is possible, given the physiognomic rhythm, to recover from scattered details of ornament, building, script, or from odd political, economic, and religious data, the organic characters ofwhole centuries of history, and from known elements on thescale of art expression, to find corresponding elements on thescale of political forms, or from that of mathematical forms toread that of economic. This is a truly Goethian method—rootedin fact in Goethe’s conception of the prime phenomenon—which is already to a limited extent current in comparative zoology, but can be extended, to a degree hitherto undreamed of,over the whole field of history.

Notes

1 “Mankind? It is an abstraction. There are, always have been, and always will be, men and only men.” (Goethe to Luden)


DISCUSSION

R. G. collingwood:spengler’s theory of historical cycles *

*Reprinted from Antiquity (1927), with the permission of the editor.


Since Plato announced that the course of history returned upon itself in 72,000 years, since Polybius discerned a “circularmovement” by which the history of states came back, over andover again, to the same point, the theory of historical cycles hasbeen a commonplace of European thought. Familiar to thethinkers of the Renaissance, it was modified by Vico in the earlyeighteenth century and again by Hegel in the early nineteenth;and a complete history of the idea would show many curioustransformations and cover a long period of time. Here no at-

tempt will be made to summarize this story; the subject of the present paper is the latest and, to ourselves, most striking exposition of the general theory, contained in Dr. Oswald Spengler’sDecline of the West.1

Spengler’s view of history presents it as a succession of cultures, each having a peculiar physiognomy of its own which it maintains and works out down to the smallest details, and eachfollowing a definite course of development through a sequence ofphases that is identical for all. Every culture has its spring, itsdawning phase, economically based on rural life and spirituallyrecognizable by a rich mythological imagination expressing inepic and legend the whole world view which, later, is to be developed in philosophical and scientific form. Then follows its summer, at once a revolt against the mythology and scholasticism ofthe spring and their continuation; a period in which a young andvigorous urban intelligence pushes religion into the backgroundand brings to the fore a strictly scientific form of consciousness toits limit, while at the same time it sees the decay of religion andthe impoverishment of inward life; rationalism, enlightenment,are its obvious marks. Last comes winter, the decay of cultureand the reign of civilization, the materialistic life of the greatcities, the cult of science only so far as science is useful, the withering of artistic and intellectual creativeness, the rise of academic and professional philosophy, the death of religion, and thedrying up of all the springs of spiritual life. The four-fold distinction of phases is not a necessity; at times it is convenient to distinguish more or fewer than four; but however many are distinguished in one culture the same number is necessarily distinguishable in all others. Thus, the revolt against Gothicwhich we call the Renaissance is a morphologically necessaryphase of our culture; it is called the exhaustion of the early orprimitive phase of a culture and the rise of the conscious or urban phase in which the individual working for himself takes theplace of the anonymous corporate effort of the springtime. Andtherefore the same thing must happen in all cultures; in Egypt itis the revolt against the “pyramid style,” in Greece the close ofthe archaic period, and so forth, Again, Napoleon in the western culture marks the exact point of transition from autumn to winter, from culture proper to civilization; the breakup of the stateproper and the beginning of imperialism, the victory of the greatcity over the country, the triumph of money over politics. HenceNapoleon is exactly parallel (or, as Spengler calls it, “contemporary”) with Alexander, who marks the transition from the Hellenic world to the Hellenistic; in no sense parallel with Caesar,who marks a phase within the “winter” period, and is “contemporary” with a phase in western history that still lies in the future. The point which we have now reached is the plutocracy disguised by demagogism, and called “democracy,” which is represented by the second century b.c. in Rome.

Thus the cycle repeats itself in the smallest details, every phase reappearing in every cycle; yet what reappears is never thesame phase—nothing can happen twice—but only somethinghomologous with it, something which in the new cycle corresponds structurally with something in the old. Here comparativeanatomy is the clue. A whale and an elephant lead radically different lives; everything about each is adapted to its own life; awhale is altogether whale and an elephant is elephantine throughand through; but every organ and every bone in the one is homologous with an organ or a bone in the other. The task of morphology is to grasp at once the homology or correspondence ofparts, and their differentiation by the fundamental difference between the two species. Merely to say “this bone in the elephantreminds me of that in the whale,” is unscientific; and it is equallyunscientific to say “a whale and an elephant are so different thatnothing is gained by comparing them.” Similarly it is unscientificmerely to mention likenesses in history, a likeness betweenAlexander and Caesar, or between Buddha and Christ; andequally unscientific to say that the differences between culturesare so profound as to make likenesses impossible. The only scientific thing to do is to recognize at once the likeness and the difference, combining them into the notion of homology or structural identity. We then see that Alexander and Caesar cannot behomologous, for they fall in the same culture; one closes itsautumn, the other helps, though not crucially, to consolidate itswinter; and that Buddha and Christ are still less to be compared,because the latter marks the creative spring of the Arabian culture, the former, the congealing winter of the Indian.

This conception is set forth at enormous length in a formless and chaotic volume, heavy with erudition and illuminated by abrilliant play of analogical insight, and a still more brilliantpower of discrimination. The unforgettable things in the bookare the passages in which the author characterizes such fundamental differences as those between classical things and theirmodern analogues: in which he illustrates the thesis that “Classical culture possessed no memory, no organ of history in the highest sense,” or that the ancients thought of space as the nonexistent—this he proves not simply by quoting philosophers but byanalyzing sculpture and architecture—whereas western manregards infinite space as his true home and proper environment;which again is proved not from Kant but from a study of Gothicand oil painting. For the philosopher only makes explicit in hisown peculiar way an idea which has necessarily been the common heritage of his entire culture; and nothing is more admirable than the way in which Spengler sees and expounds this important truth.

The strange thing is that he seems to think his ideas altogether new. Learned as he is, he is either very ignorant or very reticentconcerning the history of his own science. He asserts over andover again that the morphology of historical cultures is a whollynew thing. He seems ready to admit, in a single cautious sentence, that with regard to political history the idea is old; but hedenies that any one has applied it to “all branches of a culture.”That may be; all is a large word; but if he really knew of the cyclical doctrines of Plato, Polybius, Machiavelli, and above allVico, which last both anticipates his own in all essentials andgoes far beyond it in historical profundity; if he even knew ofProfessor Petrie’s recent and fascinating exposition of the samedoctrine, he cannot be acquitted of suppressio veri. He cannotclaim to have omitted them for lack of space; his book consistslargely of repetitions, and of its 250,000 words it would havebeen easy to devote 250 to naming his predecessors in the field.The fact that he has not done so, makes it incumbent on a criticlike the present writer to confess that not only has the main thesisof Spengler’s book been familiar to him all his life, but that thereading of it has not given him a single genuinely new idea; forall the applications of the thesis are mechanical exercises which,so far as the present writer is acquainted with the ground, he haslong ago carried out for himself. This one may say without claiming to possess a quarter of Spengler’s erudition.

This erudition, gigantic as it is, shows one gap. Spengler is at his worst in discussing philosophy. He shows what must be calleda complete misunderstanding of Plato when he mistakes a deliberately “mythical” literary form for a “mystical” type of thought(what philosopher was ever less “mystical” than Plato?); he consistently attributes to the Stoics the fundamental conception ofthe Epicureans, and incidentally misunderstands its meaning;and he commits the appalling blunder of asserting that for Descartes the soul is in space—a statement which falsifies thewhole modern conception of the relation between space andthought and goes far to explain his long rambling polemicsagainst what he takes to be the philosophy of Kant.

This is not a matter of mere ignorance concerning one department of human history. He is not at all ill-informed on the history of philosophy, he is ill at ease in philosophy itself; and this meansthat whenever he tries to handle a fundamental problem he doesso clumsily and without firmness or penetration. Brilliant on thesurface, glittering in its details with a specious cleverness andapparent profundity, his “philosophy of history” is at bottomlacking in orientation, unsound on fundamentals, ill thought-out,and in consequence committed to a method which falsifies evenits detail when a crucial case arises. These are serious charges;they are only made because Spengler’s is a serious book whichdeserves to be taken seriously; and the first step toward provingthem must be to quote falsified details. They are numerous; hereare a few.

“The Greek and Roman alike sacrificed to the gods of the place in which he happened to stay or reside; all other deitieswere outside his range of vision.” (p. 83) This must be true, because it follows from the fundamentally spaceless and timelesscharacter of the classical mind, its insistence on the here and nowas the only reality. But it is not true. Even Odysseus prays to hisown Athene as he struggles for life in the stormy sea; and the Roman carries to the ends of the empire the Juppiter Optimus Maximus of the Capitol. The first half of Spengler’s sentence is true;the second is false. This means that he has represented as thewhole of the classical mind what was in reality only a part. Thetendency to worship the gods of the land was very real; but it wasonly one tendency, and it was constantly balanced and checkedby a countertendency to carry with one the cult of one’s ownplace. Caelum non animum mutant, qui trans mare currunt.

Similarly, he asserts more than once that the classical mind was essentially polytheistic, and opposes to it “Magian monotheism” (p. 404), that is, alleges that monotheism is characteristic of the Arabian culture that filled the first millennium of ourera. But this is, once more, inaccurate. All the Greek philosophers, until the decadence, were monotheists; and Spenglerknows that philosophy is only a reasoned statement of ideascommon to the culture. The monotheism of the philosopherscan only indicate a profound strain of monotheism in the wholeGreco-Roman world. And indeed Spengler himself would recognize that strain (for its existence is notorious enough) did nothis faulty logic compel him to ignore it in the interests of hismorphology.

Again, to take another example from ancient religion, he asserts that classical gods are all gods of the “near” and the“concrete,” numina resident in things that are here and now,this hearth, this door, this field, this river; this act, whether theact of sowing or the act of lovemaking; always the sensuouslypresent and near, never the distant or the future. “It is a deeplysignificant fact that in Hellas of all countries star gods, thenumina of the Far, are wanting.” (p. 402) We say nothing of theSol Invictus, the Mithras, of Imperial Rome; for with ImperialRome the author can play heads I win, tails you lose; in oneaspect it is the decadence of the “classic,” in another the rise ofthe “Magian,” and Mithras is obviously Magian. But has heforgotten Zeus-Juppiter the sky god? Has he forgotten thestellar deities of Plato and the philosophical sky worship ofXenophanes? Has he forgotten that the adjective selected byhimself as the most perfectly descriptive of the classical mind is“Apollinian”?

These are not superficial flaws. They are not minor errors or inconsistencies such as must exist in any great work. They aresacrifices of truth to method; they are symptoms of a logical fallacy which underlies the whole book and has actually beenerected into a principle. The fallacy lies in the attempt to characterize a culture by means of a single idea or tendency or feature, to deduce everything from this one central idea withoutrecognizing that a single idea, asserted in this way, calls up itsown opposite in order to have something to assert itself against,and henceforth proceeds, not by merely repeating itself, but byplaying a game of statement and counterstatement with thisopposite. Everything in the classical mind is by Spengler deduced from the here and now of the immediate, sense-given,bodily present. But to assert the present is to deny the absent;therefore the absent must be present to the classical mind asthat which it is denying, and it is impossible to concentrateone’s mind on denying anything unless one vividly feels theneed of denying it; feels that it is there to be denied, that someone, or some obscure force within oneself, is asserting it. Further, when one has denied it, and denied it effectively and overwhelmingly, it reasserts itself in a new form; and one has to beginover again, in order to meet this new peril. So the attempt to framea whole life—political, artistic, religious, scientific, and so forth —by working out the implications of a single fundamental idea isforedoomed to failure; the idea can only live in conflict with itsown opposing ideas or tendencies is, nowadays, one wouldhave thought, a commonplace. Indeed, Spengler himself says itis. It is the more curious that he should not himself possess theconception; or rather, that he should base his entire system ofhistorical cycles on denying it. For this is what, in effect, hedoes. It is true that classical art or thought tends to be easilyintelligible, while modern or western tends to be obscure to themany and intelligible only to the few; therefore, says Spengler, this is the whole truth; “everything that is classical iscomprehensible in one glance”; instead of obscure philosophers, for instance, the classical world has philosophers whocan be understood by the man in the street: and in this contexthe actually mentions Heraclitus, without adding that he wasnicknamed “the Obscure.” (p. 327) Magian monotheism isdualistic, therefore the Jewish religion, being Magian, opposesto Jahweh (whom? you would never guess)—Beelzebub! (p.32) The classical culture only cared for the present, therefore the Hellenes, unlike the Vikings, did not bury their dead ingreat barrows (p. 333); and what of the tombs on the Via Appia?Magian ethics, unlike Western, were mildly “recommended,”not imposed as a command (p. 344); “the glad tidings of Jesus,like those of Zoroaster, of Mani, of Mahomet, of the Neoplaton-ists and of all the cognate Magian religions were mystic benefits displayed but in no wise imposed.” And did Islam neverappeal for its extension to the help of the sword? Classical artcreates an object to be beheld, a thing standing complete hereand now, not entering, therefore, into any relation with the beholder or soliciting his attention (p. 329); what of the parabasisof Aristophanic drama? These are merely examples of the wayin which, to bring them into the scheme, facts are constantlyimpoverished, robbed of one element merely because it is recessive, in order that the other, dominant as it is, may beerected into a false absolute. No one, probably, will deny thatthe elements which Spengler identifies as characteristic of thisor that culture really are characteristic of it; where he fails is inthinking out what he means by “characteristic.” He thinks thatthe characteristic is a fundamental something whose logicalconsequences flow smoothly and unopposedly into all its manifestations; whereas it is really the dominant partner in a pair ofopposites, asserting itself only so far as it can keep its oppositein check and therefore always colored by the hidden presenceand underground activity of this opposite. To see the dominantcharacteristic and miss the recessive is to see history with theeye of the superficial student.

The same fault comes out in a different way in his view of the relation of cultures to one another. Vico, whose work he socuriously ignores, pointed out that the feudal barbarism of theMiddle Ages differed from the Homeric feudal barbarism because it contained in itself Christianity, which summarizes andtranscends ancient thought (Croce, Vico, p. 132). And evenSpengler, when it comes to mathematics, notices that Euclidean geometry is still retained today as elementary or schoolgeometry, so that modern mathematics contains and transcends Greek mathematics. But though he sees this fact, hedoes not understand it; for him, every culture is just radicallydifferent from every other, based on its own idea and not on theidea of any but itself. Each culture is wholly self-enclosed;within its limits, it proceeds on a type-pattern exactly like thatof the rest, but this similarity of structure is its only relation tothe rest. For him, therefore, it is a misfortune that our elementary geometry is still Euclidean; it gets us into bad mathematical habits and sets an unnecessary obstacle in the way of ourunderstanding modem non-Euclidean geometry. Thus thewhole idea of “classical education” is, we infer, a giganticblunder. Similarly, it was a misfortune, he thinks, that the“Magian” culture grew up under the tutelage of decaying classical civilization, whose petrified relics prevented the new culture from rising spontaneously, because unopposed, in the Roman Imperial age. But surely it is not very hard to see that non-Euclidean geometry is based upon Euclidean even while ittranscends and opposes it; and that the “Magian” culture, farfrom being stifled by the Roman Empire, used it as a scaffolding for its own building, a trellis for its own climbing flowers.The reason why Spengler denies these obvious facts is becausehe cannot grasp the true dynamic relation between opposites;his philosophical error leads him into the purely historicalblunder of thinking that one culture, instead of stimulating another by its very opposition, can only crush it or be cmshed byit. He thinks of cultures atomistic ally, each as a self-containedor closed system, precisely as Epicurus thought of the “worlds”whose plurality he asserted; and just as Epicums could donothing better with the spaces between his worlds than to handthem over to the gods as a dwelling, surrendering all attempt tomake sense of the relation between world and world, so Spengler plugs the gap between one culture and the next with acrude, culture from its neighbors and makes it impossible toenvisage an historical whole of which every culture is a part.He actually claims that the abandonment of the historicalwhole, and the atomistic view of cultures, is a grand merit of hissystem; and so it is, for it cuts out the real problem of history,the problem of interrelating the various cultures, which is theproblem that requires profound and penetrating thought, andleaves only the problem of comparing them, a far easier task forthose shallow minds that can accept it. And if, as Spengler says,this is the age of shallow and decadent thought, of unphilo-sophical philosophy and unscientific science, his philosophy ofhistory is, as he says it is, precisely what our age needs.

The fact is that Spengler, with all his erudition and historical learning, lacks the true historical mind. Learning does notmake the historian; there is a sense of history which is not acquired through erudition, and for this historical sense we lookto Spengler in vain. History deals with the individual in all ofits individuality; the historian is concerned to discover thefacts, the whole facts, and nothing but the facts. Now comparative anatomy is not history but science; and Spengler’s morphology is simply the comparative anatomy of historical periods. The historical morphologist is concerned not to discoverwhat happened, but, assuming that he knows what happened,to generalize about its structure as compared with the structure of other happenings. His business is not to work at history,but to talk about it, on the assumption that someone else hasalready done the work—the work, that is, of finding out whatthe facts are, the historian’s work. In this sense, Spengler nowhere shows the slightest desire to do a piece of historicalwork, or the slightest sign of having done one. His history consists of ready-made facts which he has found in books; and whathe wants to do is to arrange these in patterns. When the manwith historical sense reads a statement in a history book, he atonce asks, is that really so? What evidence is there? How can Icheck the statement? and he sets to work doing over again, forhimself, the work of determining the fact. This is because thehistorical sense means the feeling for historical thought as living thought, a thought that goes on within one’s own mind, nota dead thought that can be treated as a finished product, cutadrift from its roots in the mind that thinks it, and played withlike a pebble. Now the extraordinary thing about Spengler isthat, after giving us a penetrating and vivid description of thedifference between history and nature, and setting up the demand that we shall envisage “the world as history”—an admirable demand admirably stated—he goes on to consider theworld not as history but precisely as nature, to study it, that isto say, through scientific and not historical spectacles, and tosubstitute for a truly genetic narrative, which would be history,a self-confessed morphology, which is science. And he is forcedinto doing this by his own philosophical errors, his errors, thatis to say, concerning the structure of his own thought. He prepares us for all this, it is true, by his open scorn of logic and hisstatement that Goethe and Nietzsche are his only two masters;for neither Goethe nor Nietzsche, with all their poetic gifts andfine intelligence, had any grasp on the distinction between nature and history. And Spengler himself praises Goethe for confusing the two, for treating Nature as history and a culture as anorganism.

The touchstone of the historical sense is the future. Science determines the future, foretells an eclipse or the like, just because the object of science is Nature and “Nature has no history.” The laws of Nature are timeless truths. For history, timeis the great reality; and the future is the infinite wellspring ofthose events which, when they happen, become present, andwhose traces left upon the present enable us to reconstructthem when they are past. We cannot know the future, just because the future has not happened and therefore cannot leaveits traces in the present. The historian who tries to forecast thefuture is like a tracker anxiously peering at a muddy road inorder to descry the footsteps of the next person who is going topass that way. All this, the historian knows instinctively. Askhim to forecast a single instant of the future, and he will laughin your face. If anyone offers to foretell events, he speaks not asan historian but as a scientist or a clairvoyant. And if he offersto foretell events by means of historical thinking, he is eitherhoaxing his audience or saying historical when he means scientific. Spengler again and again claims that his morphology enables him to foretell the future. He even says that therein lies itschief merit and novelty; in which context, as usual, he refrainsfrom mentioning his predecessors, the crowd of sociologicalwriters, led by Marx, who have made just that claim.

But his claim to foretell the future is absolutely baseless. Just as his morphology does not work at history but only talks aboutit, does not determine the past but, assuming it as already determined, attaches labels to it, so this same method does notdetermine the future, but only provides a set of labels—thesame old set—for a future that is undetermined. For instance,Spengler tells us that between a.d. 2000 and 2200 someone will arise corresponding to Julius Caesar. Well, we ask, what will hedo? Where will he live? What will he look like? Whom will heconquer? All Spengler can say is, he will correspond to JuliusCaesar; he will do the kind of things that a person would do,who corresponded to Julius Caesar; he will live in a place corresponding to Julius Caesar’s Rome; he will look like a personcorresponding to Julius Caesar, and so forth. But, we must reply, this is not predetermining history. Suppose, instead, itwere a question of the past: suppose we asked, who corresponded to Julius Caesar in the Egyptian culture? Suppose,now, we were told, “oh, the answer is easy: the person who corresponded to Julius Caesar.” This would be the wrong answer:it would have determined nothing: it would be a mere confession of ignorance concerning the Egyptian past. The right answer (Spengler has given it) wOuld be “Thutmosis III.” This isa real answer because it names an actual concrete individual inactual concrete circumstances; and until we can do that, wehave not determined any history at all. But if the past is notdetermined until we have said “Thutmosis III,” the future isnot determined until we can say “John Jones of Bulawayo,” orwhoever it will be. Spengler’s claim to foretell the future is on apar with saying that the possession of a clock will enable itspossessor to foretell the future because he can say that twelvewill happen an hour after eleven. No doubt; but what will begoing on at twelve?

There is another reason why the claim is wholly futile. On his own showing, the decay of classical culture in Rome synchronized with the rise of Magian culture in the very same culturearea. Thus cultures may overlap both in space and in time. InHadrian’s reign, then a Spengler might have diagnosed a general petrification and decay of everything classical, and saidthat the Roman world was a dying world. And when someonepointed to the Pantheon, and said, “is that a symptom of decay?” the answer would be, “that is an example of imperial display by means of material and mass”, and therefore it is meaningless, barren, vulgar civilization-architecture.” But a counter-Spengler would retort, “not at all; the Pantheon is the firstMosque (pp. 72, 211, 358—as usual, he says it three timesover) “and therefore belongs to the exuberant springtime of anascent culture.” Now it follows from the atomistic view of cultures that a new culture may begin anywhere, at any moment,irrespective of any circumstances whatever; and there is nopossible proof that one is not beginning now. But if so, what becomes of “predetermining the future”?

It is all the more hopeless because there is no possible way, according to Spengler, of discovering what will be the fundamental idea of any hitherto undeveloped or unexamined culture. This, of course, follows from the atomistic conception; butits results are very serious. If any two cultures happened tohave the same fundamental idea, they would be indistinguishable; the person corresponding to Julius Caesar would beJulius Caesar himself, repeated identically, name and all, atanother date. That this possibility follows logically from Speng-ler’s conception shows how profoundly antihistorical that conception is; that he has not observed it to follow, shows how illhe has thought out his own position. But on the other hand, ifthe fundamental idea of one culture differs from that of another, how can the one understand the other? Spengler unhesitatingly answers, it cannot. We do not understand the classicalworld; what we see in it is our own image in an opaque mirror.Very well, but how does he know this to be merely our image?How does he know that we are not understanding the past as itreally was? There is no answer, and can be no answer; for thefact is, unless we understand the ancients well enough to knowthat we do not understand them completely, we can never havereason to suspect that our errors about them are erroneous.Spengler, by denying the possibility of understanding othercultures than our own, has denied the possibility of history itself. Here again, bad philosophy—a crude half-baked, subjective idealism—brings its own punishment. If history is possible, if we can understand other cultures, we can do so only byrethinking for ourselves their thoughts, cherishing within usthe fundamental idea which framed their lives; and in that casetheir culture lives on within ours, as Euclidean geometry liveson within modern geometry and Herodotean history within themind of the modem historian. But this is to destroy the idea ofatomic cultures, and to assert not a mere plurality of culturesbut a unity of that plurality, a unity which is the present culture, the heir of all its past. Against that conception Spenglerstruggles, because, having no historical sense, he does not feelit, and, being a bad philosopher, cannot understand it; yet thatconception is presupposed on every page of his work. “The unities of place, time, and action” I read, opening it at random,“are ... an indication of what classical man felt about life.”(p. 323) And how does Spengler know what classical man felt?Only by putting himself into the position of classical man andfeeling it too. Unless he has done that, he is deliberately deceiving us; no man knows what another feels if he is incapable offeeling it himself.

Spengler’s so-called philosophy of history is therefore, we may repeat, lacking in orientation, because it reduces history toa plurality of cultures between whose fundamental ideas thereis no relation whatever; it is unsound on fundamentals, becauseits purpose—that of “predetermining the future”—is impossible in itself and in any case unrealizable by his methods; it is ill thought out, because he shows no signs of havingseen the fatal objections to it; and it is committed to the methodical falsification of facts because it distorts every fact falling—or alleged to fall—within a given culture, into an example of an abstract and one-sided idea which is fancied to represent the essence of that culture. In all four respects, it is an unworthy child of the historical studies of the last two hundredyears. In each respect it violates elementary dictates of the historical consciousness; in each respect it is far surpassed by thecyclical doctrines of Hegel, a hundred, and Vico two hundredyears ago. Vico realized that culture (to retain Spengler’s term)could not arise by a miracle out of a uniform, purely cultureless,life; that barbarism contained the seeds of culture in itself, andproduced culture by their germination. Thus Vico does awaywith Spengler’s crude and superficial dualism between cultured and cultureless life. Further, granted that culture arisesout of what Vico calls a “barbarism of sensation” and decaysinto a “barbarism of reflection” (the latter being Spengler’scivilization), after having achieved a homogeneous development, economic and legal, religious and artistic, scientific andlinguistic, Vico sees that this rule is merely approximate andnot a priori necessary; he sees that there are exceptions to it, or,at least, that it is subject to such diversities of application inpractice that it cannot serve as a basis for prophecy. This is, atbottom, because, the fundamental ideas of the various culturesbeing different, the cultures themselves will develop in different rhythms. Obviously, here Vico is right. What could be moreridiculous than Spengler’s assumption that every idea will takethe same number of years to develop through its differentphases and exhaust its possibilities, no matter what idea it is?For that matter, why should it have the same phases at all? “Wefind,” someone might plead, “that it does”; but Spengler is notentitled so to plead; for he asserts that a given culture musthave passed through this or that phase, unknown though thephase may be, because others have done so.

Every culture, then, is surrounded not by sheer non-culture, but by other cultures, more or less perfect, perhaps, than itself;higher or lower, perhaps in the scale of value; but yet cultures.That is the first modification to be made in Spengler’s doctrine.Secondly, while recognizing that a given culture has a certainself-consistent character, a fundamental idea which is workingitself out into a complete social life, we must assert that thisidea or character is not static but dynamic; it is not a single unchanged thing, miraculously born at one time, then persistingunaltered, and finally wiped out of existence, but a process ofspiritual development, an idea which grows out of other ideas,in an environment of other ideas, which asserts itself againstthese other ideas through a process of give-and-take in which itmodifies them and is modified by them in turn. In this process,culminating points absolute domination. Here the whole culture becomes brilliantly luminous with the light of this idea;luminous to itself, so far as its own human vehicles grasp theidea consciously, luminous to us, so far as we can re-create theiridea within our minds and so see what their life meant to them.But the domination is never absolute. It is always a dominationover something; there are always other ideas knocking at thegate, kept out by force, whose pressure against the ring fence ofcultural life is equal and opposite to the expansive force of thelife within. So the highest summits of culture reveal a contradiction between what they assert and what they deny—Greekliberty resting on Greek slavery, capitalist wealth resting oncapitalist poverty—and in the long run the mere attempt towork out the cultural idea consistently to live it (rather thanthink it) to the full, destroys the culture. But the destruction ofone culture is the birth of another; for there is no static entitycalled a culture, there is only a perpetual development, a development in which what has been won must be lost in orderthat something further may be won. And everything that isachieved in this process rests on the basis of all that has beenachieved in its past phases.

Because this process is always the same, though always new, it is easy to find analogies and homologies between any part ofit and any other. But when we cut it up into sections and say“here begins classical culture, and here it ends: here beginsMagian culture, and here it ends,” we are talking not about history but about the labels we choose to stick upon the corpse ofhistory. Better historical thinking, deeper historical knowledge, would show us within the heart of classical culture, not asingle unchanged idea, but a dynamic interplay of ideas, containing elements which even quite early, prepare it for its conversion into Magian. It is bad history and bad philosophy aliketo argue that because the Pantheon is Magian it is not classical.Follow that up, and you will find that nothing is classical. It istruer to say that the classical is not a style but an age, a process,a development, which led to the Magian by its own inner logic.Thus the Pantheon is both Magian and classical; it is classicalin the act of turning into Magian. And this conception of “turning into,” the conception of becoming, is (as Spengler himselfindustriously asserts, and industriously forgets) the fundamental idea of all history.

What, then, remains of the conception of historical cycles? Much; for though a “period” of history is an arbitrary fabrication, a mere part torn from its context, given a fictitious unity,and set in a fictitious isolation, yet, by being so treated, it acquires a beginning, and a middle, and an end. And we fabricateperiods of history by fastening upon some, to us, peculiarlyluminous point and trying to study it as it actually came intobeing. We find our eye caught, as it were by some striking phenomenon—Greek life in the fifth century, or the like; and thisbecomes the nucleus of a group of historical inquiries, askinghow it arose and how it passed away; what turned into it, andwhat it turned into. Thus we form the idea of a period, whichwe call the Hellenic period; and this period will resemble theByzantine period or the Baroque period in being a period, thatis, in having a luminous center preceded and followed by processes whose only interest to us at the moment is that they leadto and from it. From another point of view, the movement leading away from fifth-century Greece, the “decline of Hellas,”will figure as the movement leading up to the Hellenisticworld. Was it, then, “really” a decline or an advance? Neither,because both; it was a becoming, a change, a development; andthe historian’s highest task is to discover what developed,through what phases, into what. If anyone is not interested inthat question, he is not interested in history.

Thus the historical cycle is a permanent feature of all historical thought; but wherever it occurs, it is incidental to a point of view. The cycle is the historian’s field of vision at a given moment. That is why it has been so often observed that historymoves in cycles; that is why, when people have tried, as manyhave tried, to formulate a system of cycles, that shall be “objectively valid,” valid apart from any momentary point of view,they have failed with a failure whose completeness and strikingness has always been proportional to the rigor with whichthey have pursued the project. In a short essay, slightly written,anyone can expound a plausible system of historical cycles.Perhaps the very length of Spengler’s book, and the very learning that he has lavished upon it, are well spent in revealing, asno shorter or less learned work could have done, the impossibility of the task he has attempted.

Notes

1 Untergang des Abendlandes (1918). I quote from the admirable English translation (Allen and Unwin, 1926).
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8. Arnold Toynbee


(1881- )





Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History has been the most important and most widely discussed work in the philosophy of history since Hegel. The first three volumes of this mammoth study were published in 1934, the next three in 1939. Then aperiod of fifteen years elapsed until Toynbee published Volumes VII through X. These four volumes exhibited a markedshift in Toynbee’s thought, a shift that will require some comment shortly. Two further volumes, the last entitled Reconsiderations (Vol. XII), completed the study. As the title of the lastvolume suggests, Toynbee modified a number of his earlierclaims in response to criticisms.

Toynbee tells us that there were two formative influences that suggested his study to him. First, about the time WorldWar I was beginning, he became aware of some remarkablesimilarities between the history of Greece-Rome and that of hisown time. He began to wonder if there might be similar parallels elsewhere in history. Then at the end of the war, he cameupon Spengler’s Decline of the West which tended to confirmhis earlier suspicions. Toynbee was not satisfied with Spengler’s work. He thought it was too limited in scope (Spengler hadexamined only eight civilizations), it paid too little attention tofacts, it did not offer an adequate explanation of what broughtabout the rise and decline of new cultures, and it was too pessimistic. Toynbee was to make much of this last difference in hislater writings. He contrasted the pessimistic determinism ofSpengler with his own view that man possessed the power tochange the course of the future and prevent the impending destruction of Western civilization.1

For Toynbee, the proper units of historical study are not nation-states or periods but whole societies. Toynbee’s units ofhistory are larger than those of Spengler and Toynbee thinkshe discovered more of them—twenty-one, in fact. Toynbee’spurpose, at least in his first six volumes, was to study everyknown society to see if he could discover the factors that led totheir rise and fall. His answer as to why civilizations rise is hisdoctrine of Challenge-and-Response. The first six civilizationsarose out of primitive life by responding to challenges posed bytheir physical environment. For example, the civilization ofEgypt was a response to the growing aridity of the Sahara Desert. Confronted by this challenge, the early Egyptians drainedthe marshes of the lower Nile. Thus their response to the challenge of their environment led to one of the great civilizationsof world history. The challenges that confronted the fifteencivilizations that followed were less environmental and morealong the line of threats of invasion or oppression. However,Toynbee explains, a challenge can sometimes be too easy or toosevere. He traces a type of Golden Mean through history toshow that challenges that are too easy do not invoke sufficient response whereas challenges that are too harsh tend to stifleand smother any effective response. For example, Massachusetts posed its early settlers with a more severe challenge thanSouth Carolina; its challenge was met by a more successful response. However, the challenge of Labrador was too severeand attempts at colonization there met with little success.

But how do we know when a civilization is growing? Is there any criterion of growth? The criterion Toynbee proposes is aspecial kind of change he calls etherialization. Civilizationsgrow by responding to a series of challenges. These challengesgradually become more spiritual in nature. As a society overcomes material obstacles and physical challenges, power is released which enables the society to respond to challengeswhich are internal and spiritual rather than external and material. Eventually, however, each past civilization has reached astage where it could not advance any higher.

Every civilization rises to a Universal State in which there exists a unity of law, purpose, belief, and government. After theuniversal state is attained, the civilization begins to break up.Until now, the society has been led by a “creative minority,” asmall group of leaders who have led it during its period ofgrowth and who have provided spiritual leadership for themasses (“the proletariat”). The creative minority gradually degenerates into a dominant minority, that is, the same leadership is still in control but it has become stagnant; it is no longerproviding dynamic leadership. It retains its position of powerby force. Eventually, the civilization becomes increasingly divided into three factions—the dominant minority, the internalproletariat and the external proletariat (barbarians beyond theauthority of the dominant minority). Given this situation, it isinevitable that the leadership will be changed. Societies breakdown then, when, because of a lack of creative leadership, theybecome unable to respond to further challenges. The breakdowns in civilizations never spring from external causes butfrom inherent defects in man himself.

Toynbee ended Volume VI of his work by holding out the hope that if modern man returned to God, there was still achance that Western Civilization might be saved. In the volumes that followed Toynbee argued that the ultimate goal of history is a new religious society based upon a universal churchthat would combine elements of the world’s major religions.Volumes VII-X actually seem to present a new theory of history in which the cyclical or spiral pattern of the first six volumes is replaced with a linear view.


A brief comment on the selections which follow is necessary. My first plan was to include passages from Volumes I throughVI of Toynbee’s work that would suggest something of the pattern of his approach and the breadth of his work. However, Professor Toynbee pointed out that, given the many modificationsof his position in the past twenty-five years, such selectionswould be quite out-of-date and rather misleading. At ProfessorToynbee’s suggestion, then, I have made my selections fromthe last volume of his work, the volume entitled Reconsiderations. Not only does Toynbee indicate some changes in hisviews, he also, in this volume, presents some interesting repliesto his critics. The chapter begins with two articles by the lateHarvard sociologist, Pitirim Sorokin, himself the author of animportant study in the philosophy of history.2 Sorokin’s articlesoffer the reader a general survey of Toynbee’s first ten volumes;they also give expression to some of the common objections toToynbee’s work.3

Notes

1 See Chapter One of Toynbee’s Civilization on Trial (Oxford: 1948) and The Pattern of the Past by Geyl, Toynbee, and Sorokin (Boston:1949), pp. 73-94.

2 Pitirim Sorokin, Social and Cultural Dynamics, 4 volumes (NewYork: 1937-1941). A shorter statement of Sorokin’s views can be foundin his The Crisis of Our Age (New York: 1941).

3 In all fairness to Toynbee, the reader should consult the full text of histwelfth volume for his replies to Sorokin and other critics.


PITIRIM A. SOROKIN

toynbee’s philosophy of history *

* First printed in The Journal of Modern History, Vol. XII, 1940, pp. 374—387. Reprinted with the kind permission of Mrs. Sorokin andthe editors. The first part of Sorokin’s review deals only with Vols. I-VIof Toynbee’s work. His comments on Vols. VII-X begin on p. 197.


I.Outline and appreciation. Regardless of the subsequent criticism, Arnold J. Toynbee’s A Study of History 1 is one of themost significant works of our time in the field of historical synthesis. Although several volumes of it are yet to come, sixpublished volumes display a rare combination of the thoughtfulness of a philosopher with the technical competence of ameticulous empiricist. The combination insures against thesterile scholarship of a thoughtless “fact-finder,” as well asagainst a fantastic flight of an incompetent dilettante. Henceits significance for historians, philosophers of history, sociologists, political scientists, and for anyone who is interested inthe how and why of emergence, growth, decline, and dissolution of civilizations.

Mr. Toynbee starts with a thesis that the proper field of historical study is neither a description of singularistic happenings continguous in space or time, nor a history of the states and bodies politic or of mankind as a “unity.”

The “intelligible fields of historical study” . . . are societies which have a greater extension, in both Space and Time, than national states or city-states, or any other political communities.

. . . Societies, not states, are “the social atoms” with which students of history have to deal. [I, 45]

Combining religious characteristics and territorial and partly political characteristics, he takes “civilization” as the properobject of historical study, in which “civilization” is “a species ofsociety.” (I, 129 ff.) Of such civilizations, he takes twenty-one(later twenty-six) “related and unrelated” species: the Western, two Orthodox Christian (in Russia and the Near East), theIranic, the Arabic, the Hindu, two Far Eastern, the Hellenic,the Syriac, the Indie, the Sinic, the Minoan, the Sumeric, theHittite, the Babylonic, the Andean, the Mexic, the Yucatec, theMayan, the Egyptiac, plus five “arrested civilizations”: Polynesian, Eskimo, Nomadic, Ottoman, and Spartan. (I, 132 ff.; IV,1 ff.) With these twenty-six civilizations at his disposal, Toynbee attacks, first, the problem of genesis of civilization: Why dosome of the societies, like many primitive groups, become staticat an early stage of their existence and not emerge as civilizations while other societies reach this level?

His answer is that the genesis of civilization is due neither tothe race factor nor to geographic environment as such but to a specific combination of two conditions: the presence of a creativeminority in a given society and of an environment which is neither too unfavorable nor too favorable. The groups which hadthese conditions emerged as civilizations; the groups which didnot have them remained on the subcivilization level. The mechanism of the birth of civilization in these conditions is formulatedas an interplay of Challenge-and-Response. The environment ofthe above type incessantly challenges the society; and the society, through its creative minority, successfully responds to thechallenge and solves the need. A new challenge follows, and anew response successfully ensues; and so the process goes on incessantly. In these conditions no possibility of rest exists, the society is on the move all the time, and such a move brings it,sooner or later, to the stage of civilization. Surveying the conditions in which his twenty-one civilizations were born, he findsthat they emerged exactly in the above circumstances. (I, 188—338; Vol. II, passim)

The next problem of the study is why and how, out of twenty-six civilizations, four (Far Western Christian, Far Eastern Christian, Scandinavian, and Syriac) miscarried and turned out to be abortive; five (Polynesian, Eskimo, Nomadic, Spartan, and Ottoman) were arrested in their growth at an early stage; while theremaining civilizations grew “through an elan that carried themfrom challenge through response to further challenge and fromdifferentiation through integration to differentiation again?”(Ill, 128)

The answer evidently depends upon the meaning of growth and its symptoms. In Toynbee’s opinion the growth of civilization is not a geographic expansion of the society and is not due toit. If anything, the geographic expansion of a society is positivelyassociated with retardation and disintegration but not with thegrowth. (Ill, 128 ff.) Likewise, the growth of civilization doesnot consist in, and is not due to, technological progress and thesociety’s increasing mastery over the physical environment:”... there is no correlation between progress in technique andprogress in civilization.” (Ill, 173-74) The growth of civilization consists in ”a progressive and cumulative inward self-determination or self-articulation” of the civilization; in a progressive and cumulative “etherialization” of the society’s valuesand “simplification of the civilization’s apparatus and technique.” (Ill, 128 ff., 182 ff.) Viewed in the aspect of the intrasocial and inter-individual relationship, growth is an incessant creative “withdrawal and return” of the charismatic minority of thesociety in the process of the ever new successful responses to evernew challenges of the environment. (Ill, 248 ff.) Growing civilization is a unity. Its society consists of the creative minorityfreely imitated and followed by the majority—the Internal Proletariat of the society and the External Proletariat of its barbarian neighbors. In such a society there is no fratricidal struggle,no hard and fast divisions. It is a solidary body. Growing civilization unfolds its dominant potentialities, which are different indifferent civilizations: aesthetic in the Hellenic civilization; religious in the Indie and Hindu; scientifically machinistic in theWestern; and so on. (Ill, 128—390) As a result, the process ofgrowth. Such is the solution of the problem of growth of civilization.

The third main problem of the study is how and why civilizations break down, disintegrate, and dissolve. They evidently do so because, out of twenty-six species of civilizations, “only fourhave miscarried as against twenty-six that have been born alive,”and “no less than sixteen out of these twenty-six are by now deadand buried” (the Egyptiac, the Andean, the Sinic, the Minoan,the Sumeric, the Mayan, the Indie, the Hittite, the Syriac, theHellenic, the Babylonic, the Mexic, the Arabic, the Yucatec, theSpartan, and the Ottoman). Of the remaining ten civilizationsliving,

the Polynesian and the Nomadic civilizations are now in their last agonies and seven out of eight others are all, in different degrees,under threat of either annihilation or assimilation by our own civilization of the West. Moreover, no less than six out of these sevencivilizations . . . bear marks of having broken down and goneinto disintegration. [IV, 1-2]

Toynbee points out that the decline is not due to some cosmic necessity or to geographic factors or to racial degeneration or toexternal assaults of the enemies, which, as a rule, reinforce thegrowing civilization; neither is it caused by the decline of technique and technology, because “it is always the decline of civilization that is the cause and the decline of technique the consequence or symptom.” (IV, 40)

The main difference between the process of growth and disintegration is that in the growth phase the civilization successfully responds to a series of ever new challenges, while in the disintegration stage it fails to give such a response to a given challenge.It tries to answer it again and again, but recurrently fails. Ingrowth the challenges, as well as responses, vary all the time; indisintegration, the responses vary, but the challenge remains unanswered and unremoved. The author’s verdict is that civilizations perish through suicide but not by murder. (IV, 120) InToynbee’s formulation

the nature of the breakdowns of civilizations can be summed up in three points: a failure of creative power in the minority, an answering withdrawal of mimesis on the part of the majority, and a consequent loss of social unity in the society as a whole.

In an unfolded form this formula runs as follows:

When in the history of any society a Creative Minority degenerates into a mere Dominant Minority which attempts to retain by force a position which it has ceased to merit, this fatal change inthe character of the ruling element provokes, on the other hand,the secession of a Proletariat (the majority) which no longer spontaneously admires or freely imitates the ruling element, and whichrevolts against being reduced to the status of an unwilling “underdog.” This Proletariat, when it asserts itself, is divided from theoutset into two distinct parts. There is an “Internal Proletariat”(the majority of the members) and ... an “External Proletariat”of barbarians beyond the pale who now violently resist incorporation. And thus the breakdown of a civilization gives rise to a classwar within the body social of a society which was neither dividedagainst itself by hard-and-fast divisions nor sundered from itsneighbors by unbridgeable guifs so long as it was in growth. [IV, 6]

This declining phase consists of three subphases: (a) breakdown of the civilization, (b) its disintegration, and (c) its dissolution. The breakdown and dissolution are often separated by centuries, even thousands of years, from one another. For instance, the breakdown of the Egyptiac civilization occurred in the sixteenth century b.c., and its dissolution only in the fifth centurya.d. For two thousand years between breakdown and dissolutionit existed in a “petrified life-in-death.” In a similar “petrified”state up to the present time the Far Eastern civilization continuesin China after its breakdown in the ninth century a.d. About onethousand and eight hundred years, respectively, elapsed betweenthese points in the history of the Sumeric and Hellenic civilizations (IV, 62 ff.; V, 2 ff.); and so on. Like a petrified tree trunk,such a society can linger in that stage of life-in-death for centuries, even thousands of years. Nevertheless, the destiny of most,if not of all, civilizations, seems to be to come to final dissolutionsooner or later. As to the Western society, though it seems tohave had all the symptoms of breakdown and disintegration, theauthor is noncommittal. He still leaves a hope for a miracle: “Wemay and must pray that a reprieve which God has granted to oursociety once will not be refused if we ask for it again in a contritespirit and with a broken heart.” (VI, 321)

Such being the general nature of the decline of civilizations, a most detailed analysis of its uniformities, symptoms, and phases isdeveloped in Volumes IV, V, and VI. Only a few of these uniformities can be touched on here. While in the growth period theCreative Minority gives a series of successful responses to evernew challenges, now, in the disintegration period, it fails to do so.Instead, intoxicated by victory, it begins to “rest on one’s oars,”to “idolize” the relative values as absolute; loses its charismaticattraction and is not imitated and followed by the majority. Therefore, more and more it has now to use force to control the Internal and the External Proletariat. In this process it creates a“Universal State,” like the Roman Empire created by the HellenicDominant Minority, as a means to keep itself and the civilization alive; enters into wars; becomes slave of the intractableinstitutions; and works its own and its civilization’s ruin.

The “Internal Proletariat” now secedes from the Minority; becomes dissatisfied and disgruntled; and often creates a “Universal Church”—for instance, Christianity or Buddhism—asits own creed and institution. While the “Universal State” of theDominant Minority is doomed, the Universal Church of theInner Proletariat (for instance, Christianity) serves as a bridgeand foundation for a new civilization, “apparented” by, andaffiliated with, the old one.

The External Proletariat now organizes itself and begins to attack the declining civilization, instead of striving to be incorporated by it. In this way the Schism enters the Body and Soul of civilization. It results in an increase of strife and fratricidal warsthat work in favor of the development of the ruin. The Schism inthe Soul manifests itself in the profound change of the mentalityand behavior of the members of the disintegrating society. Itleads to an emergence of four types of personality and “Saviors”:Archaist, Futurist (Saviors by Sword), Detached and IndifferentStoic, and finally, Transfigured Religious Savior, posited in thesupersensory world of God. The sense of Drift, of Sin, begins togrow; Promiscuity and Syncretism become dominant. Vulgarization and “Proletarization” invade arts and sciences, philosophyand language, religion and ethics, manners and institutions.

But all in vain. With the exception of Transfiguration, all these efforts and “Saviors” do not stop the disintegration. At bestthe civilization can become “Fossilized”; and in this form, “life-in-death” can linger for centuries and even thousands of years;but its dissolution, as a rule, comes. The only fruitful way turnsout to be the way of Transfiguration, the transfer of the goal andvalues to the supersensory Kingdom of God. It may not stop thedisintegration of the given civilization, but it may serve as a seedfor emergence and development of a new affiliated civilization;and through that, it is a step forward to the eternal process ofelevation of Man to Superman, of “the City of Man to City ofGod,” as the ultimate terminal point of Man and Civilization.The volumes close with an almost apocalyptic note:

The aim of Transfiguration is to give light to them that sit in darkness ... it is pursued by seeking the Kingdom of God inorder to bring its life . . into action . . . The goal of Transfiguration is thus the Kingdom of God. [VI, 171]

The whole human history or the total civilizational process thus turns into a Creative Theodicy; through separate civilizations and their uniform, but concretely different, rhythms, thereality unfolds its richness and leads from “under-Man” and“under-Civilization,” to Man and Civilization, and finally to Superman and Transfigured Etherial Super-Civilization of theKingdom of God.

The work of the Spirit of the Earth, as he weaves and draws his threads on the Loom of Time, is the temporal history of Man asthis manifests itself in the geneses and growths and breakdownsand disintegrations of human societies; and in all this welter of life... we can hear the beat of an elemental rhythm ... ofChallenge-and-Response and Withdrawal-and-Return and Rout-and-Rally and Apparentation-and-Affiliation and Schism-and-Palingenesia. This elemental rhythm is the alternating beat of Yinand Yang. . . . The Perpetual turning of a wheel is not a vainrepetition if, at each revolution, it is carrying a vehicle that muchnearer to its goal; and if “palingenesia” signifies the birth of something new . . . then the Wheel of Existence is not just a devilishdevice for inflicting an everlasting torment on a damned Ixion. Themusic that the rhythm of Yin and Yang beats out is the song ofcreation . . . Creation would not be creative if it did not swallowup in itself all things in Heaven and Earth, including its own antithesis. [VI, 324]

Such is the general skeleton of Toynbee’s philosophy of history. It is clothed by him in a rich and full-blooded body of facts, empirical verification, and a large number of subpropositions.The main theses, as well as the subpropositions, are painstakingly tested by the known empirical facts of the history of thetwenty-one civilizations studied. In this respect the theory ofToynbee, conceived and executed on a grand plan, is probablydocumented more fully than most of the existing philosophies ofhistory. To repeat, the work as a whole is a real contribution tothe field of historical synthesis.

//. Criticism. If we now ask how valid is the general scheme of Toynbee’s theory of the rise and decline of civilizations as well asa number of his secondary propositions, the situation changes.Side by side with the unquestionable virtues, the work has veryserious shortcomings. Among the unessential and superfluousdefects, the following can be mentioned: First, the work is toovoluminous and could have been compressed without losing anything in the clearness and completeness of its theory. A pronounced penchant of the author to quote abundantly from theBible, mythology, poetry—to use overabundant poetic andsymbolic images—is partly responsible for this insignificant defect.

Second, in spite of an astounding erudition, the author displays either an ignorance or a deliberate neglect of many important sociological works, which deal more fundamentally with the problems Toynbee is struggling with than other works quoted.Neither the names of Tarde, Durkheim, Max Weber, Pareto, northose of practically any sociologist are mentioned. One of theconsequences of such a neglect is that Toynbee has to writedozens and hundreds of pages on questions that were studied insuch works more thoroughly and better than Toynbee does. Forinstance, mimesis or imitation is one of the cardinal points of histheory to which he devotes many pages. A reader who knowsTarde’s Laws of Imitation, not to mention many later works,does not get from Toynbee’s analysis anything new. More thanthat: Toynbee’s theory of mimesis and of its uniformities hasmany mistakes which would have been avoided if he had studiedsome of the main works in this field. Similarly, he devotes severalhundreds of pages—in Volumes I and II—to investigation ofthe influence of race and geographic environment upon societiesand civilization. And yet, he does not add anything new to theexisting knowledge in that field. Even more, he fails to see thedemonstrated weaknesses of the claims of some of the climaticand racial theories (like that of Huntington) which he accepts toa considerable extent. A concise characterization of the existingconclusions in these fields would have permitted him to outlinehis theory on only a few pages and to avoid several pitfalls intowhich he has fallen. The same criticism can be applied to severalother problems. In spite of the extraordinary erudition of the author, it shows itself somewhat onesided and inadequate.

Third, his knowledge of the history of the twenty-six civilizations he deals with is very uneven. It is excellent in the field of the Hellenic (Greco-Roman) civilization, and it is much thinner inthe field of other civilizations.

Fourth, his acquaintance with the extant knowledge in the field of such phenomena as art, philosophy, science, law, andsome others with which he deals, seems also to be inadequate:little, if anything is quoted in these fields, and the conclusions ofthe author sound superficial and dilettante.

Fifth, the same is true of several other fields in which he makes categorical statements. For instance, he contends that“the evil of War in the eighteenth century [was reduced] to a minimum which has never been approached in . . . our Westernhistory, either before or after, up to date.” (IV, 143) As a matterof fact, our systematic study of the movement of war (see my Social and Cultural Dynamics, Vol. Ill) shows that, measured either by the number of war casualties or by the size of the armiesper million of population, the centuries from twelve to sixteen,inclusive, and the nineteenth century were less belligerent thanthe eighteenth century. In Volume V, page 43, he himself seemsto repudiate his previous statement by saying that “the life of ourWestern Society has been as grievously infested by the plague ofwar during the last four centuries as in any earlier age.” As afurther example: he contends that “the sense of drift” as manifested in various deterministic philosophies grows with the process of disintegration in all civilizations. (V, 422 ff.) The factualmovement of deterministic conceptions versus indeterministic isvery different from what he claims it is (see my Dynamics, Vol.II, chap. ix). A third example: he contends that in a diffusion orradiation of a given culture the alien culture is penetrated first bythe economic elements; second, by the political; and third, by thecultural elements. In this way a uniformity of the order of thepenetration of the alien culture by specified elements of diffusingcivilization is set forth. (IV, 57) As a matter of fact, such uniformity does not exist. In some cases the economic elements penetrate first; in others, the cultural (see the evidences in Vol. IV ofmy Dynamics).

In the work there are many similar blunders and overstatements. However, in a work of such immense magnitude as A Study of History such shortcomings are inevitable. One shouldnot carp at them. If the main conceptual scheme of the author issolid, such shortcomings can easily be discounted as superfluous.

Unfortunately, the work has two fundamental defects, which concern not the details but the heart and soul of Toynbee’s philosophy of history. They concern, first, “the civilization” takenby Toynbee as a unit of historical study; second, the conceptualscheme of genesis, growth, and decline of the civilizations put atthe foundation of Toynbee’s philosophy of history. Let us look atthese assumptions more closely.

By “civilization” Toynbee means not a mere “field of historical study” but a united system, or the whole, whose parts are connected with one another by causal ties. Therefore, as in anycausal system in his “civilization,” parts must depend upon oneanother, upon the whole, and the whole upon its parts. He categorically states again and again that

civilizations are wholes whose parts all cohere with one another and all affect one another reciprocally. ... It is one of the characteristics of civilizations in process of growth that all aspects andactivities of their social life are coordinated into a single socialwhole, in which the economic, political, and cultural elements arekept in a nice adjustment with one another by an inner harmony ofthe growing body social. [Ill, 380, 152; see also I, 34 ff., 43 ff.,149 ff., 153 ff.]

Thus, like so-called functional anthropologists, he assumes that his “civilizations” are real systems and not mere congeriesor conglomerations of various cultural (or civilizational) phenomena and objects adjacent in space or time but devoid of anycausal or meaningful ties (see the analysis of sociocultural systems and congeries in my Social and Cultural Dynamics, Vol. I,chap, i; an unfolded theory of sociocultural systems is given inVol. I of the Dynamics). If civilizations are real systems, then, asin any causal system, we should expect that when one importantcomponent of it changes, the rest of the components change too,because if A and B are causally connected, then the change of Ais followed by the change of B in a definite and uniform manner.Otherwise, A and B are mere congeries but not the partners ofthe causal system. Is Toynbee’s assumption valid? I am afraid itis not: his “civilizations” are not united systems but mere conglomerations of various civilizational objects and phenomena(congeries of systems and singular cultural traits) united only byspecial adjacency but not by causal or meaningful bonds. Forthis reason, they are not real “species of society”; therefore theycan hardly be treated as unities and can hardly have any uniformities in their genesis, growth, and decline. These concepts cannot even be applied to the congeries, because congeries do notand cannot grow or decline. Like the components of a dumpingplace, they can only be rearranged, added to, or subtracted from;but we cannot talk of the growth or decline of a “civilizationaldumping place” or of any merely spatial conglomeration ofthings and events. This diagnosis of the “civilizations” is inadvertently corroborated many times by Toynbee himself. In manyplaces of his work he indicates that, for instance, the techniqueand economic life of the civilization does not change; in othercases the rest of the civilization changes while technique remainsstatic; in still other cases, the technique changes in one way whilethe rest of the civilization moves in the opposite direction. (IV,40 ff.; Ill, 154 ff., et passim) If we have A and B where thechange of one of the variables is not followed by that of the other,or when it does not show any uniform variation, this means Aand B are causally unrelated; therefore they are not componentsof the same system or parts of the same whole. Toynbee himselfdemonstrates—and demonstrates well—that two of the components of his civilization (technique and economy) are causallyunrelated to the rest of the alleged “whole.” In this way Toynbeehimself repudiates his basic assumption that his “civilizations”are “the wholes whose parts all cohere together.”

In fact, it is easy to show—and show convincingly—that any of his civilizations is not a “whole” or a system at all but amere coexistence of an enormous number of systems and congeries existing side by side and not united either by causal ormeaningful or any other ties (necessary for any real system) except a mere contiguity in space and time. Such a contiguity ormere spatial adjacency does not make from “a book + worn outshoes + bottle of whiskey” lying side by side any unity, whole, orsystem. It remains a congeries. Not only is the total civilizationof such enormous “culture-areas” as the Greco-Roman, or theSinic, or of any other of his civilizations not one whole or system,but the total civilization of even a smallest possible civilizationalarea—that of a single individual—is but a coexistence of several and different systems and congeries unrelated with one another in any way except spatial adjacency in a biological organism. Suppose that an individual is a Roman Catholic, Republican, professor, preferring Romantic music to Classic, Scotch torye, blondes to brunettes. Roman Catholicism does not require,causally or logically, the Republican instead of the Democraticor other party; the Republican party is not connected logically orcausally with the professorial occupation. This is true also with apreference for Scotch to rye, or Romantic music to the Classic.We have Roman Catholics who are not Republicans, and Republicans who are not Roman Catholics, professors who are neither,and many in other occupations who are Catholics or Republicans. Some Catholics or Republicans or professors prefer Scotchto rye, some rye to Scotch, some do not drink whiskey, some prefer beer to wine, and so on. This means that the total “civilization” of the same individual is not one unified system but aconglomeration of various systems and singular “civilizational”traits united only by a spatial adjacency of the same biologicalorganism. A biological organism, being a real system, changesbiologically as a whole; but its total “civilization,” being congeries, does not change in togetherness, nor can the “total civilizations” of many individuals display any uniformity in theirchange. (See my Dynamics, Vol. I, chap, i; and Vol. I, for a systematic analysis of this problem.)

If, then, the total “civilization” of an individual is not one system, still less is one system the total civilization of a city block, or of the total city, of a nation, and of the still larger “civilized societies” of Toynbee. This means that Toynbee’s “civilization” isnot a “species” but a kind of a “large dumping place” where coexist, side by side, an enormous number of various socioculturalsystems many of which are not related to one another eithercausally or meaningfully: the State system, the Religious systems, the Art-Ethics-Philosophy-Science-Economic-Political-Technological and other systems and congeries “dumped together” over a vast territory and carried on by a multitude ofindividuals. One cannot style as species of the same genus different sets of incidental congeries: “shoe-watch-bottle-Sata/v&ryEvening Post” here, “trousers-comb-detective story-valve-rose-automobile” there: and still less can one expect uniformities ofstructure and change in genesis, growth, and decline of such different congeries. Having mistakenly taken different congeriesfor system, Toynbee begins to treat his civilizations as “speciesof society” and valiantly hunts for uniformities in their genesis,growth, and decline. In this way he makes the fatal mistake oferecting an enormous building upon a foundation less stable thanthe proverbial sand.

All the subsequent defects of his theory follow from this “original sin.” It is aggravated by another fatal mistake he commits, namely, by the acceptance of the old—from Fiorus to Spengler—conceptual scheme of “genesis-growth-decline,” as a uniform pattern of change of civilizations. Such a conception is possibly the worst among all the existing schemes of change of civilizations; and it is doubly fatal for Toynbee’s theory. Indeed, ifhis civilizations are mere congeries, for this reason only we cannot talk of the genesis, growth, breakdown, disintegration, anddissolution of congeries. Congeries are neither born (alive orabortively) nor can they grow or disintegrate, since they neverhave been integrated. Generally, this popular conceptual schemeis purely analogical and represents not a theory of how sociocultural phenomena change but an evaluative theory of sociocultural progress: how they should change. Therefore, Toynbee’stheory is not so much a theory of civilizational change as much asan evaluative theory of civilizational progress or regress. Thisclearly comes out already in his formula of “growth” and “disintegration.” They are evaluative formulas of progress and regressbut not the formulas of change.

From these two sins follow all the factual and logical incongruities of Toynbee’s philosophy of history. First, his classifications of civilizations. Many a historian, anthropologist, and sociologist will certainly object to it as arbitrary, having no clear logical fundamentum divisionis. Several Christian civilizationsare treated as separate and different; while a conglomeration ofdifferent (religious and other) systems are united into one civilization. Sparta is arbitrarily cut out of the rest of the Helleniccivilization, while Roman civilization is made inseparable fromthe Greek or Hellenic. Polynesian and Eskimo civilizations or“undercivilizations” (in one part Toynbee states that they werelive-born civilizations; in another he claims that they remainedat “subcivilizational” level and have never reached the state ofcivilizations)—each is taken as a separate civilization; while allthe Nomads of all the continents are united into one civilization,and so on.

Second, Toynbee’s mass onslaught against civilizations in making most of them either “abortively born,” “arrested,” or“petrified,” or “broken-down” or “disintegrating” or “dead andburied.” According to Toynbee, out of twenty-six civilizations,only one—the Western—is still possibly alive at the presenttime, all the others being either dead or half-dead (“arrested,”“petrified,” “disintegrating”). Since, according to the assumedscheme, civilizations must have breakdowns, disintegration, anddeath, the author must either bury them or make them “abortive,” “arrested,” “petrified,” or at least broken down and disintegrating. Since such is the demand of the scheme and sinceToynbee does not have any clear criteria as to what death orbreakdown or integration or disintegration of civilization reallyis, he willingly takes the role of an undertaker of civilizations.

Third, courageously following his scheme, he is not deterred by the fact that some of his civilizations which, according to hisscheme, ought to have been dead a long time ago, after theirbreakdown, lived centuries, even thousands of years, and are stillalive and very much so. He disposes of the difficulty by a simpledevice of “petrified” civilizations. So China has been petrified forthousands of years; Egypt for some two thousands of years; sothe Hellenic civilization was either disintegrating or petrifiedafter the Peloponnesian War up to the fifth century a.d. Thewhole Roman history was but an incessant disintegration, fromthe very beginning to the end; and so other civilizations. In hisscheme civilizations hardly have time to live and to grow; if theyare not born abortive—as some are—they are arrested; if theyare not arrested, they have their breakdown almost immediatelyafter they are born and then begin to disintegrate or are turnedinto a “petrified trunk.” Of course, philosophically the birth isthe beginning of death; but an empirical investigator of eitherthe life of an organism or of civilization can and must be lessphilosophical and can and must study the process of life itself,before the real death, or paralysis, or incurable sickness occurs.And for most of the organisms and civilizations there is a greatdistance between the terminal points of birth and death.

This means that Toynbee studies little the greater part of the existence of the civilizations and drowns centuries and thousands of years of their existence, activity, and change in his penchant for being an “undertaker of civilizations.” By this I do notdeny the facts of either disintegration or even dissolution of realcultural or civilizational systems. Such facts occur, but occurwith real systems, not with congeries of civilizations; and occurnot immediately after the “birth” of the system but often aftertheir long—sometimes indefinitely long—life and change. Asa matter of fact, the elements of the congeries of Toynbee’s civilizations still exist, even of those which he considers dead andburied a long time ago. Quite a large number of Egyptiac orBabylonic or especially Hellenic cultural systems and culturaltraits (philosophy, ethics, architecture, sculpture, literature, art,and so on) are very much alive as components of the contemporary Western or other cultures. And they are alive not as objectsin a museum but as living realities in our and other cultures.

Fourth, the foregoing explains why in Toynbee’s work there is little of the analysis of the phase of the growth of the civilizations. There are only fairly indefinite statements that in thatphase there is a Creative Minority successfully meeting the challenge, that there is no class war, no intersociety war, and thateverything goes well there and everything moves and becomesmore and more “etherialized.” That is about all that is said ofthis phase. Such a characterization of the process of growth of histwenty-one civilizations is evidently fantastic in its “idyllic” andother virtues. If we have to believe it, we seemingly have to accept that in Greece before 431-403 b.c. (the breakdown of theHellenic civilization, according to Toynbee) there were no wars,no revolutions, no class struggle, no slavery, no traditionalism,no uncreative minority, and that all these “plagues” appearedonly after the Peloponnesian War. On the other hand, we expectto find that, after it, in Greece and Rome creativeness ceased,and that there was no Plato, no Aristotle, no Epicurus, no Zeno,no Polybius, no Church Fathers, no Lucretius, no scientific discovery—nothing creative. As a matter of fact, the factualsituation in all these respects was very different before and afterthe breakdown. The indicators of war per million of the population for Greece were twenty-nine for the fifth, forty-eight for thefourth, and eighteen and three, respectively, for the third andsecond centuries b.c. Indicators of Internal Disturbances (revolutions) were 149, 468, 320, 259, and 36, respectively, for thecenturies from the sixth to the second b.c., inclusive. This showsthat the real movement of wars and revolutions in Greece wasvery different from what Toynbee tells us. The same is true ofRome (see the detailed data in my Social and Cultural Dynamics,Vol. III). The scientific, philosophical, and religious creativenesslikewise reached their peak rather in and after the fifth centurythan before that time (see the figures of discoveries, inventions,and philosophical systems in Dynamics, Vol. II, chap, iii, etpassim). In regard to the Western civilization, as mentioned, thediagnosis of Toynbee is somewhat ambiguous. In many places hesays that it already had its breakdown and is in the process ofdisintegration; in other places he is noncommittal. Whatever ishis diagnosis, the Western civilization before the fifteenth century is regarded by him as in the phase of growth. If this is so,then, according to his scheme, no revolutions, no serious wars,no hard-and-fast class divisions existed in Europe before thatcentury. Factually, the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries werethe most revolutionary centuries up to the twentieth century inthe history of Europe; likewise, serfdom and other class divisionswere hard and fast, and there were many wars—small and great(see the data in Vols. II and III of my Dynamics). Finally themedieval Western civilization of the period of growth does notexhibit many of the traits of Toynbee’s growing civilizations butdisplays a mass of traits which are the characteristics of Toynbee’s disintegrating civilizations. The same is true of his othercivilizations. This means that Toynbee’s uniformities of growthand decline of the civilizations are largely fantastic and are notborne out by the facts.

Fifth, a large number of the uniformities he claims in connection with his conceptual scheme are also either fallacious or overstated—for instance, his uniformity of negative correlationbetween the geographic expansion of civilization and its growth;between war and growth; between progress of technique andgrowth. Granting a part of truth to his statements, at the sametime in this categoric formulation they are certainly fallacious. IfToynbee’s twenty-one civilizations did not diffuse over largeareas and a multitude of persons remained just the civilization ofa little Sumeric, Greek, Egyptiac, or Arabic village, they couldhardly become “historical” and certainly would not come to theattention of historians and Toynbee and would not become oneof his twenty-one civilizations. All his civilizations are vast complexes, spread over vast areas of territory and vast populations.They did not emerge at once in such form; but in starting with asmall area they expanded (in the process of their growth) overvaster and vaster areas and populations and through that becamehistorical. Otherwise, they would not have been noticed. IfToynbee contends, as in a few* places he does, that such a diffusion over vaster areas was performed peacefully, without war,through spontaneous submission of the “barbarians” to thecharm of the diffusing civilization, such a statement is again inaccurate. All his twenty-one civilizations in their period ofgrowth (according to Toynbee’s scheme) expanded not onlypeacefully but with force, coercion, and wars. On the other hand,many of them in the period of disintegration shrank, rather thanexpanded, and were more peaceful than in the periods of Toynbee’s growth.

Sixth, following Spengler, whose ghost weighs heavily upon the author, Toynbee ascribes different dominant tendencies toeach of his civilizations: aesthetic to the Hellenic, religious to theIndie, machinistic-technological to the Western (he does not givefurther such dominant penchants to each of the remainingeighteen civilizations). Such a summary characterization is againvery doubtful. The Western civilization did not show its allegeddominant characteristic at all up to approximately the thirteenthcentury a.d.: from the sixth to the end of the twelfth century themovement of technological inventions and scientific discoveriesstood at about zero in this allegedly technological civilization parexcellence; and from the sixth to the thirteenth century this ma-chinistic civilization was religious through and through, evenmore religious than the Indie or Hindu civilizations in many periods of their history (see the data on discoveries and technological inventions in my Dynamics, Vol. II, chap. iii). The supposedlyaesthetic Hellenistic civilization did not show its aesthetic penchant (in Toynbee’s sense) before the sixth century B.c. and displayed quite a boisterous scientific and technological elan in theperiod from 600 b.c. to a.d. 200 (see the figures, Vol. II, chap,iii). The Arabic civilization (whose dominant trait Toynbee doesnot stress) displayed an enormous elan of scientific and technological penchant in the centuries from the eighth to the thirteenth—much more so than the Western civilization during these centuries (see the data, Vol. II, chap. iii). All this means that theSpenglerian-Toynbee ascription of some specific perennial tendency to this or that civilization, regardless of the period of itshistory, is misleading and inaccurate.

One can continue this criticism for a long time. A large part of the statements of Toynbee taken in his conceptual scheme areeither inaccurate or invalid. However, many of these statements,properly reformulated and put in quite a different conceptualscheme of civilizationai change, become valid and penetrating.For instance, most of the traits which Toynbee ascribes to thecivilizations in their period of growth and partly in that of “petrification” are accurate for the phase of civilization dominatedby what I call the “Ideational supersystem of culture” (not thetotal given culture in which it appears). Many of the characteristics of Toynbee’s “disintegrating” period are typical for a phaseof civilization dominated by what I call the “Sensate supersystem” (not the whole total culture or civilization). Many of thecharacteristics of Toynbee’s stage of acute disorganization arebut the characteristics of the period when a given culture passesfrom the domination of Ideational to Idealistic or Sensate supersystems, and vice versa. Such periods of shift happen severaltimes in the history of this or that “total culture” or “civilization.” They are, however, neither a death nor “petrification” nor“arrest” but merely a great transition from one supersystem toanother. Put into this scheme, and reinterpreted, many pages andchapters of Toynbee’s work become illuminating, penetrating,and scientifically valid. In such a setting his conception of thecreative character of human history acquires still deeper meaning. Likewise, his hesitant diagnosis of the present state of theWestern civilization becomes more definite and specific: as thestatus of the civilization entering not the path of death but thepainful road of a great transition from the overripe Sensatephase to a more “etherialized” or spiritualized Ideational orIdealistic phase. Translated into more accurate terms of the realsociocultural systems and of the great rhythm of Sensate-Idealistic-Ideational supersystems of culture, A Study of Historyis a most stimulating and illuminating work of a distinguishedthinker and scholar.

Notes

1 Arnold J. Toynbee, A Study of History, 6 volumes. (Oxford University Press: 1934-39).
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The first six volumes of Toynbee’s A Study of History were published in 1934-39. Of the new (four) volumes completingthis vast work, Volume VII gives a further analysis of the natureand role of the Universal States and the Universal Churches asphases in the growth and decline of civilizations. Volume VIIIdeals with the Heroic Ages and the contacts of civilizations inspace. Volume IX is devoted to a study of the contacts of civilizations in time, of the law and freedom in history, and of the prospects of the Western civilization. Volume X is made up of essayson eminent historians and on chronology, of acknowledgments,and index.

Since Toynbee’s fully developed “philosophy of history” was given in the first six volumes, these new volumes do not addmuch to his theoretical framework. Their novelty consistsmainly: (a) of some new details concerning the Universal States,the Universal Churches, the Heroic Ages, and the interaction ofcivilizations in space and time; and (b) of the change of some ofToynbee’s conclusions given in the first six volumes.

As to Toynbee’s theory of history, it has its strong and weak points. In my previous criticism of his A Study of History I haveshown that Toynbee’s framework is a variation of O. Spengler’sscheme which, in its turn, is a variation of N. Danilevsky’s theoryof historypublished in 1863. All three theories make a fatal error in taking a vast dump of diverse social and cultural phenomena, not integrated together by meaningful or causal ties, for areal unified system called “Culture-Historical Type,” “High Cultare,” or “Civilization.” Not being integrated unities, such dumps of cultural and social phenomena cannot either be born orgrow or disintegrate and die. For this reason, many of the conclusions of these authors concerning “the birth,” “the growth,”“the breakdown,” “the disintegration,” and “decline” of civilizations are built on a foggy foundation and crumble by themselvesas soon as the fatal error is perceived.

The main changes in Toynbee’s views concern two points. While in the previous volumes the Universal Religions wereviewed as “the bridges” between the great civilizations, in thenew volumes the great civilizations are considered as the bridgesbetween the great Religions. While before Toynbee interpretedall great civilizations as philosophically equivalent and contemporaneous, now he classifies them in chronological and evaluative order as the progressive steps for realization of the evergreater and higher religions. Since both interpretations are notso much scientific descriptions of the empirical relationship between civilizations and religions as much as the subjective evaluations of whether civilizations ought to be the means for the end-value of religions, or religions should be the means for the biggerand better civilizations, the significance of this shift in Toynbee’sviews lies beyond the sphere of science.

When we turn to Toynbee’s empirical generalizations, many of these appear to be either platitudinal or one-sided or fallacious. Thus he indefatigablv repeats that “spiritual progress issubject to a ‘law’ proclaimed by Aeschylus” that we “learnthrough suffering,” and that this “learning by suffering” is theonly way to spiritual ennoblement of mankind. Stating so, heevidently forgets that suffering produces not only saints, but alsocriminals and “the worst of beasts”—human animals. He entirely overlooks the negative effects of suffering: suicide, mentaland physical disease, aggressiveness, criminality, brutalization,which “suffering-frustration” generates more frequently ratherthan spiritual ennoblement. Instead of the much more adequate“law of polarization” in frustration, suffering, and calamity, hegives us a one-sided pseudolaw of the “learning through suffering” which does not stand an elementary empirical test. Another example. For corroboration of his preconceived theory that the“declining” civilizations go through the cycle of: “premonitorywars,” and “general peace,” he gives us five cycles of this kindfor the period: 1494-1945. When, however, his data arechecked by the number and duration of the wars, the size of thearmies, the magnitude of war casualty for each of his cycles, several of his periods of “general peace” turn out to be as belligerentas his periods of “general war,” and vice versa. His theory of thecycles of war-peace is thus clearly contradicted by the relevantempirical data. A third example of Toynbee’s empirical fallaciesis given by his credulous acceptance of Jung’s theory of the unconscious, by the identification of this unconscious with the divine element in man, and by Toynbee’s classification of the greatreligions (Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism) as “introvert” or “extrovert.” Contrary to Toynbee, the future of mankind would indeed be hopeless if its spiritual and creative progress were depending upon the unconscious biological drives andtheir instinctive-reflexological mechanisms given in all animalspecies. By definition the “unconscious” activity is automaticand fixed; it cannot think and cannot create because any thinkingand creative activity are always conscious or supraconsciousprocesses. Instead of investing his hopes for the future spiritualennoblement of man into “the supraconscious”—which is themain source of all the great creative achievements of man—Toynbee expects the salvation from the least creative unconscious forces viewed by him as the divine element in man. As afourth sample of Toynbee’s empirical errors his diagnosis andforecasting of the future of the existing civilizations can be mentioned. According to his theory practically all civilizations, except the Western one, have been either dead for many centuries,or are in a hopeless mortal agony at the present time. Thisequally concerns the Hindu, the Chinese, the Russian, theArabic, and all other “fossilized” and disintegrated civilizations.The only hope for the future of mankind lies in the Western civilization which also is in a dangerous state.

If we take one by one of Toynbee’s empirical generalizations, most of them will be found to be either one-sided or fallacious.This is largely due to Toynbee’s poor knowledge of a vast bodyof sociological, psychological, and anthropological studies in thefields of social and cultural mobility, migration, diffusion, andtransformation; in the field of sociocultural rhythms and periodicities, social organization and disorganization, cultural integration and disintegration, and so on. Despite vast literature quotedand referred to in Toynbee’s volumes, they contain almost noreferences to hundreds of important studies by psychosocial scientists of the problems treated by Toynbee.

When Toynbee discusses such problems as “law and freedom in history,” “the truth of science and the truth of religion,” herarely touches the fundamental points of this sort of problem. Herather goes around or dodges these points and delivers to usmainly vague generalities and unclear conclusions often backedup only by numerous quotations from the Old and the New Testaments. His footnotes in these parts show again his limitedknowledge of the most important philosophical and scientificworks dealing with this sort of problem.

Viewed as a whole, these volumes represent an eclectic mixture of science of history, philosophy of history, ethics and politics, theology and religion.

Side by side with these shortcomings, A Study of History has many strong points. It contains a multitude of remarkable insights and excellent elaborations of several basic topics of historical and social sciences. It opens new vistas on many darkproblems of these sciences. Now and then it furnishes fresh andstrikingly fruitful interpretations of several historical and socialprocesses. Even when Toynbee speaks as a prophet, religiousthinker, philosopher, or moralist, his utterances deserve our fullattention.

To sum up: in spite of an overabundance of misreadings of historical events and other shortcomings of Toynbee’s A Study ofHistory, it is one of the significant works of the middle of thetwentieth century in the field of historical and social science.

ARNOLD J. TOYNBEE

A STUDY OF HISTORY *

* The following passages are reprinted from Volume XII, Reconsiderations, of Toynbee’s A Study of History, copyright © 1961by Oxford University Press. Reprinted with the kind permissionof Professor Toynbee and Oxford University Press.



The mind's quest for explanation. One step toward explaining a phenomenon is to find its context. “Research into meaning cannot be free from synthesis, for only by putting anything into a wider context can its meaning be seen.” 1 A fact cannot be established or made intelligible unless it is related to other facts or ispart of a larger system.

If I may venture to illustrate this point from my own work, I should say that volumes I-X of A Study of History hinge on twoattempts to find “an intelligible field of study” as a frameworkfor a narrower field that I had found unintelligible when taken byitself without looking beyond its limits. The starting point of theinquiry w as a search for a more or less self-contained field of historical study of which the contemporary Western historians’ customary national units of study would turn out to be parts. I hadfelt these national units to be unsatisfactory because they seemedto me to be unself-contained, which would mean that they mustbe fragments of something larger. I found this larger unit ofstudy in a species of society that I labeled a “civilization.” Civilizations proved, so it seemed to me, to be intelligible units ofstudy so long as I was studying their geneses, growths, andbreakdowns; but when I came to study their disintegrations Ifound that, at this stage, their histories—like those of the national subdivisions of the modern Western World—were nolonger intelligible in isolation. A disintegrating civilization wasapt to enter into intimate relations with one or more other representatives of its species; and these encounters between civilizations gave birth to societies of another species: higher religions.At the beginning of the inquiry I had tried to explain the higherreligions, like the national and other varieties of parochial states,in terms of civilizations. The last stage of my survey of the history of civilizations convinced me that this way of looking at thehigher religions did not, after all, give anything like an adequateexplanation of them.

It was true that the higher religions had served as “chrysalisses” in which disintegrating civilizations had undergone a metamorphosis and from which new civilizations of a younger generation had emerged. It was also true that this had been the higher religions’ role in the histories of civilizations. But, in the histories of the higher religions themselves, this role turned out to have been not only an incidental one but actually an untowardaccident in the sense that it had been apt to divert them fromtheir proper task of carrying out their own missions. If I was tocontinue to pursue my search for some intelligible field of studythat would provide an adequate context, and therefore a satisfactory explanation, for units of other species than nations and ofother magnitudes—for instance, an explanation of civilizations—I now had to ask myself whether I ought not to reverse my previous plan of operations. If one species of society was to be explained in terms of another, ought not the civilizations of the firstand second generations to be explained as preliminaries to therise of the higher religions? These second thoughts about theidentification of “the intelligible field” of historical study, towhich I had been led in the course of my inquiry, gave me a newpoint of departure; and the change of outlook, demanded by thenecessity for a change of explanation, was a radical one. Christopher Dawson is right in defining it as a change from a cyclicalsystem to a progressive system.2 It was indeed so radical thatmany critics have been struck by it and some of them have suggested that, at this point, I ought to have wound up my originalcomparative study of civilizations and to have started a new inquiry into the meaning of human history in terms of religion. . . .3

The need for a comprehensive study of human affairs. In a world that has been unified in both space and time, a study ofhuman affairs must be comprehensive if it is to be effective. Itmust include, not only the whole of the living generation, butalso the whole of the living generation’s past. In order to save mankind we have to learn to live together in concord in spite of traditional differences of religion, civilization, nationality, class,and race. In order to live together in concord successfully, wehave to know each other, and knowing each other includes knowing each other’s past, since human life, like the rest of the phenomenal universe, can be observed by human minds only as itpresents itself to them on the move through time. Historicalforces can be more explosive than atom bombs.4 For our nowurgent common purpose of self-preservation, it will not beenough to explore our common underlying human nature. Thepsychologist’s work needs to be supplemented by the archaeologist’s, the historian’s, the anthropologist’s, and the sociologist’s.We must learn to recognize, and, as far as possible, to understand, the different cultural configurations in which our commonhuman nature has expressed itself in the different religions, civilizations, and nationalities into which human culture has come tobe articulated in the course of its history. “All of human historyis relevant to present and future human needs.” 5 “The knowledge of the history of mankind should be one of mankind’s common possessions.” 6

We shall, however, have to do more than just understand each other’s cultural heritages, and more even than appreciate them.We shall have to value them and love them as being parts ofmankind’s common treasure and therefore being ours too, astruly as the heirlooms that we ourselves shall be contributing tothe common stock. Without the fire of love, the dangerous fissures in mankind’s social solidarity cannot be annealed. Danger,even when it is as extreme as ours is today, is never a sufficientstimulus in itself to make men do what is necessary for their salvation. It is a poor stimulus because it is a negative one. A coldblooded calculation of expediency will not inspire us with thespiritual power to save ourselves. This power can come only from the disinterested pursuit of a positive aim that will outrange the negative one of trying to avoid self-destruction;7 and thispositive aim can be given to men by nothing but love.

In mankind’s present situation a demand for a comprehensive view of human affairs is to be expected. Indirect evidence thatthis demand is, in fact, being made today comes to light incidentally in some of the critiques of earlier volumes of the presentbook. Some of this evidence carries conviction, because it is thetestimony of critics who hold that the book has had a more favorable reception than it deserves. They explain this lack of judgment, as it seems to them, on the public’s part by suggesting thatpeople are now making this demand for a comprehensive viewand that they have welcomed my work uncritically because theyfeel that it is at least giving them something of what they want.

R. V. Chase, for example, suggests 8 that “persuasive theorists do not . . . exert their strongest influence because of the logical airtightness of their theories, but rather because they fillan unconsciously felt vacuum with the force and urgency of theirmoral passion.” Tangye Lean sees 9 me performing the role of anexponent of a particular cultural situation, embodying my contemporaries’ anxiety over the problem of existence, their obsession with the spectacle of decay, which brings them face to facewith death, and their burning desire to find some way of overcoming their own transitoriness and securing immortality. AsA. G. Bailey sees it,10 “clearly this book answered a deep-feltneed of people beset with the anxieties and uncertainties of thetwentieth century.” Christopher Dawson suggests 11 that onereason why my work has found some acceptance is because it is astudy of the civilizations. These have now become realities thatcannot be ignored. J. F. Leddy suggests 12 that it is because people in our time want to see the World as a whole and to find some meaning in its history. J. Romein says 13 that my work is valuable in giving a real world view, and that I have done somethingto help in overcoming the opposition between East and West. H.Kohn says 14 that a sense of unity will be my contribution to anunderstanding of things. T. J. G. Locher finds 15 that “our age isasking for a total vision, now that the World has grown togetherinto so close a unity. This superhuman task is the one at whichToynbee has tried his hand.” 16 Other critics, too, have made thepoint that I have tried to take a comprehensive view of history,without going into the question whether my work has been wellreceived, or whether, if it has been, its attempt at comprehensiveness is what has won it favor. The purpose for which thepoint is made by most of them is to go on to say—as Locherdoes in the passage from which I have just quoted—that, in attempting this, I have obviously attempted the impossible, or that,for whatever reason, I have failed to achieve my aim. If thecritics quoted in the present paragraph are right in holding thatmy work has been well received and that its attempt at comprehensiveness accounts for this, then the other testimonies to thisattempt at comprehensiveness indirectly give further support tothe view that there is a genuine demand for such attempts in thepresent-day world.

One of my critics has compared earlier volumes of this book to a “palace” in which “the rooms . . . are overfurnished to thepoint of resembling a dealer’s warehouse.” 17 This reviewer must also be a thought-reader; for I have often thought of myself as a man moving old furniture about. For centuries these lovelythings had been lying neglected in the lumber rooms and attics.They had been piled in there higgledy-piggledy, in utter disorder, and had been crammed so tight that nobody could evensqueeze his way in to look at them and find out whether theywere of any value. In the course of ages they had been accumulating there—unwanted rejects from a score of country houses.This unworthy treatment of these precious pieces came to trouble me more and more; for I knew that they were not really junk;I knew that they were heirlooms, and these so rare and fine thatthey were not just provincial curiosities; they were the commonheritage of anyone who had any capacity for appreciating beautyin Man’s handiwork. At last I found that I could not bear thisshocking situation any longer, so I set my own hand to a backbreaking job. I began to drag out the pieces, one by one, and toarrange them in the hall. I could not pretend to form a final judgment on the order in which they should be placed. Indeed, different orders could be imagined, each of them the right order fromsome particular point of view. The first thing to be done was toget as many of the pieces as possible out into the open and toassemble them in some order or other. If once I had them parkeddown in the hall, I could see how they looked and could shiftthem and reshift them at my leisure. Perhaps I should not havethe leisure; perhaps the preliminary job of extracting these treasures from the lumber rooms and attics would turn out to be asmuch as I could manage with my single pair of hands.18 If so, thiswould not matter; for there would be plenty of time afterwardfor other people to rearrange the pieces, and, no doubt, theywould be doing this again and again as they studied them moreclosely and came to know more about them than would ever beknown by me.

This furniture-shifting job is, of course, David’s kind of work, not Solomon’s; and the time when Solomon’s achievement will befeasible is now only just dawning.

There is as yet no history of humanity, since humanity is not an organized society with a common tradition or a common socialconsciousness. All the attempts that have hitherto been made towrite a world history have been in fact attempts to interpret onetradition in terms of another, attempts to extend the intellectualhegemony of a dominant culture by subordinating to it all theevents of other cultures that come within the observer’s range ofvision.19

This has certainly been true up to now. It is true, for instance, of the presentation of world history in the Old Testament, in Hellenic literature, in the Chinese dynastic histories, and in Westernhistorians’ works. If a Western historian does not fall into theegocentric error of making all history lead up to the pointreached in the West in his own generation, he is likely to fall intoanother error, only one degree less egocentric, with which I, forinstance, have been charged, with some justice, by a number ofmy critics. He is likely to use Hellenic history, which lies in thebackground of his own Western history, as an exclusive “model,”not just as one out of a number of alternative possible models, forelucidating the configuration of history in general in the currentage of the civilizations.

Since the World is now being unified as a result of Western inventions, and therefore, initially, within a Western framework,one or other or both of these characteristic Western distortionsof the true picture of world history are likely to persist for sometime and to die hard. Nevertheless, it is already possible to lookforward to a time when these Western distortions of the true picture, and all other distortions of the kind, will be replaced by anew vision of the past seen from the standpoint, not of this or thatnationality, civilization, or religion, but of a united human race.If mankind does respond to the challenge of its present self-imposed ordeal by saving itself from self-inflicted genocide, thiswill have been the reward of a common effort to transcend all thetraditional divisions and to live as one family for the first timesince mankind made its first appearance on this planet. Thisunion sacree in the face of imminent self-destruction will be, if it is achieved, Man’s finest achievement and most thrilling experience up to date. From the new position of charity and hope whichMan will thereby have won for himself, all the past histories ofthe previous divisions of the human race will be seen, in retrospect, to be so many parts of one common historic heritage. Theywill be seen as leading up to unity, and as opening out, for aunited human race, future prospects of which no human beingcould have dreamed in the age of unfettered parochialism.

Toynbee's defense of his empirical method. In this book I have claimed throughout that I am using an empirical method ofinquiry. A number of my critics have taken note of this claim ofmine, and most of these have contested it. I must therefore explain what I mean by the term.

I am not claiming that I approach the historical record of human experience without preconceptions; and I entirely agree with W. H. Walsh when he says that this would be “a claimwhich could certainly not be sustained.” 20 Some theoreticalframework and some working hypotheses are unavoidable,” 21because the human mind’s process of thought is analytical andclassificatory. If I have seemed, to so careful and discriminatinga critic as Walsh, to be implying that I am approaching historywithout preconceptions, that must be my fault. It must meanthat, in Volumes I-X of this book, I have not made it clear thatI agree with Walsh on this crucial point.22 For reasons alreadyset out in Chapter I of this volume, I disagree with Hales, whenhe talks of “laws arrived at by empirical analysis.” 23 I agree withE. Berkovitz that “laws” cannot be derived from facts,24 andwith Erdmann when he says, ad hominem, that my guiding ideasare not derived from the observation of history,25 though I do not agree with Mumford that my conclusions, as well as my hypotheses, “for all his empiricism, are inevitably as much the product of his own ideology as of the situations that he ‘interprets.’ ” 26 Thispoint has been put in telling words by H. Baudet.27

Many critics have censured Toynbee’s primary vision on the theoretical ground that it is “apriori.” Certainly it is, as they say.But, “epistemologically,” is not an “apriori” of this kind a basis [ofmental operations] which speaks for itself because it is unavoidable?Is it not a compelling necessity?

All vision is engendered on an “apriori,” and ... an “apriori” of this kind has its roots—as all thinking has, au fond—in willand passion.

The point is driven home by K. R. Popper. He rejects

the view that science begins with observations from which it derives its theories by some process of generalization or induction.28 I do not believe that we ever make inductive generalizations in thesense that we start from observations and try to derive our theoriesfrom them.29 Before we can collect data, our interest in data of acertain kind must be aroused: the problem always comes first.30Theories are prior to observations as well as to experiments, in thesense that the latter are significant only in relation to theoreticalproblems.31

When Trevor-Roper says that, in my work, “the theories are not deduced from the facts,” 32 the answer is that neither my theories nor anyone else’s are or ever have been or ever will be generated in that way. If being “empirical” meant this, the wordwould have no counterpart in reality, and had better be struckout of the dictionary. On the other hand, when Trevor-Ropergoes on to say that my theories are not tested by the facts either, he is laying down a legitimate requirement,33 and my claim to be using an empirical method of inquiry does stand or fall accordingto the verdict on this count. I agree that my claim cannot be sustained if I have not tried to test my theories and hypotheses bythe facts, or if I have tried but have not done the job properly orsuccessfully.34 For, while it is true that theories and hypothesescan never be deduced from facts, it is also true that they can bevalidated only if they are confronted with relevant facts and areconfirmed by them. More than that, the whole purpose of formulating a theory or a hypothesis is the heuristic one of trying toincrease our knowledge and understanding by applying the theory or hypothesis to the phenomena.35 I maintain my claim that Ihave tried to be empirical in this sense, which is, I believe, thecorrect usage of the word and does mean something that an inquirer not only can be but ought to be.

In making my claim to be empirical, I have been tacitly contrasting my approach with Dilthey’s approach and with Speng-ler’s.36 While the plan of the present book was brewing in my mind, the first volume of Spengler’s Der Untergang des Abend-landes was published, and, when I read it, my first impressionwas that, in Spengler’s work, what I had been planning was already an accomplished fact. My second impression, however,was that Spengler’s work suffered from being too dogmatic, inthe sense that he was apt to enunciate his theories about the configuration of human affairs and to leave it at that, without puttingthese theories to sufficiently thorough tests on the touchstone ofthe phenomena.37 Having decided to go on with my own enterprise, I was told by a distinguished philosopher, the late Lord Lindsay of Birker, that I should find in Dilthey’s work the verything that I was looking for. What I was looking for was a bridgebetween theory and fact. But, in Dilthey’s work, I did not findeven theories about the configuration of human affairs. I foundnothing but epistemology. I was, and am, grateful to Dilthey forthat, since the relation between theory and fact cannot be studiedwithout taking epistemology into account. But the bridge forwhich I was looking was not to be found in Dilthey’s work, and Ihad to try to build it without getting help from him.

Some critics have given me credit for making this attempt. Guerard, for instance, draws the same contrast between Spenglerand me that I have drawn in my own mind.38 Feibleman says ofme 39 that ‘khe tries to analyze cultural structure, and, in doingso, takes the first step toward the establishment of the empiricalfield of human social structure as the empirical study of a science.” To try, however, is not enough. The attempt that I havemade has been criticized on at least six counts. According to thecritics, the examples that I have taken as test cases have beendenatured by being taken out of their context.40 Some of theseexamples are ruled out of order because they are taken fromphenomena of a different order of magnitude from the civilizations on which I am seeking to throw light.41 My citation of examples, relevant to whatever the point in question may be, is notexhaustive and is therefore unrepresentative and thus misleading. Alternatively, I cite so many examples that I clutter up myargument with an indigestible mass of details.42 Whether thenumber of examples that I cite is too small or too great, I am guilty of selecting them to fit my theories.43 When they will notfit, I force them with Procrustean violence. I have a rigid a priorischeme. If even this Procrustean treatment cannot make awkward facts conform, I ignore them.44 Some of these charges cancel each other out, but what is left is still formidable.

The first of these indictments—that I have taken episodes out of their context—is evidently incompatible with the criticism that my work is superficial, and my spirit hybristic, becauseI attempt the impossible enterprise of trying to cover the wholehistory of the Age of the Civilizations. It is true that I have attempted to do this; and it surely follows that my work, as awhole, is likely to have suffered less from distortion as a result oftaking episodes out of their context than the work of many otherpresent-day historians. I agree that taking things out of their context does distort them. In the first chapter of this volume I haveargued that it is a grievous limitation and a radical defect of thehuman intellect that it is incapable of apprehending Reality as awhole, and has, perforce, to take it piecemeal at the cost of failing to see it as it truly is. When we are applying our minds tostudy, and not to practical action, we ought to contend againstthis inherent infirmity of theirs as far as is humanly possible. Myown criticism of the present vogue for “specialization” is that, sofar from trying to combat and, to some extent, counteract thisintellectual infirmity of ours, specialization gives way to it andthereby accentuates it. The charge of denaturing Reality by taking episodes out of their context does hit me, no doubt; but Ishould have thought that it hit, with rather greater force, theschool of specialists which is the predominant school amongpresent-day Western historians—a school in whose more polemical exponents’ eyes I am something of a heretic, just becauseI have been unwilling to follow this current fashion.

The charge that I draw many of my illustrations of features in the histories of civilizations from social units of a lower order ofmagnitude has been noticed and discussed already 45 and therefore need not be reexamined here.

The charge that my citation of examples is not exhaustive hits not only me but everyone who has ever sought to test a hypothesis by confronting it with relevant phenomena. It hits me perhapsless hard than some of my fellow prisoners in the dock, if it istrue that I have surfeited my readers with examples ad nauseam.But it hits every student of phenomena, human or nonhuman,since phenomena, of whatever kind, are innumerable. The onlyclass of things that could conceivably have a membership that waslimited by its own nature would be some class, not of phenomena, but of mathematical abstractions that had been abstractedwith the express design of creating a self-evidently closed class.Even if our momentary state of knowledge enabled us to enumerate every one of the representatives of some class of phenomena that were in existence at the moment, the exhaustiveenumeration would be no better, in logic, than a “simple enumeration,” as has been noticed in Chapter I.46

If the charge that my citation of examples is selective has to be dropped because it applies, not just to me, but to everyone whotries to test a theory, I am still confronted with the further chargethat I make my selection of examples with an eye to fitting mytheories. This charge, too, applies to everyone who tries to test atheory.47 For my part I certainly have not consciously made selections to suit my purposes, and I doubt whether any otherscholar ever has either. To do this might be a temptation to acompany-promoter, politician, barrister, or member of someother practical profession in which this form of cheating, if thefraud remained undetected, might reap lucrative material rewards. But what interest could a scholar have in spending laborious man-hours in deliberately trying to diminish the knowledgeand understanding that he is concerned to increase? The charge is unconvincing—whoever may be the individual against whom it has been made.48 At the same time it is hard to rebut, becauseit is always possible to switch the indictment from the offender’sconscious self to the subconscious underworld of his psyche.However upright his conscious self may be admitted to be, hissubconscious may be a rogue that has inveigled him into cheatingand into doing this bona fide, inasmuch as he has never been conscious of what he is, in fact, doing.49 I do not know how to clearmyself of a charge against my subconscious; but I do know thatanyone else who was arraigned on account of alleged misdoingsof his subconscious would find himself in the same plight.

The same defence holds for the charge that I force facts that will not fit. I can only reply, again, that I have never done so consciously. It is true that I start with a “schema” in the sense of aformulated but still untested hypothesis or theory. But I plead“not guilty” to the charge of being “schema-bound.” Where I believe that I have found some pattern or regularity or recurrence,I have always tried to ascertain the limits of the realm in whichthis particular “law” holds good—for instance, in Volume II,where I am dealing with a number of variations on the theme ofchallenge-and-response. So far from ignoring contradictory instances, I have always brought them up and discussed them whenI have been aware of their existence. Of course, many will haveescaped me, as also will many other instances that support myhypotheses instead of impugning them. In the numerous surveysmade in the first ten volumes of this book, for the purpose of testing how far, if at all, my hypotheses might or might not be valid, Ihave always made my net as big, and its meshes as close, as Ihave been able. I am ready at any time to modify or abandon anyof my hypotheses if I am given convincing reasons in the shapeeither of the citation of relevant phenomena previously unknownto me or of the reinterpretation of phenomena of which I am already aware.

The history and prospects of the West. The subject of this chapter is a big one, but the chapter need not be long, since thehistory and prospects of the West have been discussed at somelength in a previous volume. Critics of what I have written aboutthe West there, and in other passages, have dealt, not only withthe substance of the subject, but with my views about it. Theseare of minor interest in themselves, but, since my critics havepaid attention to them, and in some cases have apparently misunderstood them, I have dealt briefly with this personal aspect ofthe subject too in the Annex to Chapter II of the present volume.I therefore need not say much in this chapter about the discussion of my own views.

Unlike the histories of a majority of the civilizations known to us, the history of the West is today still an unfinished story. It istherefore hazardous to try to forecast its prospects, even in theform of suggesting a number of alternative possibilities.50 Evenif we were satisfied that the pattern of Western history, up todate, has been more or less the same as that of some other civilization—say, the Hellenic or the Sinic—whose history isover and is therefore known to us from beginning to end, weshould have no warrant for forecasting that the future course ofWestern history will follow Hellenic or Sinic lines, if I am right—as I believe I am—in holding that patterns in the course ofhuman affairs are not predetermined or inevitable, and thattherefore past patterns afford no basis for predictions about thefuture.51 If this is the truth, we cannot foretell whether or not theWestern Civilization is ever going to enter into a universal state,as both the Hellenic and the Sinic did. Still less can we foretellwhether, if the future course of Western affairs were to followthe pattern that is a common Helleno-Sinic one up to that point,the West’s universal state would be as short-lived as the HellenicCivilization’s was in the western provinces of the Roman Empire, or as long-lived as the Sinic universal state has been.

In the Atomic Age, into which the West—and, with it, the World—has entered in our lifetime, it now looks as if a universal state could not be established again—at any rate not in thestandard way, and therefore not in the standard form which thatway produced. In the past, universal states have been establishedas the result of successive wars ending in the overthrow of allgreat powers except one surviving victor. Even in the age of pre-atomic weapons this way of arriving at political unity was so destructive—psychologically still more than materially—thatcivilizations which had passed through this harrowing experience usually emerged from it incurably damaged. In the age ofatomic weapons no power would reach the final round. Therewould be no victor; all belligerents alike would be vanquished;and even the first round of atomic warfare might wipe out, notonly the belligerent states, but civilization, the human race, andperhaps all life on this planet. It does not follow that mankindcannot and will not attain unity. Now that, for the first time inhistory, the whole human race has been united on the militaryplane, the choice confronting us may be one between going allthe way to unity or going under. What seems improbable is that asociety can ever again be united by force. This seems improbablebecause the force used in future warfare would be atomic force,and this would annihilate the society, leaving nothing in existence to unite.

Such considerations as these have made me wary of offering predictions—above all about the future of the West. Whencritics point this out,52 I take that as commendation and not ascensure. And their criticism misses the mark when they go on toaccuse me of inconsistency in shrinking from applying to theWestern Civilization a pattern of decline and fall that, accordingto them, I believe to be the inevitable fate of all civilizations.53 It is true that I should feel rueful if I were convinced that the particular living civilization into which I have been bom is bound tobreak down and disintegrate on the lines on which other civilizations have gone to pieces in the past. It is also true that I thinkthat a pattern of breakdown and disintegration, common to thehistories of a number of past civilizations, can be detected whenwe make a comparative study of them. But I do not believe thatthis pattern was predetermined or inevitable in any single pastcase; and therefore, a fortiori, I do not believe that it can be projected into a prediction about the future of a civilization that isstill a going concern.54 I do not believe, as Spengler believes, thatthere is a fixed pattern to which the history of every civilization isbound to conform. My unwillingness to predict that the WesternCivilization will go the way that a number of its predecessorshave gone is a consistent application of my conviction that thecourse of human affairs is not predetermined. It is not a sentimental refusal to apply to the prospects of my own civilizationsome pattern of breakdown and disintegration that I unavowedlybelieve to be every civilization’s inevitable fate. I have no suchcast-iron pattern in my bag of intellectual tools.

As I see it, the fact that the Western Civilization’s history is still unfinished not only makes it impossible to predict its futurecourse but also makes it difficult even to discuss the pattern of itspast history as far as this has gone up to date. Sir LlewellynWoodward has pointed out that any number of patterns can befound in history. Even if we manage to see through and discardthose that are imaginary, the number of those admitted, by general consensus, to be genuine will still be great. There is room formany patterns; they are not mutually exclusive. The problemraised by their number is that of their relation to each other.When the history of a civilization, or of some greater or lesserhistorical episode, is complete, it may be practicable, in retrospect, to make out which of the patterns in it is the dominant pattern to which the others are subordinate. But, when the story isstill unfinished, the clue is much harder to find. If one looks at a Persian carpet at the stage at which the strip that has alreadybeen knotted runs to only a few inches out of an ultimate lengthof, say, twenty feet, we can perhaps identify the motifs that thetotal pattern of the finished carpet is going to develop; but wecannot yet single out the master-motif that is going to give formand unity to the whole.
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9. The Christian Understanding of History

Many of the early speculative approaches to history (those of Augustine, Joachim, Bossuet, and Vico, for example) were conscious attempts to present a Christian interpretation of history.From its beginning, Christianity has had a special interest in history. Not only does Christianity teach that God is Lord overhistory (in the sense that history began in His act of creation, isgoverned by His providence, and will end at His judgment), italso believes that in Christ God actually entered into human history. In an important sense, Christianity is grounded upon certain revelatory events (for example, the Crucifixion and theResurrection) that took place in human history.

All the speculative theories of history studied so far suffer from the same defect—finite man’s inability to ground his viewof history upon an absolute historical perspective. MauriceMandelbaum, taking note of this, has argued that no speculativesystem of history can be established on empirical groundssince—

every philosopher stands in the midst of the historical process itself. It is impossible to hold that history represents a teleological development unless one knows (or believes that one knows) whatthe end of that process will be. But no empirical survey of the pastcan demonstrate the future to the philosopher of history. It therefore becomes impossible to ground historical monism upon an empirical appeal to the apparent teleology of past periods of history.In order to establish historical monism upon a teleological view ofthe periods of history it is therefore necessary to transcend one’stemporal standpoint. In this Augustine and the entire Christianphilosophy of history again represent a sounder approach to theproblem of historical monism. For in Augustine and his followerswe find an appeal to the nontemporal realm of God as the basis ofhistorical monism.1

Because man occupies a particular place in the course of human history, he cannot know what the future will bring. Therefore, he cannot possibly demonstrate that any proposed pattern for the whole of history is valid. Furthermore, because man lacksany absolute historical perspective, he cannot really be certain asto what within history possesses lasting value. One way out ofthis predicament, the Christian philosopher of history claims, isto assume the truth of the Christian view of history. One advocate of this position has written, if—

God entered the human sphere and revealed to men the origin and goal of the historical drama, the criteria for significance and valuein the process, the true nature of the human participants in thedrama, and the ethical values appropriate to the process; then, obviously, the question, “Where is history going” could be successfully and meaningfully answered. A gigantic If, you say. True, butthis is precisely the central contention of the Christian religion: that God did enter human life—in the person of Jesus the Christ—and did reveal to men the nature and significance of history andhuman life, and did bring men into contact with eternal values.2

The selection by Kenneth Scott Latourette, first presented as his presidential address to The American Historical Associationin 1948, outlines the basic tenets of the Christian view of history.Without engaging in any controversy, he reminds his fellow historians of their need for some kind of historical pattern and recommends that found in Christianity.

Many Christian thinkers (especially within Protestant Liberalism) have accepted an optimistic and progressivistic view of history influenced by such nineteenth-century idealists as Fichte,Schelling, and Hegel. Since the idealist interpretation of historyin the nineteenth century was a secularized version of Christianity to begin with, there seem to be good grounds for eliminatingthe humanistic and pantheistic view of history found in Protestant Liberalism as a “Christian” view.

Reinhold Niebuhr, considered by many to be the most influential American theologian of the twentieth century, was a frequent critic of the progressivistic “Christian” view of history. Niebuhr argues that the Christian 3 view of history is based upona more realistic view of man than that found in idealistic or humanistic systems. If history reveals anything and if Christianityteaches anything about man, it is the fact that man is a sinner.Reason itself can detect no pattern or meaning in history for history, according to Niebuhr, is the record of human sin. History isnot progressing toward some higher goal; history is actuallygoing nowhere. Niebuhr understands sin as “selfish pride”; it isrebellion against God. Sin is a form of idolatry inasmuch as it isalways a result of man’s elevation of some false center of meaning above God. Niebuhr insists that the evil revealed in history isnot transient or accidental. It is a manifestation of the evil that ispart and parcel of human nature. The story of Adam’s Sin in the book of Genesis which Niebuhr interprets as a myth is a symbolic account of the fall of all men. While Niebuhr regards sin asuniversal and inevitable, he still claims that it is not necessary.Man, he contends, is still free and thus must bear all responsibility for his acts.

However, it must not be thought that Niebuhr denies the presence of all meaning in history. There is unity in history but it can only be discerned by faith, not by reason. Only faith in the sovereignty of God can supply meaning for the historical process. LikeLatourette, Niebuhr regards the coming of Christ as the pivotalevent of history. The Christ-event has eschatological significance; it discloses the whole meaning of history. The cross reveals the depths of human sin and stands in judgment over all theidolatrous centers of meaning man worships in place of God.

Notes

1 Maurice Mandelbaum, The Problem of Historical Knowledge (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), p. 319.

2 John Warwick Montgomery, “Where Is History Going?” Religion inLife, (Spring, 1964).

3 The absence of quotation marks here indicates that we are referring towhat Niebuhr regards as the legitimate Christian interpretation of historyas opposed to the spurious view found in Protestant Liberalism.
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Do patterns exist in history? All historians make selections from the multitude of happenings which constitute the quarry inwhich they work. Do they do so arbitrarily or in accord with whatis inherent in the events? If there are patterns, can they be discerned? Is history governed by laws? If so, what are they? Doeshistory have meaning, or is it simply sound and fury, signifyingnothing? Does it have an end toward which it is moving, or is itmovement without direction? These are questions which continue to trouble members of our craft. In various lands, cultures,and ages they have been repeatedly raised and many answershave been given. Whether in the ancient civilizations of the Nileand the Tigris-Euphrates Valley, in Hebrew Palestine, in China,in India, in Greece, in Rome, in the Middle Ages of Europe, or inthe modern Occident, explicitly or by implication they have beenposed and pondered.

We need no full catalogue to recall how various have been the purposes which have governed selection from the fragmentaryrecords of the past, how numerous have been the patterns whichobservers of man’s course on this plane have seen as giving coherence to the many incidents which are the crude stuff withwhich historians deal, how diverse have been the laws whichhave been said to mold the course of events, and the meaning—or the absence of meaning—which has been thought to characterize the stream of human life. Many scribes, both ancient andmodern, have centered their stories upon men and women whohave loomed large in the collective life of the group—rulers,statesmen, artists, authors, scholars, religious leaders. Some ofthis, as in early China, has been from a mixture of reverence forancestors and the desire of insuring prestige to a particular family. Some has been at the instance of those in the public eye whohave wished to perpetuate the memory of their greatness—from some of the most ancient inscriptions and chronicles to thearchives amassed and preserved by recent Presidents of theUnited States and the spate of autobiographies which has beenmounting since the invention of the printing press. Many arrangements of events have had as their principle of selection admiration and affection for a friend, a teacher, or a saint, or concern for the perpetuation and spread of a religious or politicalfaith—as in the case of Confucius, the Buddha, Jesus, andLenin. Some historians have centered their narratives upon awar or series of wars—the Peloponnesian struggle, the GallicWars, the American Civil War, and World Wars I and II. Manyhave concentrated on the state and politics. Some, especially inrecent times, have viewed economic factors as determinative.Others have attempted to discern a science of society. Influencedby the temper which has characterized much of the Occidentalmind for the past few generations, historians have debatedwhether history is a science. Whatever their answer, in generalthey have attempted to apply scientific methods to their work.Modern historians usually believe in causation—that eventsand movements are in large part or entirely determined by preceding events and movements. Yet there are those who declare atime sequence to be all that can be demonstrated. For at leasttwenty-five hundred years there have been those who have insisted that no meanings or patterns are to be observed in history.Often, as in the case of Yang Chu, this has been in protest againstthose who believed such to exist. Those who have viewed thisworld, including human life, as illusion, as has been so widelythe case in India, naturally have had little or no regard for history. Many observers across the centuries have believed thathistory is cyclical, repeating itself. This has been true of theGreeks, of many Buddhists, and of some of the most widely readof modern Occidental authors. Others have held that progress isdiscernible, whether by steady movement, by pulsations, or bythe dialectical process. Some are passionately convinced thatprogress culminates in an ideal society in which all man’s ills willhave been resolved. Others, while believing in progress, do notenvision mankind as ever escaping from struggle. These aremerely a few of the many attitudes which men have taken as theyhave sought to record or to understand the past. Some contradictone another. Others can be embraced in a larger synthesis.

Faced with this multiplicity of convictions, it is not surprising that the experienced historian tends to be wary of committinghimself to any of them. Yet history cannot be written withoutsome basis of selection, whether artificial and purely subjectiveor inherent in man’s story. A survey of the presidential addressesmade before this Association reveals the fact that no one singletopic has so attracted those who have been chosen to head thishonorable body as have the possible patterns and meanings ofhistory. A few of the addresses have been critical of particularinterpretations or even of all interpretations of history. Morehave presented interpretations—although usually with suchmodesty and cautious tentativeness as befits those who submitthemselves to the judgment of their peers. Frequently the patterns have been assumed or implied.

The historian, then, is faced with a dilemma. On the one hand he is painfully aware of the many interpretations and philosophies of history which have been put forward and is thereforehesitant to accept wholeheartedly any one of them . On the otherhand he is confronted with the necessity of acting on some principle of selection, even though it be arbitrary, and is haunted bythe persistent hope that a framework and meaning can be foundwhich possess objective reality.

This hope is peculiarly insistent in our day. We appear to be living in a time of major revolution. As historians we are familiarwith many earlier periods of rapid change. Indeed, if there is onefeature which we are agreed upon as characterizing history it isflux. It seems probable that no culture—if we can assent to theexistence of such an entity—and no institution remains permanently unaltered. Yet so far as we are aware, never before has allmankind been so drastically on the march. Never at any one timehave so many cultures been in what appears to be disintegration.In no other era have all men been faced with such colossal possibilities of what they deem good and ill. Never before has the raceas a whole been so assailed by those who urge upon it dogmatically one or another interpretation of the historical process toexplain and to guide in humanity’s painful transition.

May I make bold under these circumstances to invite your consideration to one of the oldest interpretations of history, theone which bears the name Christian? I do so realizing that manynow regard it as quite outmoded, as associated with a stage ofthinking which mankind is discarding, and as being held only bythose who are victims of what is indulgently denominated sociallag. I do so as one who accepts the Christian understanding ofhistory and is more and more attracted by what he believes to bethe accuracy of its insight. But it is not as an advocate, as one inthe long succession of those who would seek to justify the ways ofGod to men, that I would once more draw your attention to it. Iwould, rather, raise with you the question of whether the Christian understanding of history may not offer the clue to the mystery which fascinates so many of our best minds.

May I first outline what the Christian understanding of history is? Then may I go on to suggest the degree to which it eludestesting by the methods employed by historians of our day? May Inext note the ways in which it can be approached by these methods and indicate possible conclusions from these tests? The subject is rendered pertinent partly by reason of the claims whichcontinue to be made for the Christian understanding of history,partly because, through the geographic expansion of Christianity, the Christian view is held by individuals and groups in moreand more peoples and is, indeed, more widely spread than anyother, in part from the challenges, some old and some new, towhich the view is submitted, and because recent experience mayshed fresh light on a familiar question.

What is the Christian understanding of history? At first sight there may seem to be no single view held by all Christians andgiven the Christian name, but rather a number of views, relatedbut reciprocally contradictory and having little in common.Some differences are to be found near the very beginning ofChristianity and are embedded in the earliest documents of thefaith, those assembled in the New Testament. Most of the othersarise from varying interpretations of these documents.

The chief differences are quickly summarized. Jesus had much to say of what he called the Kingdom of Heaven or theKingdom of God. Presumably he meant by this the doing ofGod’s will, for one of the central petitions of the prayer which allChristians agree to have been taught by him, “Thy Kingdomcome, thy will be done on earth as it is in Heaven,” in the fashionof Hebrew poetry makes the second part repeat in differentwords the idea in the first part. But Christians disagree as to howand when that petition is to be answered. Is the Kingdom of Godto come by slow stages and by the cooperation of men until God’swill is perfectly accomplished—within history? This view waswidely cherished in Protestant circles late in the nineteenth century and in some quarters survives today. It is believed to havesupport in the words of Jesus. This, obviously, is akin to evolution and has been congenial to many who have accepted the evolutionary hypothesis. The opposite view has been held that theworld is becoming no better, and, indeed, may even be deteriorating, and that God by His own unaided act will bring historyto a sudden dramatic end and will then accomplish His perfectwill. Eminent scholars have contended that Jesus himself expected this consummation and very soon. From time to timethrough the centuries there have been those who have believedthe end of history to be imminent. Indeed, we have them with ustoday. Some Christians identify the Kingdom of God with theChurch. Others would not so identify it. Some have held that thehuman will is so hopelessly corrupted by sin that every effort byman to better his condition is foredoomed and that we mustquietly wait for God to accomplish His purposes. Others, withmore confidence in human ability, make God dependent onman’s efforts in bringing in the Kingdom.

Striking and important though these differences are, they occur within a framework to which most informed Christians give general assent. They state their faith in a wide variety of ways,but back of the many formulations lies a large measure of agreement. Christians believe that God is the creator of the universeand rules throughout all its vast reaches, whether, to man, theunimaginable distances and uncounted suns or the inconceivablyminute world of the atom, whether in what men call matter or inwhat they call spirit. This means that man lives and history takesplace in a universe, that all of reality is one and under the control of God, and that the human drama is part and parcel of thefar larger unity of God’s creation. Ultimately and in His ownway, so the Christian view maintains, God is sovereign in the affairs of men. Physically frail though he is, man, the Christian declares, was created in the likeness of God and with the possibilityof fellowship with God. For this reason, as the Christian sees it,mankind is one; history embraces all mankind and is universal.In creating man in His image, God gave to man a certain measure of His own free will. Man’s freedom is limited by variousfactors, among them heredity and physical and social environment, but his freedom is still real. Human history is in large parttragedy, and the tragedy consists in man’s abuse of his freedom.Man is prone to ignore the fact that he is a creature. In one fashion or another he arrogates to himself full autonomy and seeks todo not God’s will but his own will. He places other loyaltiesabove his loyalty to God and gives to them the allegiance due toGod. Thus one’s own fancied security and pleasure, the family, aset of ideas, the state or some other organization, even a church,may be given priority. God, who is always working in the universe and in history, meets this perversion of man’s will, so theChristian goes on to say, in two ways, by judgment and by mercy.Through what are sometimes described as His inexorable lawswritten into the structure of the universe and so in man’s ownconstitution and environment, God judges man and whateverman sets up in place of God. Hence comes most of man’s miseryand frustration. But God wishes man to repent, and as often asmen truly repent, whether individually or in groups, He forgivesthem and gives them fresh opportunity to grow toward the purpose which He has for them. Ultimately God will triumph. History moves toward a culmination. Whether within or beyondtime God’s will is to be accomplished and His full sovereigntywill be seen to have prevailed.

Thus far the Christian understanding of the universe and of history resembles several non-Christian views. What is here outlined is largely true of Judaism, to a certain extent of Islam, andhas partial parallels in theistic or near theistic systems in China,ancient Persia, and elsewhere.

The distinctively Christian understanding of history centers upon historical occurrences. It has at its heart not a set of ideasbut a person. By a widespread convention historians reckon history as b.c. and a.d. They are aware of many other methods ofrecording dates and know that this particular chronology has acquired extensive currency because of the growing dominanceduring the past few centuries of a civilization in which Christianinfluences have been potent. To the Christian, however, thisreckoning of time is much more than a convention. It is inherentin history. In Jesus of Nazareth, so the Christian holds, God oncefor all disclosed Himself and acted decisively. The vast majorityof Christians believe that Jesus was God incarnate. Historiansare well aware of the long debates and the ecclesiastical struggles, some of them in stark contradiction to the love which is thesupreme Christian virtue, over the relation of the divine and human in Jesus. That so many of the debates should have been anoccasion for this temper is part of a larger problem to which wemust later recur and which had its most dramatic and, so Christians believe, its decisive expression in the crucifixion of Jesus.In spite of and, perhaps, in part because of their acrimony, thecontroversies over the relation of the human and divine in Jesusare evidence of the struggle of the human mind and spirit tocomprehend what Christians hold to have been a quite uniqueevent. The large majority of Christians agree with the convictionexpressed in one of the early Christian documents, that in Jesusthe eternal Word which was and is God became flesh. In Jesus, soChristians maintain, God’s Kingdom began in a fresh way. Thiswas partly because Jesus, being both God and man, disclosed byhis life and his teachings what God intended man to be and whatman might become. It was also because in and through JesusGod revealed His inmost nature and accomplished a work ofcentral and supreme importance.

God, so the Christians declare, is love. The English word “love” is clumsy and ambiguous. It is used to cover a wide rangeof meanings. The Greek which the early Christians employedwas more discriminating. But even that was inadequate. In“love,” as that term is applied to God, the Christian discerns aself-giving which can never be perfectly described in words butwhich was disclosed in Jesus. This love was especially seen in thedeath of Jesus. Here, as one of the earliest Christians declared,although it appeared to be weakness and folly, were displayedboth the power of God and the wisdom of God.1 The crucifixionwas followed by the resurrection. Through the resurrection, soChristians believe, God demonstrated that physical death notonly does not end all but that it may be a stage in an endless lifebeyond history which is not merely continued existence—thismight be and presumably will for some men be extraordinarilyunhappy—but which is one of growing fellowship with God,God who is love. In the earliest documents the name for whatGod did in Jesus is not Christianity: it is Gospel, “Good News.”The Gospel judges man by making clear as in no other way man’sperversity and sin. It also releases life to overcome that perversity and sin. The purpose of God in history is that men shall be“conformed to the image of His son.” 2

The Christian understanding of history goes on to say that following the crucifixion and the resurrection God continued to operate through what Christians call the Holy Spirit. Through the Holy Spirit men can be remade and can enter upon the radiant,eternal life which from the beginning was God’s plan for men.Those who have that life are characterized by faith, hope, andespecially love, the kind of love which is of the very nature ofGod. They form a fellowship, the Church, which takes on a visible form or forms within history but which is never completelyidentical with any historic expression and continues beyond history. The course of history is God’s search for man. God is judge, but He judges man that He may save him and transform him.God’s grace, the love which man does not deserve and cannotearn, respects man’s free will and endeavors to reach manthrough the incarnation, the cross, and the Holy Spirit. Here, tothe Christian, is the meaning of history and its unifying core.

From the outset, the Christian view of history has embraced all men. From the Christian standpoint man is not necessarilycentral in the universe. There may be many other beings onother planets or in other stellar systems whom God creates in Hislikeness, to whom He gives free will, and who abuse that freewill. If so, His love also seeks them. If God is love, His love mustbe at work in all the universe. Yet on this planet God’s love certainly includes all men. The early disciples were commanded tobe “witnesses” “unto the uttermost parts of the earth,” 3 to“make disciples of all nations,” baptizing them, and teachingthem to observe all that Jesus had commanded his original followers.4 This, presumably, also becomes the obligation of allsubsequent Christians. It implies that the Christian goal can benothing short of the full obedience of all men to God as He disclosed Himself in Jesus. This would entail the complete transformation of human society to bring society into entire conformity with God’s will for man. Yet it seems clear that neitherJesus nor the early Christians expected within history the fullconformation of mankind to the “measure of the stature of thefullness of Christ.” 5 Both the wheat and the tares, the good andthe evil, were expected to “grow” until the consummation of history.6 Beyond history, presumably outside of time, God is “togather together all things in one in Christ, which are in heavenand which are on earth.” 7 God has always been sovereign, andin the cross and the resurrection He signally triumphed,8 but beyond history His sovereignty is to be seen as complete.

The Christian understanding of history differs radically fromother views. It is in contrast with the ancient Persian dualism, for the latter implies separate origins of good and evil. This dualismmeans that the good God is not sovereign in history, because Hehas not created the universe as a whole, whereas Christianity regards God as creator and lord of all. Only a sovereign God canforgive sins as the Christian believes Him to do. Nor is Christianity pantheistic, as is so much of Indian philosophy, for it does notmake God the author of what men call evil. Man’s misery, soChristianity declares, arises from the abuse of the free will whichGod has given him. The Christian understanding of history is notexclusively cyclical. It recognizes eras and ages, but it holds thatnovelty enters, that new things happen. The great event, as theChristian sees it, was Jesus and Jesus was without precedent. So,too, the consummation will be new. Some interpretations of history seem to expect perfection within history, the coming of theideal human society. This is the communist message. It appearsto have been true of Comte and of Hegel. The Christian understanding of history does not necessarily deny progress. Obviously, the criteria for measuring advance must be established before we can say whether progress has occurred, and the Christiancriteria are peculiarly Christian—growth in the likeness of Godas God reveals Himself in Jesus. Christians are not agreed as towhether progress occurs in history. Some affirm it and othersdeny it. Yet few if any Christians have maintained that man willattain his full destiny within history.

All this is, or should be, a commonplace to historians. It is simply an attempt at a restatement of what the majority of Christians have always believed. Many Christians would add to this orwould amplify it. Many would regard it as inadequate and incomplete. Yet the overwhelming proportion would say that sofar as it goes it is a summary of what Christians have held andhold today to be the Christian view of history. I would apologizefor repeating it were it not necessary for any assessment of theChristian understanding of history.

Several features of the Christian outlook must be especially noted if the historian would seek an appraisal by the standardswhich the members of his craft are currently inclined to apply.

First of all, he must be clear that here are frankly a perspective and a set of values which are the complete reverse of those which mankind generally esteems. We are told that unless a manis born again not only can he not enter, but he cannot even see (orpresumably recognize) the Kingdom of God.9 On one memorable occasion the “prince of the apostles” was rebuked by Jesusfor thinking like man and not like God.10 This was because hewas shocked by the prospect of the crucifixion and sought to dissuade his master from it. Centuries before Jesus a famous storyof the one of the prophets who was counted as among his greatestpredecessors declared that God was not in the thunder nor in amighty wind, where He was expected, but in a still small voice.11Another of the prophets in whose succession Jesus stood wasemphatic that God’s thoughts are not man’s thoughts nor man’sways God’s ways.12 Of the crucifixion Paul declared that the“wise man” and the “scribe,” namely the scholar, completelymiss its significance and that God makes foolish the wisdom ofthis world.13 In other words, if he is to understand history as Godsees it, the historian must focus his attention upon events whichhe would normally ignore. From the Christian standpoint, theusual historian has an entirely distorted view of history andmisses the most important features. This, may we add parenthetically, may be true of those who deal with ecclesiastical as well aswith political, economic, or intellectual history.

Even when the historian gives attention to the events which the Christian understanding deems most significant he may misstheir real import. There is deep meaning in the plea, “Fatherforgive them for they know not what they do.” 14 Had those whocrucified Jesus dreamed that they were executing the Son of Godthey would, presumably, have drawn back in terror or in horror.

In the second place, the historian must recognize that from the viewpoint of Jesus the individual is of outstanding importance.In this he declared that he was expressing the mind of God. TheChristian faith exalts the individual. Each human being, as wehave said before, is regarded as intended for fellowship with the eternal God Who is love. It was to individuals that Jesus gave his attention. He healed men one by one. Some of his best remembered sayings and parables were to single persons. He spokeagain and again of the value which God places on individuals.The concern of God for the erring, so he said, is like that of theshepherd who leaves the ninety and nine who are safe in the foldand seeks for the one sheep who is lost until he finds it,15 or likethe father who longs for the return of a wayward son and rejoiceswhen he appears, repentant.16

Jesus was deeply concerned for the fate of his people. In his day Palestine was seething with unrest which a few years laterbroke out in open revolt and was followed by the destruction ofJerusalem. He clearly foresaw what was coming, as must any intelligent, well-poised observer who took account of the mountingnationalistic and religious fanaticism and who knew the power ofRome. He believed that the destruction had not been unavoidable, that had its inhabitants been willing to heed him Jerusalemmight have escaped, but that they were so blind that the doom ofthe city was sealed. So deeply pained was he by the prospect thathe wept.17

Yet so far as we know Jesus never engaged in politics. Indeed, at the outset of his public career he had put aside as a palpabletemptation the suggestion that he enter the political arena.18 Tobe sure, he was accused of treasonable aspirations and was crucified derisively as “the King of the Jews,” 19 but it is quite clearthat he believed his kingdom to be “not of this world” 20 and thatas applied to what he had in mind and what he believed to beGod’s purpose, the term had for him far other significance thanthat given it by men. From the standpoint of political wisdomand when viewed prudently the program which Jesus followedseemed the sheerest madness. On the visit to Jerusalem whichissued in his death he pursued a course which could not but bringdown on his head the wrath of the established authorities of religion and the state and yet he declined either to flee or to permit his followers to organize or to use armed force to defend him andhis cause.

However, in the third place, Jesus did not ignore the social structures of mankind. He said much of the relation of individuals to other individuals and declared that the corollary of love forGod is love for one’s neighbor.21 The Kingdom of God, of whichhe so often spoke, is a society. Men are to meet that Kingdom oneby one. When they enter it, as they can here and now, they are toact as its members and as though the Kingdom were alreadyhere. The standards of that Kingdom are so far above the actualattainments of any other society that Christians as members ofthe Kingdom are always a revolutionary force. It is not the purpose of the Gospel to save any culture. The rise and fall of cultures and empires are important in so far as they affect individuals, but the rise and fall may harm the individual no more thando the cultures and empires themselves. There is that in the Gospel, so Christians maintain, which enables individuals to passthrough such experiences triumphantly, centers of healing andstrength. Indeed, the collapse of an empire or a culture maymake it possible to build what, from the Christian standpoint, isbetter. Christians must always challenge any civilization inwhich they are set. Yet they are not to be primarily destructivebut constructive. They are to be “the salt of the earth” and “thelight of the world.” 22

Here at last appears to be something tangible on which the historian would like to believe that he can lay his hand and begin to measure. Surely he can determine where Christians, because oftheir faith, have been a molding force in history. Yet he iswarned that, since the Christian set of values is different fromthat of the rank and file of men, the record of the accomplishments of Christians may not be preserved in the documents onwhich he rules. “The last shall be first and the first last.” 23 TheKingdom of God, he is told, comes not by observation. Neithercan men say about it “lo here and lo there.” 24

In the fourth place, the Christian understanding of history regards history and time as surrounded by eternity. Christianity centers upon historical events and views God as acting in history.Yet it holds that the human drama is not completed in time, andthat one must go beyond the events with which the historiandeals and even beyond what is still to occur in time in order completely to see God’s dealings with man. Of necessity and by itsvery nature history deals with time. Christianity centers uponevents in time and also transcends them.

When he is confronted with the Christian understanding of history the historian may well feel baffled and even impatient.He may say with a wry smile that the Christian is like the Taoistwho declared that those who know do not speak and that thosewho speak do not know.25 Some of the key Christian convictionsabout history are not and cannot be subject to the tests which thehistorian is able to apply. For instance, the historian can neitherabsolutely prove nor disprove that God created man in His ownimage. Obviously he cannot reach beyond time and verify theChristian conviction concerning the goal of history. God cannotbe fully known within history. If He could, He would be limitedand would cease to be what the Christian faith believes Him tobe.

The difficulty is inherent in the methods to which the historian is confined. He must deal with records. Through whatever channels are open to him he must attempt to determine what actuallyhappened. The records which are accessible to the historian areusually very faulty. In appraising them and in arranging and interpreting events the historian relies on his reason. He knowsthat in most of the records and in his arrangement and interpretation of them there is subjectivity, a subjectivity from which hecan never be entirely emancipated. He seeks through reason toreduce the subjective elements to a minimum, but if he is honestand well equipped he knows something of the limitations of reason and also suspects that the subjective element can never becompletely eliminated. The historian is himself part of history.He is caught in it and cannot fully stand apart from it or view itwith undiluted objectivity.

These limitations on his work handicap the historian in all his endeavors, including his attempt to appraise any interpretationof history. It is not merely when he applies his tools to the Christian understanding of history that he is hampered. The historianis dealing with visible events, but there are also invisible forceswhich he cannot measure. If he is not to do violence to history thehistorian can never abstract fact from value. Yet his training atleast as usually given in our day, does not equip him to deal withthe latter. Unless he is a thoroughgoing skeptic, the historiantries to discover a standard of values. Christianity professes toprovide him with an absolute criterion. Yet by the processeswhich he normally employs the historian is clumsy and baffledwhen he comes to appraise the Christian or any other set ofvalues.

However, limited though they are, the historian must employ such tools as he possesses. When he does so, much comes to lightwhich tends to support the Christian understanding of history.The historian as historian can neither refute nor demonstrate theChristian thesis, but he can detect evidence which suggests astrong probability for the truth of the Christian understanding.

Increasingly it is apparent that history must be seen in its entire setting and that that setting is the universe. This is what the Christian has all along contended. More and more man by thescientific method is recognizing that the universe is orderly. Thissupports theism. An orderly universe which can be explored byhuman reason implies a reason and a will controlling that universe to which the human mind is akin.

In the development of life on the earth there seems to be purpose. Man appears to be the culmination, at least at this stage, of the life process on the planet. So far as we know, man is the onlycreature who is interested in his own past and in seeking to understand the universe. It is quite unlikely that this is the outcomeof blind chance. Moreover, in support of the Christian conviction, as life reaches what we believe to be higher stages, the biological process appears to be increasingly interested in the individual rather than the mass. Certainly individuals are more andmore differentiated from one another.

The Christian belief about what happens beyond history gives relevance to the development of life on the earth. As we havesaid, it appears to be true that this development issues in everhigher forms of life of which man is, at least in the present stage,the highest. But man is obviously incomplete within history. Hehas longings which cannot be satisfied in the brief span of theexistence of individuals in this flesh. The Christian view of history regards what occurs beyond physical death as essential tothe realization of man’s capacities and holds out confident hopeof that fulfillment. This is what is embraced in what the theologian terms apocalypticism and eschatology.

The Christian conception of man provides an intelligible and reasonable explanation of the tragic dilemma in which man increasingly finds himself. On the one hand man aspires to understand the universe and adds more and more to his fund of knowledge. This is what we would expect of man, as the Christian faithdeclares, as created in the image of God. Man is thinking God’sthoughts after Him. It is clear, too, that were man to follow thelaw of love which the Christian declares is written by God inman’s nature, he would be freed from the ills which he nowbrings on himself. He would be in reverence and love of God andlove of his neighbor. War would be banished. Men would cooperate the globe over in utilizing the resources of their environment for the physical and spiritual well-being of all. Just asclearly through his departure from this law man brings on himself misery. The more his knowledge and mastery of his physicalenvironment increase, the more man employs them on the onehand for his benefit and on the other for his woe. Indeed, throughhis misuse of that knowledge he threatens the existence of thecivilization which he has created and even the race itself. In thisthe Christian sees the judgment by which God seeks to constrainman to do His will.

But what of the redeeming love which the Christian believes God to have displayed in Jesus? What evidence, if any, is therethat this is present and is proving effective? It is, of course, clearthat Jesus lived, that he taught and was crucified, that his disciples were profoundly convinced that he was raised from the deadand in the strength of that conviction set out to win the world toallegiance to him. As the centuries pass the evidence is accumulating that, measured by his effect on history, Jesus’ is the mostinfluential life ever lived on this planet. That influence appearsto be mounting. It does not increase evenly but by pulsations ofadvance, retreat, and advance. It has had an unprecedentedgrowth in the past four and a half centuries and especially in thelast century and a half. Christianity is now more widely spreadgeographically than it or any other religion has ever been. Only avery few peoples and tribes exist where it is not represented byorganized groups.

This advance has been associated with the expansion of the Occident. As we all know, that expansion is a recent historicalphenomenon. As we also know, Western Europe, from whichthat expansion stemmed, appears to be waning and at times itseems that in Western Europe itself Christianity is declining. Yetnations, notably the United States, which trace their source toWestern Europe, are still continuing the expansion of the Occident, and the culture which had its origin in the West spreadsever more widely and rapidly. It has become global. That Occidental civilization is in part the product of Christianity is obvious. In art, literature, thought, education (for universities andmany other new types of schools have owed to it an incalculabledebt), in morals, and in social, economic, and political institutions Christianity has been a major factor. Democracy as theWest understands that term is largely its child. A case can bemade for the claim that science sprang from Christianity. Precisely to what degree Jesus is responsible for Western culture isby no means clear. On that question large volumes could be written and the answers would not be definitive. Now the expansionof the Occident and its culture has by no means been an unmixedblessing to mankind. If Jesus has had a major share in the development of that culture and in its dynamic spread, we may wellask whether the redemption which the Christian declares thatGod wrought through him has been sufficiently potent to offsetthe ills that have accompanied the growth of what is often described as Christendom.

As the influence of Jesus has spread geographically, various results have followed which are evidence that the transformingpower which Christians claim for it is at work. Because of itmore languages have been reduced to writing than through allother agencies in the history of mankind. Literacy is not an unmixed blessing, but it can be and has been used to further theenrichment of man’s life. Through the expansion of WesternPeoples and their culture, mankind has for the first time beenbrought together. To the degree that this is the result of the influence of Jesus it is a partial implementation of the dream of theunity of mankind which is a feature of the Christian understanding of history. The struggle to regulate and eventually to eliminate the wars which make our shrinking globe so perilous aneighborhood owes much to Jesus. That he was potent in suchpioneers of international law as Francisco de Vitoria and HugoGrotius is well attested. He can also be shown to have had a partin the initiation of the Hague conferences of the last generation.Such attempts at world-wide cooperation as the League of Nations and the United Nations are demonstrably to some extentfrom him. However, just how large his share has been in theseachievements cannot be accurately measured.

Much clearer is the decisive part which Jesus has had in the efforts to combat slavery and other forms of the exploitation ofmen by their fellows. It is significant that the first Christian priestordained in the New World, Bartolome de Las Casas, was thechief pioneer in the struggle to protect the Indians against thecruelties of the Spaniards, to write humane statutes in the Laws ofthe Indies, and to seek their enforcement. The list is long of theSpanish and Portuguese laymen and clergy who, inspired andsustained by their Christian faith, labored to guard the non-Europeans in the colonies in both hemispheres from the callousselfishness of their fellow countrymen. The place of his Christianfaith in impelling Wilberforce in his campaign against the Negroslave trade is well known. So, too, is the role of the Quakers,Samuel Hopkins, and those touched by the Finney revival, consciences made sensitive by commitment to the Christian faith, inthe movement for the emancipation of Negro slaves in theUnited States. We are all aware of the efforts of the Christianmissionary, David Livingstone, to curb the slave trade in Africaitself. Less familiar is the share of such Christian missionaryleaders as John Philip and Cardinal Lavigerie in the campaignagainst African slavery. Christianity has been one of the mostpotent forces making for the liberation and advance of the depressed classes of India. Jesus was a major inspiration ofGandhi. In land after land he has contributed to the emancipation of women. In the impact of Occidental upon non-Occidental peoples Christian missions and other agencies inspired by himhave made for improved medical care, for public health, for better methods of agriculture, and for schools and universities better adapted to the new day than were their predecessors. Increasingly these features of the influence of Jesus have been spreadingand now in varying measure embrace mankind.

More and more the ecclesiastical organizations which we call churches are becoming worldwide. They seek, not unsuccessfully, to perpetuate the influence of Jesus and to incarnate theself-giving and the fellowship which are of the essence of theChristian Gospel. Their divisions and quarrels are familiar tothe historian, but in spite of them the churches have becomeglobal. The largest, the Roman Catholic Church, is to be foundin almost every land and people. The non-Roman Catholicchurches are fully as widely distributed and have been drawingtogether through new types of organizations, several of which include some Roman Catholics.

The transforming love of God through Jesus is seen, so the Christian believes, not only in collective movements but also andprimarily in individuals. Some of these individuals loom large inthe records which are at hand for the historian. Among these arePaul of Tarsus, Augustine of Hippo, Francis of Assisi, MartinLuther, Ignatius Loyola, George Fox, and John Wesley. Indeed,the list could be extended to many pages. What from the Christian standpoint would be a full and therefore an accurate list cannever be compiled, for it would need to include untold millionsfor whom no record survives. Moreover, for those whose recordswe have, we cannot determine with complete accuracy just whichqualities and changes of character are due to the Christian faithand which to other factors. For the qualities of character, too,which the Christian view prizes no accurate measurements arepossible. They are real, but are not capable of being plumbed bythe methods which are at the historian’s disposal. Nor can wejudge their full effects on other lives and upon human society as awhole. Yet we have enough information to permit some generalizations which possess rough accuracy. We know that underChristian influence changes in character take place. Sometimesthese appear to be sudden. More often they come by gradual, al·most imperceptible stages. In some lives they are outstanding. Inmany they are slight. Yet when we see them we recognize them.They are the qualities commended in the Sermon on the Mountand in other parts of the Gospels and in the Epistles of the NewTestament. Often we find them nourished in small groups ofthose who have sought to commit themselves fully as Christians.Indeed, those in whom the Christian faith predominates as atransforming force have always been small minorities. Yet oftenthey have had effects which far outstrip their own borders.

These many results of Christianity, in society at large, in individuals, and in groups, are what we would expect from what the Christian calls the Holy Spirit. They are, so the Christian maintains, in consequence of stimuli issuing from the divine initiative,stimuli marked by the characteristics displayed in Jesus and tiedup historically with him. Yet they are more than the lengthenedinfluence of a great life. The Christian understanding of historyis that it is through the Holy Spirit which is God himself that Godcontinues to work in history. Thus God respects man’s will butcontinuously brings His love to bear on man. It is through theHoly Spirit, the Christian believes, that as the centuries pass theinfluence of Jesus grows rather than wanes.

Somewhere in this region lies a possible explanation of one of the most perplexing questions provoked by the Christian understanding of history. Why is it that what the Christian deems eviland good continue side by side in individuals and in groups?Why do even ecclesiastical bodies display both, bodies presumably the result of God’s love, the embodiment of the Christiancommunity of love? Why do some of the chronic ills of mankind,notably war, attain their most colossal dimensions in lands andthrough peoples that have long been under Christian influence?Why are some of what seem to be the gifts of God and the effectsof Christianity twisted to man’s hurt. Here we recall the fashion inwhich science and its fruits are so often turned to man’s destruction. Has God failed? Is His sovereignty compromised? Is Hissalvation through Jesus frustrated? Is the influence of Jesus,though growing, always to be a minority force, outstripped bythe forces opposed to it and perhaps even provoking them togreater activity? Is, therefore, the Christian view of history anillusion?

As we meditate on these persistent questions we need to remind ourselves again that the Christian understanding of history presupposes a degree of freedom of man’s will, sufficient for manto accept or reject God’s love. We must also recall that the issuesare not new. They are posed in their most vivid form in the crucifixion of Jesus. Here, as the Christian sees it, man’s blindness toGod’s purpose and man’s self-assertiveness were at stark contrast with the seeming weakness and futility of God’s chosen wayof showing His love. Indeed, this is what we should expect if theChristian teaching of man and God is in accord with the facts.Man’s rebellion becomes most marked when God’s love is mostclearly displayed. In the cross and the other perversions of God’sgifts is seen the judgment as well as the love of God.

Yet, if God is love and is sovereign, His judgments must be a way to the triumph of His love. It is, therefore, not surprisingthat following the crucifixion there came a fresh release of powerin the lives of those who began to see something of the significance of the death of Jesus and freely accepted the forgivenessand love of God. It is understandable that the cross became thesymbol of the Christian faith and has been the confidence andinspiration of millions to face triumphantly the evil in them andabout them. Similarly the abuses of God’s love which have followed the crucifixion and have been painfully apparent in thosecultures where the influence of Jesus has been most marked havebeen the occasion for millions to seek to eliminate the evils ofwhich they are the symptoms and thus have given rise to something better than had been there before, both in individual livesand in the collective life of mankind.

The struggle continues. Civilization becomes more complex. All mankind is bound together ever more closely in the bundle oflife and the disorders of one segment affect the whole. Yet theefforts to combat these disorders mount and more and moremake themselves felt throughout the earth. Increasingly theyhave a major source in Jesus, and what Christians have believedabout his birth, his life, his death, and his resurrection. Here isone of the strongest reasons for confidence in the accuracy of theChristian view of history. The historian, be he Christian or non-Christian, may not know whether God will fully triumph withinhistory. He cannot conclusively demonstrate the validity of theChristian understanding of history. Yet he can establish a strong probability for the dependability of its insights. That is the mostwhich can be expected of human reason in any of the realms ofknowledge.
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Christianity embodies the whole of history in its universe of meaning because it is a religion of revelation which knows byfaith of some events in history, in which the transcendent sourceand end of the whole panorama of history is disclosed. Christianfaith fully appreciates the threat of meaninglessness whichcomes into history by the corruption of human freedom. But itdoes not succumb to the despairing conclusion that history ismerely a chaos of competing forces. It has discerned that the divine power which is sovereign over history also has a resource ofmercy and love which overcomes the rebellion of human sin,without negating the distinctions between good and evil, whichare the moral content of history. The revelations of God in history, are, in fact, according to the Biblical faith, evidences of adivine grace which both searches out the evil character of humansin and overcomes it. . . .

The universality of this corruption of evil raises the question whether history has any moral meaning. Do not the strong menand nations regard their own will as the source of law and theirown interests as the criterion of right? Is there any sovereigntyover history strong enough to overcome this rebellion against themoral content of life? And is there any love great enough to givemeaning to the life of the innocent victims of the cruelties andthe contumelies of proud men and nations? These questions wereasked more and more searchingly by the Old Testament prophets; and they looked for an answer to the questions in a futuremessianic reign.

The Christian faith begins with, and is founded upon, theaffirmation that the life, death, and resurrection of Christ represent an event in history, in and through which a disclosure of the whole meaning of history occurs, and all of these questions areanswered. The interpretation of history in the light of this eventcreates a structure of meaning in which the history of a particularnation, as the center of the whole of history is unequivocallytranscended. This “second covenant” between God and His people is not between God and any particular people but with all ofthose of any nation who are “called,” that is, who are able to apprehend by faith that this person, drama, and event of historydiscloses the power and the love which is the source and the endof the whole historical drama. Insofar as this is an event, therevelatory depth and height of which must be apprehended byfaith, it is not the basis of a “philosophy of history” at which onemight arrive by analyzing the sequences and recurrences, thestructures and patterns of history. But insofar as history becomesmeaningful by being oriented toward the revelation of this event,the event is the source of “wisdom” and of “truth.”

The conception of a divine sovereignty over history which is not immediately apparent in the structures and recurrences ofhistory establishes a dimension in which there can be meaning,though the facts of history are not related to each other in termsof natural or logical necessity. The freedom of God over andbeyond the structures of life makes room for the freedom ofman. All forms of naturalistic or spiritualistic determinism arebroken. History is conceived meaningfully as a drama and not asa pattern of necessary relationships which could be charted scientifically. The clue to the meaning of the drama is in the wholeseries of revelatory events, “God’s mighty acts,” culminating inthe climax of revelation in the life, death, and resurrection ofChrist. In these mighty acts the mysterious design of the sovereignty which controls historical destiny is clarified.

The interpretation of history from the standpoint of this revelation leads to a full understanding of the reality of evil. Evil is a force within history itself and not the intrusion of the necessitiesof nature into the historical. The drama of history contains asubordinate conflict between good and evil forces in history. Ultimately the drama consists of God’s contest with all men, who areall inclined to defy God because they all tend to make their ownlife into the center of history’s meaning. An outer limit is set forthis human defiance of the divine will by the fact that God'spower, revealed in the structures of existence, leads to the ultimate self-destruction of forms of life which make themselvesinto their own end by either isolation or dominion. But it is notdenied that any particular period of history is morally obscurebecause of the seeming impunity of the proud and the powerfulwho exploit the weak, and the general self-seeking of all menwho defy the sovereignty of God. Ultimately this rebellion ofman against God is overcome by divine power, which includesthe power of the divine love. The “foolishness of the Cross” asthe ultimate source of wisdom about life consists precisely in therevelation of a depth of divine mercy within and above the“wrath” of God. By this love God takes the evils and sins of maninto and upon Himself. Whenever men penetrate through the illusions and self-deceptions of life to confront this God, as revealed in Christ, finding His judgment upon their sin not less butmore severe, because of the disclosure of the love which promptsit, they may be converted and renewed. History is thus a realm ofendless possibilities of renewal and rebirth. The chain of evil isnot an absolute historical fate.

Yet even men and nations, thus redeemed, are never free of the taint of rebellion against God. Ultimately, therefore, only thedivine forgiveness toward all men can overcome the confusion ofhuman history and make this whole drama meaningful. According to the New Testament, men who are armed with this clue tothe meaning of the whole of life and history will face all the future possibilities and perils of history without fear. They will notbe surprised or dismayed by anything, knowing “that neither lifenor death . . . will separate them from the love of God which isin Christ Jesus our Lord.” The New Testament faith anticipatesthat man’s defiance of God will reach the highest proportions atthe end of history. Precisely in “the last days perilous times willcome” when men shall be “lovers of their own selves, covetous,boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy . . . traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of pleasurerather than lovers of God” (II Timothy 3:2, 4). This expectationof heightening forms of human defiance of God in history, whichis also clearly expressed by Jesus himself in his warning of false

Christs and false prophets (Matthew 24) is a symbol of the tremendously wide frame of meaning which the Christian faith has for the stuff of history. It envisages antinomies, contradictions,and tragic realities within the framework without succumbing todespair. . . .

The second contribution of the Biblical idea of divine transcendence to the concept of universal history is contained in the rigor with which the inclination of every human collective,whether tribe, nation, or empire, to make itself the center of universal history is overcome in principle. The God who has chosenIsrael promises peril, rather than security, as the concomitant ofthis eminence. The God who is revealed is Christ brings all nations under His judgment. The majesty of a suffering servant andcrucified Savior will cast down “every high thing that exaltethitself against the knowledge of God” (2 Corinthians 10:5).

It is through the judgment of God, who stands against all human pride and pretension, that the inclination of men and nations to make themselves the false center of universal history is broken in principle. The scandal that the idea of universal history should be the fruit of a particular revelation of the divine, toa particular people, and finally in a particular drama and person,ceases to be scandalous when it is recognized that the divineMajesty, apprehended in these particular revelations, is lessbound to the pride of civilizations and the hopes and ambitionsof nations, than the supposedly more universal concepts of lifeand history by which cultures seek to extricate themselves fromthe historical contingencies and to establish universally valid“values.”

Biblical faith must be distinguished on the one hand from the cultures which negate the meaning of history in the rigor of theireffort to find a transcendent ground of truth; and on the otherhand from both ancient and modern affirmations of the meaningof life and history, which end by giving history an idolatrous center of meaning. In the first category we must place not merely theclassical culture of the western world, whose ahistorical character we have previously analyzed; but also the high religions ofthe Orient. In the second category belong not merely the imperial religions of the ancient civilizations of Egypt, Babylon, Persia, etc.; but also modern secularized idolatries, in which somepowerful nation, whether Germany, Russia, America, Britain, orany other nation, conceives itself as the center of historicalmeaning; or in which a culture, such as the bourgeois culture ofthe nineteenth century, imagines itself the culmination of historical progress.

In contrast to ahistorical cultures, Biblical faith affirms the potential meaning of life in history. It is in history, and not in aflight from history, that the divine power which bears and completes history is revealed. In contrast to idolatrous historical cultures the relation of the divine, which manifests itself in history,casts down everything which exalteth itself against the knowledge of God.

According to Biblical faith, the tendency toward idolatry in the interpretation of history is a part of the phenomenon of original sin; that is, of the inclination of the human heart to solve theproblem of the ambiguity of human existence by denying man’sfiniteness. The sin is particularly evident in the collective life ofmankind because nations, empires, and cultures achieve a seeming immortality, a power and a majesty which tempts them toforget that they belong to the flux of mortality.1 This inclinationcould be interpreted provisionally as the fruit of human ignorance. It would seem that the individual man is fooled by thegreater majesty and the seeming immortality of collective man’sachievements. Therefore he worships his nation as god. Butthere is always an element of perversity as well as of ignorance inthis worship. For other nations and cultures are perversely debased and become merely the instruments or tools, the victims orallies of the nation of one’s worship. There are no strictly pluralistic conceptions of history after the primitive period of culture,when every tribe remembers its own story without reference toany other story or tribal destiny. Since the beginning of ancientcivilizations history is interpreted, not pluralistically, but interms of false conceptions of universal history. The culturewhich elaborates the scheme of meaning makes its own destinyinto the false center of the total human destiny.

Neither secular nor Christian nations are immune from the temptation to such idolatry. The history of Christian nationsabounds in ridiculous conceptions of nationalistic messianisms, in which a particular nation is regarded as the instrument oragent of the culmination of history.2 In Nicolai Berdyaev’s TheRussian Idea this Christian theologian examines the variousMessianic ideas in the history of Russian culture. Instead of dismissing the very concept of nationalistic messianism as hereticalfrom the Christian standpoint, he labors diligently to find themost adequate expression of it and comes to the conclusion thatthe modern secularized version of messianism, as expressed inRussian Communism, though not completely adequate, comescloser to the truth than previous messianic ideas. It evidently hasnot occurred to Berdyaev that one of the most tragic aspects ofhuman history is that a “final” form of evil should periodicallycome into history by the pretension of a nation, culture, or classthat it is the agent of a final form of redemption.

The virulence and truculence which flows from the Russian illusions are important reminders of the fact that secular civilizations do not escape religious idolatries by a formal disavowal ofreligion. A secular age spawns these idolatries more readily, infact, because it has lost every sense of a divine majesty “thatbringeth the princes to nothing” and “maketh the judges of theearth as vanity” (Isaiah 40:23). The concept of the “Americandream” according to which America is a kind of second chosennation, ordained to save democracy after the effete nations ofEurope proved themselves incapable of the task, is a milder formof such nationalistic messianism.

While these nationalistic and imperial corruptions of the idea of universal history are the most vivid examples of the inclination of men and nations to make themselves into the false centerof the vast panorama of history, they are nevertheless merely oneaspect of the whole problem of historical relativism, which remains one of the unsolved problems of modern culture. Theproblem forces modern man, who claims to be increasingly themaster of historical destiny, into periodic moods of scepticism ashe analyzes his dubious position as observer of history. Theproblem is, how a man, nation, or culture involved in the mutabilities of history can achieve a sufficiently high vantage point of wisdom and disinterestedness to chart the events of history,without using a framework of meaning which is conditioned bycontingent circumstances of the class, nation, or period of theobserver.

In Dilthey’s profound study of historical relativism he finds escape from scepticism by the assumption that a common participation in “objective spirit” allows the observer of historicalphenomena an affinity with the observed phenomena, transcending the different contingencies in which the observers and theobserved are involved.3 Kant has no difficulty with the problembecause for him, history as observed belongs to the realm of nature, while the observer of history, insofar as he is rational, transcends the world of nature.

Karl Mannheim’s solution of the problem of historical relativism is influenced by the modern confidence in science. He believes that it is possible to develop a “sociology of knowledge” which will, in infinite regression, refine historical knowledge byisolating and excluding the conditioned perspectives of persons,classes, interests, and periods until the real truth is reached.4 AnAmerican philosopher, Maurice Mandelbaum, seeks to escapehistorical relativism by exalting “facts” and minimizing theirvaluation, through which the historian betrays his own relativeviewpoint. “Every historical fact,” he declares, “is given in somespecific context in which it leads to some other fact. . . . Thuswhen a historian makes a statement of fact it is not with an isolated fact but with a fact in a given context that he is concerned.And in that context the fact leads on to further facts without anyintermediation or selection, based on the historian’s valuationalattitudes, class, interests, or the like.” 5

The difficulty with this solution is that every fact is both the fruit of a dozen or a hundred different historical pressures,forces, and tendencies and the root of a dozen or a hundred historical consequences. The “bare” fact is little more than a date inhistory. A victory or defeat in battle may be an explicit event,subject to an unambiguous description; but usually even militaryvictories and defeats are not so explicit as to obviate conflicting interpretation. In the vast complexities of political defeats andvictories, interpretations of the events depend even more obviously upon the framework of meaning from which they are observed. The larger the area of historical events which is surveyed, the more obvious is it that events in it can be correlatedonly within a framework of meaning, to which the viewpoint ofan age, a class or a nation contributes as much as the facts themselves. There is, of course, a difference between an honest historian who changes his frame of meaning if he finds that he cannot correlate the facts within it and a dishonest historian whosuppresses the facts in order to preserve his frame of meaning.But when the area of inquiry is sufficiently wide and complex,even the most scrupulous honesty on the part of the historiancannot prevent his viewpoint from coloring the historical picture. Historical relativism is overcome too easily if, as in thethought of Dilthey, or Kant, the involvement of the observer ofhistory in historical mutability is denied; or if, as in the thoughtof Mannheim, a final scientific triumph over historical “ideologies” is presumed to be possible; or if, as in the thought of Man-delbaum, historical events are reduced to “facts” which areimmune to evaluational distortion.

There is, in short, no complete rational solution for the problem of historical relativism. Insofar as the human mind in both its structure and in its capacities of observation has a vantagepoint over the flux of historical events, it is possible to achievevalid historical knowledge though this knowledge will neverhave the exactness of knowledge in the field of natural science.But insofar as men, individually or collectively, are involved inthe temporal flux they must view the stream of events from someparticular locus. A high degree of imagination, insight, or detachment may heighten or enlarge the locus; but no humanpower can make it fully adequate. That fact is one of the mostvivid examples of the ambiguity of the human situation. The pretension that this is not the case is an aspect of the “original sin”which infects all human culture. Its essence is man’s unwillingness to acknowledge his finiteness.

Men must observe and interpret the flow of historical events with as much honesty and wisdom as possible. Historical sciences will continue to be elaborated and scientific schemes invented to reduce conscious and unconscious ideological taints inhistorical observations. Philosophical disciplines will be judgedand scrutinized on the basis of the adequacy of their guardagainst the temptation of the observer to pretend to more absolute knowledge than a finite creature has the right to claim. Allsuch efforts belong to the legitimate improvement of human culture. But none of them can obviate the necessity of using ascheme of meaning for the correlation of the observed data ofhistory, which is not the consequence but the presupposition ofthe empirical scrutiny of historical data. The more the wholepanorama of history is brought into view, the more obvious it becomes that the meaning which is given to the whole is derivedfrom an act of faith. History may have a minimal unity by reasonof the fact that all of its events are grounded in the flow of time ina single world. But this minimal unity gives no key for correlating the wide variety of cultural and political configurationswhich distinguish history from the flow of natural events. History in its totality and unity is given a meaning by some kind ofreligious faith in the sense that the concept of meaning is derivedfrom ultimate presuppositions about the character of time andeternity, which are not the fruit of detailed analyses of historicalevents.

Whether these ultimate presuppositions of meaning constitute an adequate framework for the correlation of all relevant historical facts is a question which can be approached rationally. Itis possible, at least, to reject all concepts of the unity of historywhich make some vitality, event, or value within history itselfinto a premature and idolatrous center of its meaning. If suchidolatries are rejected it will become apparent that the real center of meaning for history must transcend the flux of time. Tobelieve that the story of mankind is one story because the variousdisparate stories are under one divine sovereignty is thereforenot an arbitrary procedure. On the contrary it prevents ages andcultures, civilizations and philosophies, from arbitrarily findingthe center of history’s meaning within their own life or achievements and from seeking the culmination and fulfillment of thatmeaning prematurely in the victory of their cause or the completion of their particular project.

Every large frame of meaning, which serves the observer of historical events in correlating the events into some kind of pattern, is a structure of faith rather than of science, in the sensethat the scientific procedures must presuppose the frameworkand it can therefore not be merely their consequence. The difference between structures of meaning is therefore not betweensupposedly “rational” and supposedly “irrational” ones.Supposedly rational frames of meaning may be irrational in thesense that an implicit and unacknowledged center and source ofmeaning may be inadequate to do justice to every dimension ofhuman existence and every perplexity and antinomy in the stuffof history. A supposedly “irrational” frame of meaning may berational in the sense that it acknowledges a center and source ofmeaning beyond the limits of rational intelligibility, partly because it “rationally” senses the inadequacy or idolatrous character of centers and sources of meaning which are within the limitsof rational intelligibility. . . .

The sovereignty of God establishes the general frame of meaning for life and history, according to Biblical faith. But thefirst specific content of the drama of history is furnished by theassertion of divine sovereignty against man’s rebellious efforts toestablish himself as the perverse center of existence. Biblicalfaith does not deny the fact of evil in history. On the contrary itdiscerns that men are capable of such bold and persistent defiance of the laws and structures of their existence that only theresource of the divine power and love is finally able to overcomethis rebellion. The patterns of human existence are filled withobscurities and abysses of meaninglessness because of this possibility of evil in human life.

The obscurities and incoherences of life are, according to Biblical faith, primarily the consequence of human actions. The incoherences and confusions, usually defined as “natural” evil, are not the chief concern of the Christian faith. Natural evil represents the failure of nature’s processes to conform perfectly tohuman ends. It is the consequence of man’s ambiguous positionin nature. As a creature of nature he is subject to necessities andcontingencies, which may be completely irrelevant to the widerpurposes, interests, and ambitions which he conceives and elaborates as creative spirit. The most vivid symbol of natural evil isdeath. Death is a simple fact in the dimension of nature; but it isan irrelevance and a threat of meaninglessness in the realm ofhistory. Biblical faith is, however, only obliquely interested inthe problem of natural evil. It does not regard death, as such, asan evil. “The sting of death,” declares St. Paul, “is sin.” 6

Nor does it regard moral evil as due to man’s involvement in natural finiteness. On the contrary, moral or historical evil is theconsequence of man’s abortive effort to overcome his insecurityby his own power, to hide the finiteness of his intelligence by pretensions of omniscience and to seek for emancipation from hisambiguous position by his own resources. Sin is, in short, theconsequence of man’s inclination to usurp the prerogatives ofGod, to think more highly of himself than he ought to think, thusmaking destructive use of his freedom by not observing the limitsto which a creaturely freedom is bound.

Man is at variance with God through this abortive effort to establish himself as his own Lord; and he is at variance with hisfellowmen by the force of the same pride which brings him inconflict with God. The prophets of Israel seemed to sense thisprimary form of historical evil most immediately in its collectiveform. They felt that Israel was guilty of it, because it drew complacent conclusions from the fact of its special covenant withGod. The great nations and empires which encircled Israel wereguilty because they imagined that their power made them immortal and secure. The myth of the Fall of Adam universalizes,as well as individualizes, this theme of man’s revolt against God.The influence of this myth upon the Christian imagination is notprimarily due to any literalistic illusions of Christian orthodoxy.The myth accurately symbolizes the consistent Biblical diagnosisof moral and historical evil. Adam and, together with him, allmen seek to overstep the bounds which are set by the Creator for man as creature. . . .

Thus the final revelation of the divine sovereignty in New Testament faith transfigures the moral perplexity about suffering innocence into the ultimate light of meaning. It gives life afinal meaning without promising the annulment of history’smoral obscurities. Above all it holds out the hope of redemptionfrom evil, upon the basis of a humble acceptance of humanfiniteness and a contrite recognition of the evil in which men areinvolved when they seek to deny their finitude.

The points of reference for the structure of the meaning of history in the Christian faith are obviously not found by an empirical analysis of the observable structures and coherences of history. They are “revelations,” apprehended by faith, of the character and purposes of God. The experience of faith by which they are apprehended is an experience of the ultimate limits of humanknowledge; and it requires a condition of repentance which is apossibility for the individual, but only indirectly for nations andcollectives.

The character of these points of reference or these foundations for a structure of meaning make it quite clear that it is not possible to speak simply of a “Christian philosophy of history.”Perhaps it is not possible to have any adequate “philosophy” ofhistory at all because a philosophy will reduce the antinomies,obscurities, and the variety of forms in history to a too simpleform of intelligibility. Yet a Christian theology of history is notan arbitrary construct. It “makes sense” out of life and history.

That the final clue to the mystery of the divine power is found in the suffering love of a man on the Cross is not a propositionwhich follows logically from the observable facts of history. Butthere are no observable facts of history which cannot be interpreted in its light. When so interpreted the confusions and catastrophes of history may become the source of the renewal of life.

That life in history is meaningful though the historic growth of human power may sharpen rather than mitigate the struggle between good and evil, and may accentuate rather than modify theinclination of the human heart to idolatry, is also not a proposition which follows inevitably from an observation of the historical drama. The sense of meaning is derived from the convictionthat no human rebellion can rise so high as to challenge the divine sovereignty essentially. While this confidence in the finalsource and end of human life is not a fruit of empirical observation, it is worth noting that the philosophies which are the fruit ofempirical observation either drive men to despair by charting thegrowing antinomies of life or they prompt complacency by obscuring the obvious tragic aspects of life and history.

The final vision of the fulfillment of life and history in Christian eschatology transcends the canons of reason and common sense even more explicitly. Christian eschatology looks forwardto an “end” of history in which the conditions of nature-historyare transfigured but not annulled. This picture of the fulfillmentof life involves the rational absurdity of an eternity which incorporates the conditions of time: individuality and particularity.But the alternative faiths by which men live envision an eternitywhich either (1) annuls the whole of history and thereby deniesthe significance of human life in history; or (2) falsely reducesthe whole dimension of history with its partial and fragmentarymeanings to the level of nature; or (3) assumes that a progressivehistory ceases at some point to be a history in time and culminates in an incredible utopia where unconditioned good is realized amidst the contingencies of history.

The Christian philosophy of history is rational, therefore, only in the sense that it is possible to prove that alternatives to it failto do justice to all aspects of human existence; and that the basicpresuppositions of the Christian faith, though transcending reason, make it possible to give an account of life and history inwhich all facts and antinomies are comprehended.

The foolishness of the cross and the sense of history. The New Testament makes the startling claim that in Christ history hasachieved both its end and a new beginning. The affirmation thatChrist is the end of history signifies that in His life, death, andresurrection the meaning of man’s historic existence is fulfilled.The divine sovereignty, which gives it meaning, is revealed tohave an ultimate resource of mercy and forgiveness, beyondjudgment, which completes history despite the continued fragmentary and contradictory character of all historic reality. Theaffirmation that in Christ there is a new beginning, that a “newage” has been initiated in the history of mankind, means that thewisdom of faith which apprehends the true meaning of life alsocontains within it the repentance which is the presupposition ofthe renewal of life. . . .

Fulfillments in history and the fulfillment of history. The fact that the grossest forms of evil enter into history as schemesof redemption and that the Christian faith itself introduces newevils, whenever it pretends that the Christian life, individually orcollectively, has achieved a final perfection, gives us a clue to thepossibilities and limits of historic achievement. There are provisional meanings in history, capable of being recognized and fulfilled by individuals and cultures; but mankind will continue to“see through a glass darkly” and the final meaning can be anticipated only by faith. It awaits a completion when “we shall knoweven as we are known.” There are provisional judgments uponevil in history; but all of them are imperfect, since the executorsof judgment are tainted in both their discernments and their actions by the evil, which they seek to overcome. History thereforeawaits an ultimate judgment. There are renewals of life in history, individually and collectively; but no rebirth lifts life abovethe contradictions of man’s historic existence. The Christianawaits a “general resurrection” as well as a “last judgment.”

These eschatological expectations in New Testament faith, however embarrassing when taken literally, are necessary for aChristian interpretation of history. If they are sacrificed, themeaning of history is confused by the introduction of false centers of meaning, taken from contingent stuff of the historicalprocess; new evil is introduced into history by the pretended culminations within history itself; and tentative judgments arefalsely regarded as final. Whether dealing with the Alpha or theOmega of history, with the beginning or with the end, the Christian faith prevents provisional meanings, judgments, and fulfillments from becoming ultimate by its sense of a final mystery ofdivine fulfillment beyond all provisional meanings. But it doesnot allow this ultimate mystery to degenerate into meaninglessness because of its confidence that the love of Christ is the clue tothe final mystery.

There are forms of the eschatological hope which tend to deny the moral judgments of history. They reduce historical existenceto complete darkness, illumined only by a single light of revelation; and they reduce historical striving to complete frustration,relieved only by the hope of a final divine completion. This typeof Christian eschatology is as false as the optimism which it hasdisplaced; for it destroys the creative tension in Biblical faith between the historical and the transhistorical. When followed consistently, the Biblical faith must be fruitful of genuine renewalsof life in history, in both the individual and the collective existence of man. These renewals are made possible by the very humility and love, which is derived from an awareness of the limitsof human virtue, wisdom, and power.

We have previously considered the Christian interpretation of the possibility and necessity of the renewal of the life of theindividual. Christian faith insists that “except a man be bornagain ... he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” (John3:5) The question to be answered is what light this Christiandoctrine of the renewal of life throws upon the fate of civilizations and cultures. Can they escape death by rebirth? Is the renewal or rebirth of individual life an analogy for the possibilities of man’s collective enterprises? The individual is promisednew life if he dies to self, if he is “crucified with Christ.” Theself which seeks the realization of itself within itself destroys itself. Does this fate of self-seeking individuals give us a clue to theself-destruction of cultures and civilizations? And does thepromise of a new life through the death of the old self hold alsofor the life of nations and empires. . . .

The knowledge that “the world passeth away and the lusts thereof” and that every civitas terrena is a city of destructiondoes not, however, negate the permanent values which appear inthe rise and fall of civilizations and cultures. A feudal civilization may be destroyed by its inability to incorporate the newdynamism of a commercial and industrial society. But there arequalities of organic community, including even the hierarchicalorganization of the community, in a feudal society, which transcend the fate of such a civilization. In the same manner a bourgeois society, though involved in a self-destructive individualism, also contributes to the emancipation of the individual interms of permanent worth. There are thus facets of the eternalin the flux of time. From the standpoint of Biblical faith the eternal in the temporal flux is not so much a permanent structureof existence, revealed in the cycle of change, as it is a facetof the Agape of Christ. It is “love which abideth.” An organicsociety may achieve a harmony of life without freedom, insofaras it is without freedom it is not a perfect incarnation of Agape,but insofar as it is a harmony of life with life it is an imperfect symbol of the true Agape. A libertarian society may sacrifice community to the dignity of the individual. But insofar asit emancipates the individual from social restraints whichare less than the restraints of love, it illustrates another facet ofthe full dimension of Agape. Thus, the same civilizations whichperish because they violate the law of love at some point mayalso contribute a deathless value insofar as they explicate theharmony of life with life intended in creation.

If this be so, the question arises why the process of history should not gradually gather up the timeless values and eliminatethe worthless. Why should not history be a winnowing process inwhich truth is separated from falsehood; and the falsehoodburned as chaff, while the wheat of truth is “gathered into thebarn.” In that case die Weltgeschichte would, after all, be dasWeltgericht. There is one sense in which this is true. Yet thisconception of history as its own judge is finally false. It is true inthe sense that history is actually the story of man’s developingfreedom. Insofar as increasing freedom leads to harmonies oflife with life within communities and between communities, inwhich the restraints and cohesions of nature are less determinative for the harmony than the initiative of man, a positive meaning must be assigned to growth in history. There is, certainly,positive significance in the fact that modern man must establishcommunity destroyed even on the level of the local village. Toestablish community in global terms requires the exercise of theingenuity of freedom far beyond the responsibilities of men ofother epochs, who had the support of natural forces, such as consanguinity, for their limited communities. The expansion of theperennial task of achieving a tolerable harmony of life with lifeunder even higher conditions of freedom and in even widerframes of harmony represents the residual truth in modern progressive interpretations of history.

But this truth is transmuted into error very quickly if it is assumed that increasing freedom assures the achievement of thewider task. The perils of freedom rise with its promises, and theperils and promises are inextricably interwoven. The parable ofthe wheat and the tares expresses the Biblical attitude toward thepossibilities of history exactly. The servants who desire to uprootthe tares which have been sown among the wheat are forbiddento do so by the householder “lest while ye gather up the tares, yeroot up also the wheat with them. Let both grow together untilthe harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say unto the reapers,Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them into bundles toburn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.” (Matthew 13:29-30.)

There is, in other words, no possibility of a final judgment within history but only at the end of history. The increase of human freedom over nature is like the advancing season whichripens both wheat and tares, which are inextricably intermingled. This simple symbol from the sayings of our Lord in theSynoptics is supplemented in the eschatology of the Epistles,where it is Christ himself who becomes the judge at the finaljudgment of the world.

History, in short, does not solve the enigma of history. There are facets of meaning in it which transcend the flux of time.These give glimpses of the eternal love which bears the wholeproject of history. There is a positive meaning also in the ripening of love under conditions of increasing freedom; but the possibility that the same freedom may increase the power and destructiveness of self-love makes it impossible to find a solutionfor the meaning of history within history itself. Faith awaits afinal judgment and a final resurrection. Thus mystery stands atthe end, as well as at the beginning of the whole pilgrimage ofman. But the clue to the mystery is the Agape of Christ. It is theclue to the mystery of Creation. “All things were made by him;and without him was not anything made that was made.” (John1:3) It is the clue to the mystery of the renewals and redemptionswithin history, since wherever the divine mercy is discerned aswithin and above the wrath, which destroys all forms of self-seeking, life may be renewed, individually and collectively. It isalso the clue to the final redemption of history. The antinomiesof good and evil increase rather than diminish in the long courseof history. Whatever provisional meanings there may be in sucha process, it must drive men to despair when viewed ultimately,unless they have discerned the power and the mercy which overcomes the enigma of its end.

The whole history of man is thus comparable to his individual life. He does not have the power and the wisdom to overcome theambiguity of his existence. He must and does increase his freedom, both as an individual and in the total human enterprise;and his creativity is enhanced by the growth of his freedom. Butthis freedom also tempts him to deny his mortality and thegrowth of his freedom, and power increases the temptation. Butevils in history are the consequence of this pretension. Confusionfollows upon man’s effort to complete his life by his own powerand solve its enigma by his own wisdom. Perplexities, too simplysolved, produce despair. The Christian faith is the apprehensionof the divine love and power which bears the whole human pilgrimage, shines through its enigmas and antinomies and is finallyand definitively revealed in a drama in which suffering love gainstriumph over sin and death. This revelation does not resolve allperplexities; but it does triumph over despair, and leads to therenewal of life from self-love to love.

Man, in both his individual life and in his total enterprise, moves from a limited to a more extensive expression of freedomover nature. If he assumes that such an extension of freedom insures and increases emancipation from the bondage of self, heincreases the bondage by that illusion. Insofar as the phenomenal increase in human power in a technical age has created thatillusion, it has also involved our culture in the profound pathosof disappointed hopes, caused by false estimates of the glory andthe misery of man.

To understand, from the standpoint of the Christian faith, that man cannot complete his own life, and can neither define nor fulfill the final mystery and meaning of his historical pilgrimage, isnot to rob life of meaning or responsibility.

The love toward God and the neighbor, which is the final virtue of the Christian life, is rooted in a humble recognition of the fragmentary character of our own wisdom, virtue, and power.The forgiveness which is the most perfect expression of that love,is prompted by a contrite recognition of the guilt with which ourown virtue is tainted. Our faith in the faithfulness of God, andour hope in His triumph over the tragic antinomies of life do notannul, but rather transfigure, human wisdom. For they mark thelimit of its power and purge it of its pretenses. For “God hathchosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; andGod hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound thethings that are mighty . . . that no flesh should glory in Hispresence.”

Notes

1 Cf. Ezekiel 28-32.

2 For examples of such nationalistic messianism in the history of Christian nations see Salo Baron, Modern Nationalism and Religion (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1960).

3 Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesammelte Werke, VII.

4 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia.

5 The Problem of Historical Knowledge, pp. 200-201.

6 Ritschl, in common with many liberal theologians of the nineteenth century, made the mistake of believing that the Christian faith, in common with other high religions, is a way of gaining “assurance that man isnot a part of the natural world, but is a cooperator with the divine purposein the world.” Faith is thus a method of man’s being “sure of his spiritualuniqueness despite his subordination to the world of nature.” From unpublished “Dogmatik” quoted by Goesta Hok, Die EUiptische TheologieAlbert Ritschls, p. 28. Hegel’s definition of evil as the “discord betweenthe inner life of the heart and the actual world” is prompted by the samelogic.
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10. History and Historicism

As the preceding chapters have shown, the speculative philosophy of history is a result of attempts made by not only philosophers but also by historians and sociologists to discover the meaning of history as a whole. These speculative systems assume, for the most part, that there is some ultimate meaning inhistory which can be explained in terms of some historical law.This belief, usually coupled with some form of historical inevitability (either theistic or naturalistic), is often called “historicism.” 1

The speculative philosophy of history, historicism, or, as it has sometimes been called, “metahistory” has been widely attackedby representatives of many disciplines. Some critics have pointedout that the search for the ultimate meaning of history is not andshould not be the concern of the historian. It is one thing to speakof the meaning of a particular event or set of events; it is quiteanother thing to talk about the meaning of history as a whole.The phrase, “the ultimate meaning of history,” includes as a partof its meaning the ultimate destiny of human existence. Thus,when one searches for the meaning of history in this sense, he isactually not looking for what has happened in the past; he issearching for what will (or what must) happen in the future.Since the historian is only concerned with the past, the critic ofhistoricism contends, it is quite wrong to confuse speculative systems of history with the legitimate work of historians. Alan Bullock has accused “metahistorians” of misunderstanding theproper task of the historian. Bullock argues 2 that the purpose ofthe historian is not to derive a metaphysical system from history(i.e., not to present generalities about past and future) but to narrate what happened in the past. Such generalizations lead tooversimplification and inaccuracy in handling the facts of history.

Historicists have also been challenged on other grounds. Some speculative philosophers of history have confused trends in history with laws controlling history. Some have generalized aboutthe various units of history (societies, cultures, or civilizations)without setting forth any clear criteria to identify these units.The laws of history historicists have proposed are often vagueand sometimes trivial enough to be empty truisms. Speculativesystems of history thrive on unclarified concepts like “force,”“class,” “dialectic,” etc. Perhaps the most outspoken critic of historicism in this century7 has been Karl R. Popper. His books, TheOpen Society and Its Enemies and The Poverty of Historicism, argue that historicist principles have been used in support of totalitarian political systems.

In a recent article, Berkley Eddins points out that speculative theories of history result from two different concerns, the theoretical and the practical.3 Viewed as a theoretical enterprise, aspeculative philosophy of history is an attempt to make sense ofhistory as a whole. As the result of a more practical concern, it isan attempt to show, given the way things are, the best course ofaction for men to follow. Marx’s philosophy of history, to takejust one example, has both theoretical (i.e., the movement of history toward the classless society) and practical (i.e., the plea forthe proletariat to overthrow capitalism) aspects. Eddins believesthat many critics of the speculative philosophy of history forgetthat these two aspects must be evaluated on different grounds.

Maurice Mandelbaum has criticized the search for a principle that will explain the ultimate direction of historical change.4 He doubts that the historian will ever have sufficientdata to establish any pattern of the past; and even if we were togrant that a particular pattern has held in the past, what justification would there be for believing that this pattern would continue to hold in the future? Mandelbaum also argues that bytheir very nature, speculative approaches to history are valuecharged and thus suffer from a greater degree of subjectivitythan a strictly historical understanding of the past.

In spite of its obvious defects, however, most critics of historicism are willing to admit that it does serve some purpose. Mandelbaum sees the speculative systems of history as a fulfillment of man’s need to place himself and his society in the context of alarger whole. These systems have also served a social function byproviding men with a message about human value and destinyduring periods of social and political crisis.5 In a discussion ofwhat he calls “the major predicament of all historical study,”Georges Florovsky states,

No historian can, even in his limited and particular field, within his own competence, avoid raising ultimate problems of human natureand destiny, unless he reduces himself to the role of a registrar ofempirical happenings, and forfeits his proper task of “understanding.” In order to understand, just historically, for instance, “TheGreek Mind,” the historian must, of necessity, have his own vision... of the whole range of problems with which the “Noble Spirits” of Antiquity were wrestling, in conflict with each other and insuccession. A historian of philosophy must be, to a certain extent, aphilosopher himself. Otherwise he will miss the problems aroundwhich the quest of philosophers has been centered. . . . Thus,contrary to the current prejudice, in order to be competent withinhis proper field of interpretation, a historian must be responsive tothe whole amplitude of human concerns.

In his contribution to this chapter, M. C. D’Arcy also recognizes the defects of speculative approaches to history. But he suggests that they still have some value. There is still need, heargues, to see the past on a level higher than that of individualfacts. Where there is too much concentration on the facts, thehistorian may not see the forest for the trees. “What he lacks inthoroughness of detail,” the philosopher of history “makes upfor by seeing relations and interconnections which are outsidethe province of the professional historian.” While it is true,D’Arcy concludes, that historicists do not give us history, stillusing some of the art of the poet or the dramatist, they do give usanother type of knowledge of the past.

Notes

1 There is another and quite different sense of historicism which will beencountered in Volume Two. This is the view, associated with such thinkers as Dilthey, Croce, and Collingwood, that all ideas are rooted in somehistorical context and are therefore limited and relative. Historicists (inthis second sense) also maintain that history must use different logicaltechniques from those used in the physical sciences. Failure to keep thesetwo types of historicism distinct can lead to confusion.

2 Alan Bullock, “The Historian’s Purpose: History and Metahistory,”History Today, 1951.

3 Berkley Eddins, “Speculative Philosophy of History: A Critical Analysis,” The Southern Journal of Philosophy, Spring, 1968.

4 See Mandelbaum’s essay in this chapter and his article, “A Critique ofPhilosophies of History,” The Journal of Philosophy, 1948.

5 See Mandelbaum’s article cited in n. 4.
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The term “the philosophy of history” is a vague one. Taken in its broadest sense it involves every concern which philosophersmay have with the knowledge of history. It is not, however, inthis broad sense that we shall at present use the term. In a narrower sense the philosophy of history refers to the attempts which have been made by historians, sociologists, and philosophers to interpret the meaning or significance of the historical process as a whole. These attempts are characterized by an appeal to the empirically discerned facts of history; they representthe search for an ultimate message which can be found in the historical process as a whole. In this they are distinguished fromthose “universal histories” which are really compendia of historical knowledge, and make no attempt to reveal a messagewhich the historical process as a whole contains. They are alsodistinguishable from “pragmatic histories,” which find particular lessons applicable to present dilemmas in specific portions ofthe past. The philosophers of history survey the “trend” of thepast, seeking to derive philosophically significant knowledgefrom such surveys. This type of inquiry into universal history isthat which since the time of Herder has been called “the philosophy of history.” 1

It is obvious that the doctrine of historical pluralism which was put forward in the last chapter leads to a discussion of thephilosophy of history, for historical pluralism seems to deny thevery possibility of the philosophy of history taken in this sense. Ifthere is an ultimate pluralism in history the attempt to decipherthe message which is contained in “the historical process as awhole” is futile. And yet we find that philosophers, sociologists,and historians have occupied themselves with attempts to construct philosophies of history. Unless we can demonstrate that allsuch attempts are by their very nature invalid theoretical constructions, we shall not have given a satisfactory defense of thedoctrine of historical pluralism. Let us therefore examine thebasis upon which any philosophy of history must rest.

It will be recalled that in the preceding chapter we offered no concrete objection to the attempts which have been made toestablish a complete monism with respect to the historicalprocess, apart from pointing out that such a monism would render the historian’s enterprise incapable of any measure of fulfillment. We concerned ourselves wholly with historical monismswhich were less ambitious in scope. At this point, however, it becomes necessary to examine the grounds on which any completeform of monism might be established.

The root conception out of which all historical monisms have grown is to be found in the principle of teleological development.As we have had previous occasion to note, the conception of adevelopment is applicable only to those series of events in whichthere is an inherent nontemporal order of a specific type, inwhich, as we may say, the last element contains the fruition ofthat which in the first element has its beginning. In a developmental series of events change proceeds not merely in a definitely determined order, but in a definite direction. Where thisdirectional line is broken we say that the development has beencut off. Now such a term as development cannot readily be applied to every series of events in the historical process. It is amatter of empirical fact that historical events often do changetheir directional lines; the last aspect in a process of historicalchange often seems to contain something quite different fromthat which the first aspect began. Thus, in order to validate theconception of development in empirical historical investigationssome further element is needed. This element the conception ofteleology supplies.

By means of coupling the conception of teleology with that of development, it is possible to hold that every series of historicalevents is developmental in character. For if the nature of the lastelement in a series of events determines the nature of the earlierelements, then the direction of the series as a whole is therebyfixed once and for all. The events in the series then take on amore unified character, and the pluralism which seems to be demanded by the nature of historical events tends to disappear.This disappearance soon becomes final. For every series ofevents can be considered as a part of some other series of eventswhich is larger in scale, and the teleological development whichcharacterizes that series then becomes part of a larger teleological development. Ultimately, then, the whole of the historicalprocess comes to be regarded as a teleological development, andhistorical monism is adopted.

It is in this fashion that the application of the concept of teleological development to historical events leads to historical monism. It is well to examine what justification can be found forregarding history as a teleological development.

We have already pointed out that there seems to be no empirical basis for holding that every historical series of events possesses a uniform direction. It likewise seems impossible to hold that every historical event is teleologically determined. The onlyempirically verifiable point at which teleology enters into the nature of historical events is to be found in the influence of humanvolition on those events. But human volition cannot account forthe whole of the historical process; it must have materials uponwhich to work, and these materials are not manufactured by it.At every point at which human volition comes into play in history we find that limits are set to its influence, and that the natureof any event which it partially determines is also partially determined by countless other factors which are not expressly volitional in character. Thus we may say that so far as empirical evidence is concerned there seems to be no reason why we shouldhold that every historical event is either developmental or teleological in character.

Another attempt to justify the view that historical events always exemplify a teleological development is to be found in certain analyses of the nature of historical understanding. It has often been claimed that the concept of teleological developmentis fundamental to the historian’s grasp of the past; that only inviewing events in a teleological light can the past be renderedintelligible. It is therefore claimed that history as we know itmust represent past events as teleological developments. To thiscontention a twofold reply can be given. In the first place, wehave just pointed out that history as we know it does not seem toshow that events possess this characteristic. In the second place,on the basis of an examination of actual historical knowledge, aswell as on the basis of the arguments advanced by such personsas Rickert and Troeltsch, we have come to the conclusion thathistorical understanding does not impose itself upon its materials, but rather follows where these lead. The whole of the presentanalysis of the nature of historical knowledge may thus be takenas an answer to this attempted justification of the concept ofteleological development in history.

A third type of defense for teleology in history has also been offered. It has often been claimed that the apparently pluralisticcharacter of historical events is an illusion forced upon us by ashortsighted empiricism. It is suggested that if we take a longerview of historical events, refusing to allow ourselves to becomebogged down in trifling details, the historical process as a wholewill reveal itself to be teleological and developmental in character. It is by means of this ostensibly empirical method that philosophies of history are constructed.

Their creators who seek to trace the course of the historical process in the large lay claim to an empirically sound method.Undaunted by the repeated failures of sociologists, historians,and philosophers to uncover any acceptable view of the historical process as a whole, these adventurers grasp at every new attempt as containing the possibility of a solution to their problem.It will be our task to show that the problem is essentially insoluble.

In the first place it should be noted that when the philosopher of history draws a distinction between what is true of the historical process in the large, and what is true of the small-scale eventsin that process, he immediately forfeits his right to claim that theprocess as a whole must be monistically conceived. It must begranted that teleological development may not be equally obvious through the whole range of the historical process, but oneshould be suspicious of any attempts at historical constructionwhich find teleology only in large-scale events. It would seem farmore likely that if the historical process were truly characterizedby teleological development, we should find instances of suchteleology scattered indiscriminately through the whole scale ofhistorical events. In this respect the historical teleology of anAugustine is far more convincing than the teleological developments which are traced by Hegel.

The philosopher of history who draws a distinction between the discernible teleology of large-scale events and the hiddenteleology which is supposedly none the less present in theminutiae of the historical process is very likely to accept a bifurcation between historical research and historical synthesis.2 Forhim “synthesis” is the ultimate goal of historical inquiry, since this synthesis uncovers the true teleological development of history. At first glance the most surprising fact to be found in thosehistorical syntheses upon which philosophies of history arebased is the exaggerated stress which they place upon the problems of periodization. In Comte as in Hegel the question of periodization comes to the forefront and almost dwarfs other historical problems by virtue of the magnitude of its all-encompassingframework, However, when one reflects upon the relation whichperiodization bears to the problem of teleological development,this emphasis upon the periods of history becomes readily understandable.

In dealing with the problem of periods of history, we have already had occasion to point out that periods are delimited with respect to some comparatively long-enduring event which appears to be of great significance. We found that the periods ofhistory are not to be considered as unitary historical entitieswhich embrace all of the historical phenomena of a given time,but, rather, that they are particular abstractions from the historical process as a whole, and have reference only to certain areasof that process at the time in question. It will be well to applythese findings to the periodization which is to be found in the philosophies of history.

If we ask why it is that philosophies of history, which aim to trace teleological development in the historical process, shouldconcentrate their attention upon problems of periodization, wefind an answer ready at hand. When we say that a period is delimited by some long-enduring event of importance the clue tothis answer is already given. For what can so easily define theimportance of a long-enduring event as its place in a teleologicaldevelopment? It is a traditional failing of a mind which is nothistorically oriented to examine the importance of any eventmerely in terms of its relationship to succeeding events of thesame scale. To a degree, it is also characteristic of the nonhis-toric mind to confine this discussion of importance to the relationship which the event in question bears to events which aregenerically similar to it. Thus, when asked to define the importance of the Protestant Reformation, the layman is likely to confine his answer to its supposed influence on modern Europeanfreedom of thought, an event quite similar both in scale and in generic nature to that which he understands by the Reformation.The historian, as we well know, would give no such facile answer. But philosophers of history are not conspicuous for theirhistorical orientation; all too frequently they share the layman’stendency to confine their estimates of historical importance totracing the relationship which one event bears to other events ofthe same scale and kind. This leads them to a demarcation of historical periods in terms of teleological development. For it willbe seen that if we judge the importance of a historical event bywhat it has contributed to other events which are fundamentallysimilar to it, we cannot fail to have before us a picture whichgives the illusion of a teleological development. Each period having been demarcated with reference to its contribution to a future period, the historical process as a whole takes on a deceptively monistic appearance.

Now, it might be objected that we have failed to take into account the fact that in some philosophies of history certain periods are held to contribute nothing to the teleological development of the process as a whole, and yet that even these blank periods fall within the purview of the philosophers of history.This, however, fails to touch the crucial point in our argument. Ifthere are any philosophies of history in which a “period” is heldto be blank, the principle of periodization is adopted withoutreference to the period in question. It is only held to be a periodbecause it represents a chronological gap in the teleological development which is in question. Thus, in the prevalent common-sense periodization of history (which, strangely enough, is an in-tellectualistic one) the so-called Middle Ages (usually referredto as the Dark Ages), represent a chronological gap in a teleological development of “free inquiry.” The periodization is undertaken on the basis of the positive character of Greek and Modernthought, and the Middle Ages are seen as contributing nothing tohistory.

In Hegel’s philosophy of history the aspect of teleological development is everywhere evident. It is not only specifically formulated in the Introduction to his Philosophy of History, but it is evident in the actual historical studies which he undertook in thefields of philosophy and fine art. In Comte, who with Hegel mostclearly represents the tendency of a philosopher of history toproceed by periodization, a similar emphasis on a unitary orteleological development can be discovered. The periods whichComte finds represented in the historical process are periods ofrelative “enlightenment”; they are periods ascribed to the history of social and moral thought. We see in the transitions fromreligious to metaphysical, and from metaphysical to scientificthought, a pure line of development. To be sure, Comte’s positivism would not allow him to adopt an explicitly teleological viewof this development, yet it might be contended 3 that there is astrong teleological ingredient within it. Whether or not this is thecase, we can see that Comte’s periodization of history rests uponhis acceptance of a developmental standpoint which binds theperiods he has singled out into an apparently monistic unity.

These illustrations, drawn from widely known attempts at periodization, show the degree to which the conception of a unitary or teleological development enters into those attempts. As a consequence it is not to be wondered at that in their attempts to establish monism on an empirical ground, philosophers of historyshould focus their attention on those large-scale events whichthey designate as periods of history. It remains for us to show bymeans of concrete argumentation what was already implicit inour treatment of historical periods: that no teleological periodization of history can establish historical monism.

We have already pointed out that every so-called period represents but a segregated portion of the historical process at any given time. Thus teleological periodization of history does notdemonstrate that the historical process as a whole is teleological.With this in mind let us examine Comte’s view of “the threestages of development.”

Comte held that all thought goes through three stages of development; these stages he termed theological, philosophical, and scientific. By means of this law he sought to unify all historical phenomena. Yet such a law, it will readily be seen, cannotpossibly suffice as a basis for historical monism. For even ifComte were correct in his contention that “the whole social mechanism is ultimately based on opinions,” 4 no law which abstracts out of the historical process merely one set of determining factors can ever do justice to that process as a whole. The historical process does not consist merely in thought-factors, no matterwhat formative significance we may attach to them. Opinionsmay determine certain aspects of economic, political, and artisticforms, but the actual existence of these forms is something overand above the opinions which may have helped to determinetheir nature. Thought does not spin social forms out of itself, itoperates on those forms which are already given in the historicalprocess to which it itself belongs. Thus, no law of the development of thought can be held to unify all that is included withinthe historical process. The periodization of history from thestandpoint of the development of thought is merely one possibleperiodization of the historical process. No matter how accurate itmay be, and no matter how teleological in character it may appear, it cannot serve to establish historical monism.

Furthermore, we can point out that any periodization of the historical process represents an abstraction from that process notmerely with reference to the types of phenomena which it includes, but also with reference to the scope of its survey. As iswell known, Comte followed Condorcet in his willful exclusionof non-European elements from the survey of history. Such anexclusion (which is all too common) makes it impossible to arguefor a complete monism of the historical process on empiricalgrounds. And even in philosophies of history such as Hegel’s inwhich non-European elements are introduced, other gaps are always present. These gaps are usually to be found in so-calledprehistory, in the omission of contemporary primitive civilizations,5 and in the failure to include the complete history of anyone geographical sector within that survey. In the case of Hegel’sphilosophy of history this appears particularly clearly; the teleological development of history finds a place for one era of eachnation’s history, and all other eras of that history are excluded.6Here again we see that the periodization of history is an abstraction from the historical process, and, thus, that a historical synthesis based upon periodization cannot be used to establish historical monism.

A second major objection to the attempt to establish historical monism through the apparently teleological character of historical periods follows closely upon this first objection. For it will beseen that every abstraction from the historical process as awhole, every focusing of attention upon some one aspect of thatprocess, follows from an original value-charged choice. This wehave already had occasion to note with reference to the historian’s choice of his subject matter. It applies equally well to thechoice made by the philosopher of history with respect to theprinciple of his periodization. Comte chose, for definite and specifically assignable reasons, to periodize history with respect tosocial and moral ideas; von Below contends that history shouldbe periodized with reference to political events.7 This value-charged element in the philosophy of history has been ably indicated by Troeltsch,8 and it demonstrates the essential subjectivity of every attempt to prove historical monism through an appeal to the teleological development which can be discovered inthe sequence of “the great historical periods.”

A third objection can be found in the fact that every philosopher stands in the midst of the historical process itself. It is impossible to hold that history represents a teleological development unless one knows (or believes that one knows) what the end of that process will be. But no empirical survey of the past candemonstrate the future to the philosopher of history. It thereforebecomes impossible to ground historical monism upon an empirical appeal to the apparent teleology of past periods of history. In order to establish historical monism upon a teleologicalview of the periods of history it is therefore necessary to transcend one’s temporal standpoint. In this Augustine and the entireChristian philosophy of history again represent a sounder approach to the problem of historical monism. For in Augustineand his followers we find an appeal to the nontemporal realm ofGod as the basis of historical monism. In addition, the belief thatthe world was soon coming to an end seemed to justify a complete periodization of history. The necessity of attaining a non-empirical, transcendent point of view before one can regard the historical process as a teleological development has long beennoted by analysts of the idea of progress. But what holds of theconception of progress holds equally well of any unitary or teleological view of development. For the conception of progress isjust such a view, save that it explicitly embodies the standpointthat this development represents the attainment of increasedvalue. We may therefore say that in so far as historical monismrests upon the conception of teleological development it can onlybe established through some nonempirical (transcendent) approach. Thus we conclude our third and final argument againsthistorical monism.

We have now seen that historical monism cannot be established through a direct empirical approach, nor through analyzing the nature of historical understanding, nor through an appeal to the great synthetic surveys of periods in the history of civilization. With ultimate metaphysical arguments concerning historical monism we cannot here concern ourselves. It is sufficient forus to have shown that philosophies of history in the commonlyaccepted meaning of the term cannot be constructed upon anyempirical basis. And this, in fact, suffices to dispose of the traditional philosophies of history, for if historical monism can onlybe proved by means of a nonhistorical (transcendent) approach,the whole theoretical significance of empirical attempts to construct philosophies of history disappears. In that case every philosophy of history becomes a form of apologetics based upon abelief in the omnipotence and omnipresence of the forces of Providence or Progress. With such apologetics the historian, as historian, need not be concerned. . . .

Notes

1 That which is sometimes called the philosophy of history is really general sociology: an attempt to discover the laws or principles of historicaldevelopment. (Cf., Rickert Probleme der Geschichtsphilosophie, p. 5.)

2 Cf., Hegel’s classification of “the methods of treating history” in theIntroduction to his Philosophy of History.

3 Cf., Comte, Positive Philosophy, Vol. II, p. 265. Also Troeltsch, DerHistorismus und seine Probleme, pp. 427 ff.

4 Quoted by J. B. Bury, The Idea of Progress, p. 292.

5 On these points cfi, Hegel’s Philosophy of History.

6 Cf., Hegel, Grnndlinien cler Philosophic des Reclits, #347.

7 G. v. Below, Uber die Periodisierung, p. 18.

8 It is almost the leitmotif of Der Historismus und seine Probleme.
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HISTORY AND HISTORICISM *

* Reprinted from The Meaning and Matter of History by M. C. D’Arcy with the permission of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, Inc. Copyright © 1959 by Martin Cyril D'Arcy.


History . . . provides us with knowledge in a manner different from that of science. By the unremitting efforts of scholars,much of the past is now within the grasp of every schoolboy. Historians using the accepted canons of judgment for deciding what is certain, probable, and/or still a matter of opinion, have freedus from ignorance and prejudice. But if history can now be takenfor granted, what of the so-called philosophy of history or “his-toricism,” as it has been named? As a branch of knowledge it iscomparatively a newcomer. The historicists point to writers inthe distant past and in the Middle Ages who can be regarded asforerunners or naive philosophers; as a separate and autonomous study, however, it is modern, and it is not too easy to discover what precisely is meant by it, what it includes and what itexcludes. One answer to this last problem might be to take conspicuous historicists, such as Vico, Hegel, Spengler, and Toynbee, and try to find out what they have in common. By the “philosophy” of history is meant not philosophy in the sense of thephilosophy of science, where philosophy and “nature” have thesame meaning. The chief experiences and activities of man fallunder certain headings, the theoretical and practical, his moraland religious and political and social activities, and his creationof art forms and love of beauty. An inquiry into the nature ofthese experiences and activities constitutes philosophy. History,as we have seen, deserves a special place amongst these activities, and it is, perhaps, because this story of man as man, thepassage from barbarism to culture, the rise and fall of so manycivilizations, the movement which, it is to be hoped, will be prolonged into a future, that we are forced to ask what kind of unitycan be found in this strange story. Opposites are found in it:necessity and freedom, design and accident, progress and frustration. In subordinate studies, such as economics and sociology,would-be scientific laws can be extracted out of the material conditions and forces, and these play their part in history. Again theefforts of man have clearly some aim above the satisfaction ofmere animal cravings and immediate pleasures, but they are soconfused and obscure that the word “progress” tells us very little. Almost always in the past, before the distinction between thesecular and the religious became fixed, writers turned for explanations to religion, to the influence of the gods and of fate. Nowthat the sciences are considered self-sufficient and the supernatural is felt to be an intruder, the question arises what status orfunction religious ideas should have in a philosophy of history.The writers on the subject fall into three camps; those who turnto physical laws, be they biological or economic, those who see inman’s own efforts a meaningful drama with a beginning and anend, and those who look beyond man to destiny or divine Providence. Some of the writers in this last category draw near tothose of the first, because fate and, for instance, the materialisticconception of history both rely on laws of necessity to which manis bound. Within the religious view there are again striking differences, not only, for example, between Buddhism and Christianity but, as we shall see, within Christianity itself.

If a philosophy of history is to include theology and the supernatural it cannot easily be fitted into the usual corpus of philosophical subjects, which range from ethics to metaphysics. The old distinction which St. Thomas Aquinas made between knowledge based on reason and knowledge given to us by authorityfrom Revelation will have to be ignored. The excuse is that asreligion is supposed to throw light upon the purposes and thedestiny of man we should be ready to consider any light which itmay throw on a subject which is so directly concerned with thehistory and progress of man. As combining ethics and religion itssubject matter should be closer to moral philosophy than tometaphysics, though, it must be said, such was not the view ofHegel. It is unfortunately typical of the confusions in this subjectthat those who have pronounced upon it should differ even as tothe nature of what they were writing about. To Hegel history isthe very tissue of metaphysics. Toynbee undoubtedly set out tocombine the empirical methods of historical research with ametaphysical and religious pattern in his mind. Dr. Pieter Geyl ismore modest. He criticizes Toynbee for being too ambitious, andsays that we study history, (1) in order to enrich our own civilization “by the reanimation of old methods of existence andthought”; (2) to cultivate a certain kind of understanding, whichin its way may be as fruitful as the natural historian’s understanding of the processes of nature; and (3) to put our own worldand its problems into perspective, so that we may regard themwith greater patience and wisdom. Hegel and Toynbee have herebeen brought down to earth, and in fact, apart from one dangerous implication of a possible parallel between the processes ofhistory and those of nature, Geyl confines himself to a common-sense view of the value of knowing the past. As to the parallelwith nature, even this is derided by Alexander Herzen. “Who,”he exclaims, “will find fault with nature because flowers bloomin the morning and die at night, because she has not given therose or the lily the hardness of flint? And this miserable pedestrian principle we wish to transfer to the world of history.” “History,” for him, “is all improvisation, all will, all enterprise.There are no frontiers, there are no timetables, no itineraries.”Nowell-Smith, in the paper already quoted, gives us a hintabout the methods of philosophical historians which may be useful. In distinguishing between science and history he refers toToynbee, and he accuses him of using a “method recognizablylike the scientific method.” It is a wrong method because it is oneof generalization, the recourse to laws of which particular casesare exhibited as instances. Historians cannot follow this methodbecause history does not repeat itself; there have been many revolutions in history, and they may be said to have a family likeness, but each has its own individual traits and the actors in eachhave to be treated as individuals and not as types. Now this maybe an adequate account of what the historian has to do, but thephilosopher of history would, I suspect, claim that the formal object of his study differs from that of the historian in that he islooking at history as a whole and he is trying to find there certainlaws or tendencies, repetitions in the rise and fall of nations, constant aims and conditions of progress and decay. He will be rash,if, like Toynbee, he tries to justify his work by identifying himself with the historian and then claiming that his results are theresult of purely empirical methods. The historian retorts by detailed criticism and by picking holes in the too easy generalizations of the philosopher. No one who takes in his sweep twenty ormore civilizations can be deadly accurate in all his details. Itwould seem a mistake, therefore, for the philosopher of historyto pretend to be like the historian in all respects. He must, asNowell-Smith points out, imitate the methods of the scientist andwork with generalizations. He has something in common withthe sociologist and the economist, for they seem to belong to amixed genre which is partly historical and partly scientific. Theydeal with a certain aspect of human activity. In so far as the activity is human it is free and unpredictable, but as tied to humanproducts and human productions there are sequences and uniform regularities which can be formulated. If the worst comes tothe worst the research student can turn to statistics. Now thephilosopher of history has at times followed in the wake of thesociologist with the result that his results look to be almost scientific, and of course very much mistaken. In fact he has to find outthe correct way of working, if indeed there be a correct way andnot a blind alley.

If we free ourselves from the cramping empirical theories which have been prejudicing both the historians and manywriters about the nature of history, we may be able to place alittle more accurately the position of the philosophy of history inthe map of philosophy. History, as I have argued, does more thanattend to successions of events or to particulars within this succession. It is free to look for causes, for motives and purposes,and relying upon a common human nature it can succeed in making sense out of a flurry of human actions. To do this the historian relies upon a power of the mind to discern a unity and atheme, and he is greeted with applause when out of a series ofevents or the policies or actions of some leader, king, or statesman or soldier he can make an intelligible whole. Now in addressing himself to this task the historian brings into play notonly the power to weigh evidence and select the relevant facts; hemust also use his imagination, possess sympathy, and have something like the talent of the artist. So near, indeed, is the historianto the artist that it has been debated by historians themselveswhether they are not nearer to the artist than to the scientist. Letus admit that in the writing of history artistry must be present,but that, nevertheless, it serves as a helpmate and not as the principal agent. The facts must always in the last resort control theviews of the historian, and he has no excuse if he neglects thembecause they are there to be known and made significant. But in aphilosophy of history the field is so wide that facts can be a hindrance; the trees are unending. The philosopher here cannot ignore facts; he must use his imagination and delight in the personal and in the particular. At the same time he has to conveythese facts on to a loftier site from which he can reassemble themin more general terms and then compare the generalizations tosee if they make sense. His story begins to have a Miltonic splendor. Both the nature of the material and the form of selectionseparate it from history proper, though it still deserves the nameof history. History, as we have seen, has its own appropriate wayof reaching truth; a way which is different from that of science,and none the worse for that. The philosophy of history has aclose connection with history, and the writer of it must, so far ashe is able, keep to facts, select what is relevant, use his imagination, and look for an explanation which approximates to truth.But he might do well to claim that as with the historian in relation to the scientist, so he in relation to the historian should stakeout his separate territory. This will deliver him from much of thecriticism directed at him by the historians. His aim is not to dealwith the episodes of history, to burrow into a tiny piece ofground; his eye is fixed on the whole visible surface. What helacks in thoroughness of detail he makes up for by seeing relations and interconnections which are outside the province of theprofessional historian.

The historian without knowing it has always envied those who played at being philosophers and held in high repute the work ofa Thucydides or on a larger scale the works of a Grote or aMommsen, a Lecky or Acton. The gift of seeing relations andanalogies, of bringing together into one pattern what looked atfirst sight dissimilar and isolated is one of man’s highest gifts,one supremely possessed by the poet. It is the artist and the poetin conjunction with historical insight which makes the philosopher of history and gives him a separate rank and office. Poetryhas its own justification as art, but, as has been widely recognized, it can, especially in the form of epic or drama, throw lightupon the actions of past men and women. The proper recognitionof this has led to a new assessment of what is called myth, whichused to be dismissed as fiction. Now we are told that myth ismore like to reality as lived through the imagination than to fiction; it is a manner of describing what lies behind the dry facts asnoted by the perceiving mind, and it is the recurrent way in allcivilizations for giving expression to the innate hopes and desiresof man, and to his sense of the past. Poetry and myth, therefore,are enlisted by the philosopher of history to describe the truth heis seeking. Perhaps even more pertinent to the philosopher ofhistory is the view now widely held that human experience canbe presented through types of symbols and images. There is amysterious analogy which runs through the varying levels of human experience, of which the simplest examples are “left andright,” “high and low,” “up and down.” Material symbols servefor spiritual realities, and, so the psychologists tell us, there arefundamental symbols which contain a wealth of meaning, so thatwhen they appear in religious or poetic form in other civilizations the historian is initiated into the ideas and into the ritual ofbehavior of the people who use them. How valuable this can be isseen in the modern approach to the writings of the Near and Middle East, in past history. During one period of Biblical criticism,for instance, it was almost taken for granted that the early bookscontained more fiction than truth. This view, however, has lostcurrency now that we have become more familiar with the way inwhich the minds of more primitive peoples worked, and not onlyof the more primitive but of those also with different traditionsfrom our own. Greek philosophy and the rise of the physical sciences have helped to determine our method of approach to history. We have placed our confidence in the clear and distinctideas provided by deductive and inductive methods and conceptsand hypotheses. We now see that without the use of such methods, other peoples have employed symbols and images, parablesand stories, not for the sake of what we would call storytelling,but to bring out the significance of the past. This way of historytelling was to them the more apposite in that the history was inextricably bound up with religion and theology; in other words itwas a simple philosophy or theology of history. The Bible beginswith the origin of man and rapidly sketches the long stretch oftime before the history takes more definite shape in the electionof Abraham and the varied fortunes of the chosen people. Besides the use of images and symbols the Biblical writers employwhat has come to be called an apocalyptic and eschatologicalform. We still have difficulty in interpreting the meaning of someof this literature, but we now have the advantage of knowingwhat to seek, namely a pattern of history as definitely intended tonarrate truth as the Bayeux Tapestry.

A philosophy of history as it has developed within the last twocenturies will not be the same as Biblical history or an ancient epic. It will gain by leaning on accredited history and, in so far asis compatible with its aims, by relying on historical methods. Butit may claim to have an “esprit” and a formal object which givesit a status of its own. While in its generalizations it approachesthe sciences closer than history, and while it draws nearer to history than to science in its method of studying the past, it is notafraid to use as an ally the poetic imagination as manifested inimages, symbols, and analogies. For this reason perhaps a bettername for it would be epic or gnomic history. By withdrawingfrom the camps both of the sciences and of history, it frees itselffrom burdens which would crush it. No philosopher of historycan know the data of the whole of the past in the same way inwhich a historian ought to know the small area of history aboutwhich he writes; nor again does he seek for the kind of scientifictruth which the chemist or the anatomist requires. If criticizedfor failing to follow or reach the standards demanded by thesesciences, he can answer that the critics have been making a “category mistake”; they are asking him to do what he never set outto do, to furnish what is not necessary for him. Mythopoeic truthis nearer to what he seeks. He must, like the historian, use interpretation; he must be intent on discovering intelligible wholes orpatterns, and he can take over from the historian a group of intelligible wholes about which most historians will be agreed. Withthese he now looks for a greater unity, for a system which willbring these separate wholes into order. His aim is gained whenhe can produce a pattern or drama which makes such good sensethat the reader of it is persuaded to say, “There must be sometruth in this.”

The growing criticism of Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History shows that the tide is flowing against philosophies of history. Sir Isaiah Berlin’s lecture on Historical Inevitability providessome of the reasons why they are unacceptable to the philosopher and historian alike. It is, however, in Professor PieterGeyl’s Debates with Historians that the ambiguity of Toynbee’sposition is abundantly shown as well as the misunderstandingwhich can arise between historian and historicist. Geyl has included in his book four chapters of attack, and by the time he isreviewing the last volumes of Toynbee his patience is changinginto restrained fury. As a result he reveals not only the groundsfor his dislike of those who, like Spengler, Sorokin, and Toynbee,attempt to make a system out of history, but also the correct attitude which he believes a historian ought to adopt. The impression, however, which he leaves on at least one reader is that bothhe and Toynbee should revise their claims and arguments.

Geyl admits that there is “an ingrained habit of the human mind—and indeed it is a noble ambition—to try to construct avision of history in which chaos, or apparent chaos, is reduced toorder.” This attempt consists in making the historical processconform to a line or rhythm or movement with definable and intelligible laws which enable the observer to predict something ofthe future. “It used,” he says, “to be fashionable in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to do this in a spirit of optimism.”Nowadays it is the past which is looked upon nostalgically, andthe historical process is thought to be composed of recurringcycles. Spengler, for instance, pictured civilizations as “independent and mutually impenetrable entities”; they were like livingorganisms which had their periods of youth, middle age, and decay. He relied on his imagination, on flashes of intuition, anddrew conclusions from dogmatic generalizations. Sorokin, on theother hand, divides civilizations into two types, the ideationaland the sensate. The first is spiritual and lasting; the second ismainly physical a process of becoming, which has the usualstages from birth to death. Where he differs from Spengler is inhis attention to facts, or rather to statistics. He compiles vastquantities of figures, and from these data he fills in his picture ofthe civilizations. Toynbee, in his turn, found Spengler “most un-illuminatingly dogmatic and deterministic,” and felt that therewas room “for English empiricism.” He, therefore, claims thathis work is based on an empirical investigation. It is this claimwhich rouses Geyl’s ire. “Had he really examined history with anopen mind, merely formulating the theses supplied him by theobserved facts, phenomena, developments, he could never haveprinted that imposing announcement of the division into so manyparts in the opening pages of his first volume, nor could he in hisreferences, as early as 1934, indicate what he was going to sayabout various chief problems in part 9 or in part 13, in 1950 or1960.* He has been, in fact, selecting just what suited him. His method is vitiated by subjectivism, and apart from truisms thereare a series of laws and parallels which are of no practical valuebecause they are artificial.”

* This argument, of course, depends upon the assumption that Toynbee had not gathered his facts and planned the work before announcing whathe intended to do.


The root of Geyl’s objections to Toynbee and other historicists is that they do not write history. He points out that Toynbeeassumes the reality of his multiple civilizations, that he gets himself into difficulties over freedom and determinism, at one moment insisting on indeterminism in history, and at the next preparing to draw the horoscope of the future; but these are incidental failings compared with the basic error that he sits so loose tohistorical evidence, that “he soars above the ground of historywhere we others plod,” and that he expects of “history what history cannot possibly give—certainty.” The historian must always hold large generalizations in suspicion, and be slow to useparallels and analogies. Toynbee’s view is bound to be one-sidedand subjective, for “a large view or interpretation like this onecannot possibly be proved by history, nor do I believe that it isderived from a study of history. . . .” It is true that the historianis not just a recorder of facts. “The facts are there to be used.Combinations, presentations, theories are indispensable if wewant to understand. But the historian should proceed cautiouslyin using the facts for these purposes. It goes without saying thathe should try to ascertain the facts as exactly as possible; but theimportant thing is that he should remain conscious, even then, ofthe element of arbitrariness, of subjectivity, that necessarily enters into all combinations of facts, if only because one has to begin by selecting them; while next, one has to order them according to an idea which must, in part at least, be conceived in one’sown mind.”

In asserting that large views, such as Toynbee’s, can neither be proved from history nor derived from a study of history, Geylrules out all philosophies of history. What his criticism proves isthat Toynbee should not have claimed to rest his case entirely onempirical methods. That Toynbee has done so is a pity, and, Ithink, a mistake. It is not because he is as omniscient in every period of his story as the specialist historian is in his particularfield that his work has stirred admiration. That admiration isaroused because he satisfied quite a different demand of themind. What that demand is is seen in the interest shown in bookswith general themes, such as “The Spirit of Our Day,” “The Decline of the West,” or in talks and discussions on the wireless. Arecent discussion on the Home Service of the BBC, called “TheDivided Inheritance,” produced verdicts on the “present-dayfootball mentality,” “lack of a common background,” “thebreakup of homelife.” A commentator voiced general opinonand interest when he said that “it is good to air a problem,” andto hear experts, even though such discussions never come to aclear and unanimous conclusion. There is a type of subject aboutwhich an expert or a wise man can enlighten us without overwhelming us with facts or even proving his point. Such a type ofsubject appears in great drama, in early epical stories, in the firstattempts of historians before they have learnt that history andthe philosophy of history are separate pursuits. If, to suggest theimpossible, Toynbee’s A Study of History had been written twothousand or a thousand years ago, it would now be rankedamongst the great works of the past. Critics would talk of its insights into human nature, the genius shown in his illustrations,the sweep of his knowledge and the unity of his theme. He wouldbe compared with Herodotus and Eusebius and St. Augustine. Infact most of those who became famous in the past for their storyof human affairs tended to satisfy this universal demand for lightupon the baffling record of man’s failures and successes. Plutarch’s Lives have never ceased to appeal, because he made character count so much. Voltaire encouraged the belief in a risefrom barbaric habits to humanism, and Gibbon only partiallyconcealed under the name of history a great story or drama ofmorals. Toynbee finds in Challenge-and-Response the clue tohistory, and Geyl dismisses it as a truism and shows how variously and with what care it must be applied to any particular historical phase. But those who have been taught to find in thetrilogy of Aeschylus on the legendary story of the house ofAtreus that sin brings suffering and suffering wisdom do not feelthat this apothegm is just a truism. It is a form of knowledge, astep forward in wisdom, the kind of wisdom which belongs to astudy of man in relation to his destiny.

Aristotle made this point when he insisted that we must cut our coat of knowledge according to the cloth, that our knowledgeof human actions must differ from that of physical reality. Hencein morals we advance in wisdom when we see that virtue is amean between two extremes, but the knowledge is not like aphysical measuring rod. Similarly in the philosophy of historythe kind of knowledge we can obtain is different from the scientific or strictly historical; it answers an undying desire to havesome intimation about how human life proceeds. Deep downthere is a fixed conviction that there is a meaning and a pattern,and any insight into it is felt to be valuable. This is why the sagefigures so often in ancient literature and why the great legendsand sagas were welcomed as throwing a dark light upon the human condition. Hence it is that Geyl, while legitimately rejectingToynbee’s own claims for his work, is not on that account justified in his skepticism about the possibility of any philosophy ofhistory. His skepticism recoils upon himself as a historian, forhe admits that the historian has to be selective, subjective, andthat the idea according to which he orders his facts, “must, in partat least, be conceived in one’s own mind.” I do not see why being“conceived in one’s own mind” should be an obstacle to truth,seeing that every truth, even the most obvious, must be conceived in one’s own mind. Nor again does selection necessarilymake a view “subjective” in a bad sense or bar the way to trueknowledge. As we have seen, history can be defended, and as aform of interpretation the knowledge of it can, in a way differentfrom scientific knowledge, be sufficiently certain. The philosopher of history, too, uses interpretation and uses his own norms.He is not bound to accept the rules laid down by Geyl; he looks athistory and relies upon history, but he also has something of theart of the poet and the dramatist, or, perhaps, a special kind ofpoetic art, like that described for us by David Jones in the Introduction to his Anathemata. “The particular quarry that the mindof the poet seeks to capture is a very elusive beast indeed. Perhaps we can say that the country to be hunted, the habitat of thatquarry, where the ‘forms’ lurk that he’s after, will be found to bepart of vast, densely wooded, inherited and entailed domains. Itis in that ‘sacred wood’ that the spoor of these ‘forms’ is to betracked.” The poet, however, is both less and more free than thehistorian-hunter; for the poet ‘‘may feel something with regard toPenda the Mercian and nothing with regard to Darius the Mede.In itself that is a limitation; it might be regarded as a disproportion; no matter, there is no help—he must work within thelimits of his love. There must be no mugging up, no ‘ought toknow’ or ‘try to feel’; for only what is actually loved and knowncan be seen sub specie aeternitatis ” By his love the poet is tied,but he is free to ignore what he does not love. Not so with thephilosopher of history. He must hunt in the ‘‘vast, denselywooded . . . domains,” and it is his duty to “mug up” facts inthe hope that they may stir in him some love or appreciation. Hemust keep nearer to the earth than the poet in the expectationthat he may become familiar with the alphabet of history and inthe end discover some of the sentences which compose it.Whether he can succeed or not the quest is an alluring one and itcontinues to excite hunters, even though the bystanders maywarn them that the quarry is as mythical as the Holy Grail.
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