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For Babett e—she made it bett er



Th e poem of the mind in the act of fi nding
What will suffi  ce. It has not always had

To fi nd: the scene was set; it repeated what
Was in the script.

Th en the theatre was changed
To something else. Its past was a souvenir.

It has to be living, to learn the speech of the place.
It has to face the men of the time and to meet

Th e women of the time. It has to think about war
And it has to fi nd what will suffi  ce. It has

To construct a new stage.
—Wallace Stevens, Of Modern Poetry

I want to learn more and more to see the necessary in things as beautiful.
—Nietzsche, Th e Gay Science
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When one teaches the history of Western political thought, in general, for the 
period that goes from, say, Th ucydides to Marx, perhaps even Nietzsche, one 
knows what to teach and roughly in what sequence. It is the “canon,” and, if 
the criteria for membership are not defi nitive, at least they are defi nite. When 
one att empts, however, to teach the political theory of the past century, nei-
ther the choice of authors nor their sequence is obvious. Th e diffi  culty lies 
in the fact that it is not clear what story one is to tell about the twentieth 
century. (Th ere are several stories about the previous period[s]—I suppose 
there could be others, but there are stories that exist to be told in bett er and 
poorer manners.) Th ere is as yet no story—there is as yet no mythos—for 
the twentieth century.

Th is is not for lack of trying. Francis Fukuyama’s 1996 Th e End of History 
and the Last Man with its vision of a world in which the clash of ideologies 
was coming to an end in the favor of liberal democracy proved short- lived. 
Samuel Huntington’s 1996 Th e Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the 
World Order foresaw the locus of war to be between diff erent cultures with 
war as inevitable. In apparent response, Amartya Sen argued in Identity and 
Violence: Th e Illusion of a Destiny (2006) that such clashes were the conse-
quences of a lack of pluralism in one’s identity. Th is list can be extended al-
most indefi nitely. Yet, one must ask, what are the important qualities of the 
past century? Th is question underlies all att empts such as those above. I 
have chosen in this book to write about what I think most important for our 
times in the century just past. While I discuss this at some greater length in 
the introduction, it is worth noting here that the justifi cation of my choices 
and my focus relies to a great extent on my understanding of which events 
were central to the twentieth century (and still are in our new century). If 
you do not see those events as central, this book will pass you by. I will not 
discuss these events at great length—reference to them will (have to) suf-
fi ce—but they are so prominent that they are easily ignored. To be blunt: 
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS— x

the past century has claim to have been the morally worst century in human 
history.1

Th is book has been long in arriving. It has origins in my fi rst book, on Nietz-
sche,2 writt en at a time when such a topic was deemed to be a dead end—
and a potentially promising young scholar was deemed to have thrown away 
his career. I was lucky professionally in that Nietzsche proved to be a growth 
industry; I was (more) lucky intellectually as the constant and repeated en-
gagement with him has given shape to much of the other work that I have 
done—on Hobbes, Rousseau, and other fi gures in the canon. Taking Nietz-
sche seriously is a bit like having a voice beside you, constantly calling you to 
yourself, the ongoing dialogue that constitutes thought.

A second origin only gradually revealed itself over time. On fi nishing a book 
on Rousseau,3 I asked myself how it was that I could write with sympathetic 
favor about both him and Nietzsche, given all the nasty things that Nietzsche 
had said about him. Th e fi rst answer that came to me was, “Th ey are both mu-
sicians.” Accordingly, I began to investigate the understanding and practice of 
music in the period that went loosely from Rousseau to Nietzsche, only to de-
termine that I was, in fact, interested (also) in the cognitive quality of the af-
fective and even more complexly in the signifi cance of those experiences for 
which we know that any words we might claim to have are inadequate. An im-
plication of this is that there are some human problems for which the solution 
is not to be found in more knowledge, in the extension of scientifi c power, as 
it were. (Was this a precipitate from the role of music and other matt ers in the 
att empts at a cultural revolution in the 1960s and 1970s? Perhaps.) Th e fi rst 
book was about “transfi guration” and the Rousseau book about the “ordinary.” 
I came to see that these were the same subject, and some of that sense informs 
the arguments of this book.

: : :
My debts, blessedly, cannot be repaid, only noted. I owe such debts to three 
individuals in particular: Stanley Cavell, George Kateb, and Babett e Babich.

Since my fi rst human encounter with the man, I have found myself engaged 

1. As says George Kateb, Human Dignity (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2011), 85.

2. See Tracy B. Strong, Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfi guration (1975), 3rd ed. (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2000).

3. See Tracy B. Strong, Jean- Jacques Rousseau: Th e Politics of the Ordinary (1994), new ed. (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Litt lefi eld, 2001).
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with the thinking and person of Stanley Cavell. Cavell’s thought has had—for 
me at least—a way of penetrating beyond assessment and becoming part of 
how I assess the world (indeed, that is almost a sentence of his). Th at this is a 
signally important quality of truly philosophical thought will, I hope, become 
clear in the course of this book. During those years since my fi rst encounter 
with him (now close to forty), I have taken mounting pleasure at the increas-
ing company of those for whom such an engagement was not entirely foreign: 
Hanna F. Pitkin, J. Peter Euben, Joshua Dienstag, Stephen Aff eldt, Patchen 
Markell, Linda Zerilli, Andrew Norris, and Th omas Dumm come most imme-
diately to mind among those who are closest to what I do. And, tacitly, there 
was always Timothy Gould. Th ere are others, and it has been a privilege to 
travel somewhat of the same paths with each of them.

A second debt is to George Kateb. If (as shall appear over the course of this 
book) I fi nd myself most oft en in agreement with Cavell, Kateb always lurked 
in the back of my head—a voice to be taken into account, a turn of phrase to 
be responded to. Ever since I was simply fl oored by the trenchant clarity of his 
response to a question I put to him from the other end of the dais at a confer-
ence over thirty years ago, I have been, whether via voce or not, in conversa-
tion with him. George keeps one—and has tried to keep me—honest to the 
best vision of oneself. Actually, he does not try: that is what he does. He does 
so by being completely honest in his writing and his speech: as with Cavell, al-
though in a diff erent tone, to read him is to see him. I was privileged to be his 
colleague for several years.

A last debt, and the most immediate, is to Babett e Babich. She will recog-
nize this, not only from the many citations of her work in this book, but also 
from the appearance of citation aft er citation from texts that I thought I knew 
but of which she showed me something new. She will recognize it from what 
she has tried to teach me over these years we have been together. Th e complex 
brilliance of her philosophy and the depth of her scholarship are an inspiration 
and have shown me how much more I could have done. She will fi nd this book 
insuffi  ciently philosophical—but that has helped me make it bett er.

A number of people have supported me in this project over the years. Peter 
Euben has been of good counsel and a friend for now longer than either of 
us will admit to. To Robert Pippin, Michael Gillespie, Volker Gerhardt, Ste-
phen K. White, Kirsti McClure, Elizabeth Wingrove, and David Owen in par-
ticular go my heartfelt thanks. A privilege of teaching is free lessons from your 
students. On these topics I have learned in recent years from Keith Bybee, 
Frank Sposito, C. Nathan Dugan, Ted Miller, Verity Smith, Andrew Poe, 
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Nancy Luxon, Philip  Michelbach, and Christian Donath; earlier, Dana Villa 
and John Seery, now colleagues and friends, stand in for an exceptional set of 
students during the years I was at Amherst College.

I also off er tribute here to two individuals, alas no longer with us, who im-
portantly shaped (and tolerated) my thinking—Wilson Carey McWilliams 
and Judith N. Shklar.

: : :
I was fortunate to receive detailed, insightful, and extraordinarily helpful read-
ings from two reviewers. While I have not met all their suggestions, I have met 
many of them—and the book is much bett er for it. It is a sign of the intelli-
gence and insight that my editor at Chicago, John Tryneski, brings to his work 
that he knew precisely whom to ask. I thank him for the patience and encour-
agement he has displayed waiting for this book over the years. Joseph Brown 
did a superb job of copyediting.

My fi rst book was dedicated—in proper Nietzschean genealogical fash-
ion—to “my family.” My parents are now gone; other relations have frayed. 
But I would be amiss if I did not call to mind the complex presences of the 
memory of Helene Keyssar; my brother, John, his wife, Sarah, and their chil-
dren, Aaron and Anna, as well as their grandson, Anna’s child, Isaac; my sister, 
Jeanne, and her sons, Nik and Luk; my son and daughter- in-law, David and Kris; 
and my daughter and son- in-law, Anise and Adam, and their sons, my grand-
children, McLevy Robin Strong-Morse and Robert Keyssar Strong-Morse.

: : :
Th is book is long and could have gone on. Th e beginnings of its story are prob-
lems to be found in Rousseau and Emerson, among others. To continue the 
story, it would have addressed in particular the complex thought of Th eodor 
Adorno and Walter Benjamin (of the early Frankfurt school) and proceeded 
on to contemporary French thinkers—Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault, Nancy, 
Blanchot, and others. Some of them appear in footnotes or in discussion, 
but each deserves a chapter für sich—not possible within the confi nes of this 
book. I have also chosen only rarely to engage thinkers who are not part of my 
story—there is some consideration of Rawls, passing glances at Habermas—
but I have writt en on these and other scholars elsewhere and found no need 
to cumber these pages with what would be digressions.

I hope to have writt en the chapters of this book so that they form an ongo-
ing discussion but also so that each may stand to a considerable extend alone, 



P R E F A C E  A N D  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S  — xiii

as a reading of an important thinker. Th e eff ect of the book is, I hope, cumu-
lative, although the chapters have their own feet. I have, thus, included a lim-
ited amount of biographical material, in part to situate the thinker in time and 
space, but also to gesture toward the conviction that the validity of what a per-
son says cannot be separated from who that person is. I should also call att en-
tion to the fact that a large proportion of the footnotes are writt en in dialogue 
with the text to which they are appended—they are part of the conversation 
of the text.

: : :
Some portions of these chapters have appeared in earlier forms; those selec-
tions have all been extensively revised for their appearance here. Portions 
of chapter 2 appeared in an earlier form in “Th e Tragic Ethos and the Spirit 
of Music,” International Studies in Philosophy, vol. 35, no. 3 (2003). Portions of 
earlier versions of material in chapters 3 and 5 appeared in “Entitlement and 
Legitimacy: Weber and Lenin on the Problems of Leadership,” in Constitu-
tional Government and Democracy: Festschrift  for Henry Ehrmann, ed. Fred Eid-
lin (New York: Westview, 1983). Another portion of the Weber chapter has 
been revised from “Max Weber and the Bourgeoisie,” in Th e Barbarism of Rea-
son, ed. Asher Horowitz et al. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994). 
An earlier version of yet another portion of chapter 3 appeared in David S. 
Owen and Tracy B. Strong, “Introduction: Weber’s Calling to Knowledge and 
Action,” in Max Weber, Th e Vocation Lectures, ed. David S. Owen and Tracy B. 
Strong (Cambridge, MA: Hackett , 2004). A preliminary version of the inter-
lude appeared in “ ‘What Have We to Do with Morals?’: Nietzsche and Weber 
on History and Ethics,” History of the Human Sciences, vol. 5, no. 3 (Novem-
ber 1991). Some parts of chapter 4 (on Freud) appeared in “Psychoanalysis as 
a Vocation: Freud, Politics, and the Heroic,” Political Th eory 12, no. 1 (Febru-
ary 1984). Some portions of chapter 6 appeared in my introductions to Carl 
Schmitt ’s Th e Concept of the Political ([1996], expanded ed. [Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2007]) and his Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of 
Th omas Hobbes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). I am grateful 
for the opportunities to test out my thought. All have been extensively re-
worked.

Earlier versions of portions of chapters 2– 6 have been presented at various 
conferences and lectures. I am grateful to those who responded at those times 
both from the podium and from the fl oor. I am particularly grateful to the 
Rockefeller Study Center in Bellagio for a residency in 1995 that allowed me to 



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS— xiv

determine just how complex and extensive was the task to which I was sett ing 
myself. I am also grateful to the Center for Human Values at Princeton for a 
Residency Fellowship during 2004– 5, during which time much of the prelimi-
nary work on what has become chapter 1 was accomplished. Th e commentary 
on that material I received from my old friend Jerome Schneewind during that 
year showed me how much further I had to travel (although I do not think that 
the goal I hope to have reached will completely please Jerry).

Finally, the Political Science Department of the University of California has 
been my academic base during the writing of this book (and others). In par-
ticular, Peter Smith and the late Charles Nathanson were a source of reminder 
and support during diffi  cult times. Marcel Hénaff  was and is an indispensable 
friend and sounding board. My appreciation goes out to my departmental col-
leagues for supporting or at least tolerating what must have seemed to many of 
them strange interests for a political scientist (“I am not  a ‘normative’ theorist,” 
I repeatedly protested) and to the staff  who have kept the department running 
smoothly without it appearing that they were doing it—what a Daoist would 
call administrative wu wei.

To all my greetings and my thanks.
La Jolla, California

June 21, 2011



Th e following abbreviations have been used throughout the notes:

 Ak.  Immanuel Kant, Gesammelte Schrift en, Akademie- Ausgabe, 2nd ed., 23 vols. 
to date (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1968– ).

 WKG  Friedrich Nietzsche, Werke Kritische Gesamtausgabe, 8 secs. in 30 vols. to date 
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 1967).

Th e Nietzsche citations are to the text in question and its internal divisions 
(if that work was published by Nietzsche) and then to the WKG, for which I 
give volume, subvolume, and page numbers, e.g.: “Friedrich Nietzsche, Gay 
Science, 124, WKG, 5-2, 158.”

Unless otherwise indicated, translations from the Gesammelte Schrift en 
and the Werke Kritische Gesamtausgabe are mine, although I have consulted 
the Cambridge University Press translations of Kant. Translations from other 
German- and French- language sources are mine but with consultation of the 
listed English- language versions.
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Introduction
Th e World as We Find It

Everything goes past like a river and the changing taste and the various 
shapes of men make the whole game uncertain and delusive. Where do 
I fi nd fi xed points in nature, which cannot be moved by man, and where 

I can indicate the markers by the shore to which he ought to adhere?

Marginal note to Immanuel Kant’s copy of Observations 
on the Beautiful and the Sublime

He believes in banisters because he believes in his weakness and his fear.

Friedrich Nietzsche, “Notes for Lou”

It might be a basic characteristic of existence that those who would know 
it completely would perish, in which case the strength of a spirit should be 

measured according to how much of the “truth” one could still barely endure.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil

D E N K E N  O H N E  G E L Ä N D E R  ( T H I N K I N G  W I T H O U T  A  B A N I S T E R )  I S  T H E 

phrase that Hannah Arendt used to describe the status of and demands on 
thought in the modern era.1 It meant for her that humans no longer could rely 
on any transcendental grounding to fi nalize their thinking—be that God, or 
nature, or history. She saw this as both fearful and an opening of possibilities 
previously shut down: for the fi rst time in perhaps twenty- fi ve hundred years, 
humans could think on the basis of thought alone. Indeed, to think authenti-
cally at all could be engaged in only without outside support. Th ought, she 
said, could be “absolutely and uncompromisingly of this world.”2

1. Geländer can also mean “handrail” or “balustrade.”
2. Hannah Arendt, “What Is Existential Philosophy?” in Essays in Understanding (New York: 

Schocken, 2005), 179.
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Th at that hope and that possibility arise in the context of the revolutions 
in human aff airs that mark the twentieth century is part of the story. Indeed, 
the First World War marks a coming into consciousness of developments that 
had long been taking more and more evident shape in the West. Th e events of 
that war brought home to an incredulous Europe and America that political 
and social events had a logic and a course of their own, with awful results, 
subject neither to the restraints that might have been imposed by the inten-
tions of leaders nor to those that might derive from a preexistent moral com-
munity. A century that had started with a celebration of the possibility of the 
rational control of human events by human beings had transmogrifi ed itself 
into the frightening pointlessness of the Batt le of Verdun, where, during ten 
months in 1916, more than three- quarters of a million casualties were incurred 
in a struggle over a front line that never varied much more than two miles. An 
estimated forty million artillery shells were fi red, and the ground was so poi-
soned by iron that litt le would grow there for several decades aft er. One might 
say that World War I marks the beginning of the full recognition that Western 
men and women lived increasingly in a time “aft er utopia”3 when the prospect 
of the rule of rationality over human aff airs seemed to fade, persisting only as 
a mocking smile that reminded one of earlier hopes.

Th e century had only just begun. Th e 1920s were, on both sides of the At-
lantic, a period of artistic and sensual fl ourishing, marked by sharp political 
confl icts between classes and interests. Th e surprising triumph and survival of 
the Bolshevik Revolution, the beginning of the end of colonialism, the erup-
tion of the nationalist revolutions in China and elsewhere—all these and 
more mark a new place for politics in human aff airs. In several texts, Friedrich 
Nietzsche had anticipated a transformation of the politics of the modern pe-
riod into “great politics” and of their transformation into a Geisterkrieg—
which might be translated as an ideological war but is bett er thought of as a war 
for the Geist. He writes with chillingly foresight: “Th e concept of politics has 
been completely subsumed in a Geisterkrieg, all understandings of power have 
been blown up into the air—there will be wars the like of which none has ever 
been on earth.”4 A war for the Geist is a war, one might say, for λόγος—for the 
lógos—a word that means not only “word” but also “that by which thought is 

3. I refer here to the title of Judith N. Shklar’s fi rst book, Aft er Utopia: Th e Decline of Political Faith 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957), which deals with the possibility and dangers of political 
theoretical thought aft er the French Revolution.

4. WKG, 8-3, 454.
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expressed.” Nietzsche was here making a claim about the development of war 
in the century that was to come. Modern politics, as he pointed out, is char-
acterized by the fact that the entire populace is involved.5 What is the relation 
of “great politics” to the Geisterkrieg? Great politics had brought all members 
of society into political confl ict, inevitably political confl ict with all mem-
bers of other societies, a recognition that is, as we shall see, at the core of the 
thought of Carl Schmitt . Nietzsche had, perhaps, observed this fi rsthand in 
the Franco- Prussian War, where the Prussian victory had not only mobilized 
movements like the Paris Commune and cost France two of its provinces but 
also meant the imposition on the defeated country as a whole of reparations 
to the sum of fi ve billion francs (a sum incidentally in the range that Nietzsche 
once spoke of as the cost of “great politics”). One way of expressing what Gei-
sterkrieg means is to say that whereas in the past wars were fought of the distri-
bution of what there was, in the future (that is to say, in our times) wars will be 
fought to determine what there is to distribute. Th e wars of the twentieth cen-
tury have been, as Nietzsche predicted, wars for the dominion of the earth.

So Nietzsche’s prediction is that this developing kind of international poli-
tics (perhaps the fi rst truly international politics: we forget how diff erent the 
politics of the twentieth century were from those of, say, the eighteenth) will 
give rise to unprecedented wars, in part because of the involvement of the 
populace at large. Th ere is much truth to this prediction. Arno Mayer, for in-
stance, has carefully analyzed the way in which the politics pursued by Wil-
son and Lenin were not only remarkably like each other in their conception 
of what politics was about but also radically diff erent from those pursued by 
Clemenceau, Lloyd George, and most of the other leaders at Versailles.6 Cle-
menceau and his friends wanted to make sure that war never got out of hand 
again, as the Great War clearly had. Th ey wanted, therefore, to make sure that 
the waging of war remained in the hands of and for the purposes of the elite. 
Wilson and Lenin sought, rather, to remake the very stuff  of politics—in Wil-
son’s famous phrase when asking Congress to declare war, to make “the world 
safe for democracy.” (Note the ambiguity.)

As world history developed, it favored Wilson and Lenin. Th e war had in-

5. For example, Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 241, WKG, 6-2, 188.
6. See Arno Mayer, Wilson and Lenin: Political Origins of the New Diplomacy (New York: Meridian, 

1967). See also my “Taking Rank with What Is Ours,” in Th e Politics of Human Rights, ed. Paula Newburg 
(New York: New York University Press, 1981), and “Wars the Like of Which One Has Never Seen,” in 
Friedrich Nietzsche, ed. Tracy B. Strong (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2009).
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volved the population as a whole: it was total, as Raymond Aron was later to 
call it.7 (Note that the century of total war is also the century of totalitarian-
ism.) For Wilson and Lenin, the purpose of war was to extend certain so-
cial relations, that is, to make concrete and universal dynamics potentially in-
herent in political and social developments since, say, the French Revolution. 
Nietzsche sees the same thing as Wilson and Lenin, but with much more anxi-
ety. He writes in 1882: “Kriege über das Princip von Besser- Nichtsein- als- Sein 
[wars over the principle of bett er- not- to-be- than- to-be].”8 He means that, 
eventually, wars will not be fought to assert what one is, let alone to achieve it; 
rather, they will have no possible particular goal, precisely so as not to come 
to an end. (Here, one might ask oneself what has really ended with the “end” 
of the Cold War?) Arendt will see much of the same in her analysis of mod-
ern imperialism.

Such were the wars that were started with World War I and saw their fuller 
development with the rise of fascism and National Socialism. Since the defeat 
in 1945 of the Axis powers, much of the political thought in the West has been 
devoted to developing theory that would keep “it” from happening again. 
Many of the distinctions that political theorists and liberal thought in general 
have, aft er 1945, drawn between thinkers are, in the end, answers dependent on 
a tacit question: “What is the relation of this thought to the Nazis?” So stun-
ning a book as Fin- de- Siècle Vienna, in which Carl Schorske lays out the vari-
ous strands in thought and culture in that most modernist of cities in 1900, is, 
fi nally, tacitly controlled by the question of whether each strand of thought led 
to, resisted, or was too blithely ignorant of National Socialism.9 Judith Shklar 
can, thus, in a review of Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self, a book about the 
making of the modern “self,” suggest that a problem with the book is that it is 
instructive only to those “who fear skepticism more than evil.”10 In American 
political science, Robert Lane was only one of those who argued that too much 
participation is a bad thing for democracy and that to function properly the po-
litical realm requires, as Lane put it in Political Ideology, “a touch of anomie.”11 
Th ere is nothing wrong with reading the present through the past: doing so 

7. Raymond Aron, Th e Century of Total War (Boston: Beacon, 1954).
8. WKG, 7-1, 42.
9. Carl Schorske, Fin- de- Siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture (New York: Vintage, 1981).
10. Judith N. Shklar, review of Sources of the Self, by Charles Taylor, Political Th eory 19, no. 1 (Febru-

ary 1991): 109.
11. Robert Edwards Lane, Political Ideology: Why the American Common Man Believes What He Does 

(New York: Free Press, 1962), 208.
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does, however, constitute a sorting device that places thinkers into anachro-
nistic categories. (I do not deny that anachronisms have their important uses.) 
As we shall see, however, if we bracket, as I intend to in this book, the tacit “Na-
zism?” question, unexpected similarities begin to appear before 1933.12

I do not suggest with this that we should forget that which I intend to 
bracket. Two of my authors were members of the Nazi Party; another was the 
oft en brutal leader of a revolutionary movement; some form of what we can 
too easily call elitism appears in almost all of them. It is, however, the convic-
tion of this book that the focus on “prevention” has shaped most of the writ-
ing of political theory since the Second World War and that this focus has 
narrowed the possibilities for political thought in not always useful fashions. 
Th e thinkers I consider in this book are neither democrats nor liberals, at least 
in the Anglo- American sense of those terms (Arendt may be a partial excep-
tion on the fi rst count). But it is also my conviction that, by examining their 
thought in a nonrejectionist manner, one can identify what I might call turning 
points—points of divergence at which they started down one of several pos-
sible paths. For some, perhaps because of the availability of apparently tempt-
ing paths, the choices were disastrous—Martin Heidegger and Carl Schmitt  
come most immediately to mind, but others are in their company. It is, how-
ever, to recover these turning points that I write, a desire to see whether there 
are roads not taken or, at least, less traveled by. I suggest, then, that, instead of 
writing to make sure “it” never happens again, we have to open some doors 
that have been closed down in order to explore paths that come aft er those 
doors but were not taken. Th is enterprise is not without its dangers—the 
paths that were taken sometimes have more appeal than is oft en allowed and 
not only to unthinking people: the seductions they off er are real, even if they 
should be refused. It is also the case that the notion of a turning point is mis-
leading. If one was prevented from adhering to Nazism because one was Jew-
ish (as might have been the case with men like Ernst Kantorowicz and Leo 
Strauss), was this a turning point or simply a piece of moral luck?13

12. As an example of such consequences, consider A Parting of the Ways: Carnap, Cassirer and Hei deg-
ger (Chicago: Open Court, 2000), in which Michael Friedman shows that the diff erences between “ana-
lytic” and “Continental” thought (in his case, Carnap and Heidegger) that have for three- quarters of a 
century been taken for granted as themselves analytic are, in fact, in great part consequent to the political 
events that irrevocably separated from each other participants in what had been a dialogue.

13. See the discussion in Tracy B. Strong, “Exile and the Demos: Leo Strauss in America” (unpublished 
manuscript). See also Leo Strauss, Gesammelte Schrift en, 3 vols. (Stutt gart: Metzler, 2001– 8), 3:623– 25.
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T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  “ V I S I O N ”

In 1960, Sheldon Wolin published a book he entitled Politics and Vision.14 It was 
both a history of Western political theory—designed in great part to counter 
the neopositivist orientation of George Sabine’s dominant A History of Po-
litical Th eory15—and an act of political theorizing. Wolin argued that the po-
litical theory of the West could be understood as a series of “visions,” the over-
all course of which manifested a progressive evanescence of the place of the 
political in human experience. Th e last chapter—“Th e Age of Organization 
and the Sublimation of Politics”—portrayed a victory of the organizational 
and bureaucratic realm over the political. Th e fi rst edition stopped, as it would 
have had to, with the late 1950s: it retained the possibility of some hope for a 
future recovery of the political in human life.

Th e book was of enormous importance to the generation of political theo-
rists who came of age in the 1960s and aft er. It showed what was wrong with ac-
ademic political theory as it was mostly practiced in Anglophone countries; it 
off ered hope and pointed at a way actually to begin to do political theory again 
without disappearing into overly refi ned analytic distinctions, or retreating 
into esotericism, or being smothered by historical context. It made real prog-
ress sett ing out a new path. And, indeed, for a few years, perhaps a decade, 
political life in America seemed to follow the path that Wolin had sketched 
out: the civil rights movement, the Free Speech Movement, the early anti– 
Vietnam War campaigns. Th e promise of the times, however, congealed and 
fractured—a cold wind was blowing against it. In 2006, Wolin brought forth 
a second expanded edition, close to double in length. Th e appearance of hope 
that remained a small but distinct light in the fi rst had disappeared. Th e mes-
sage was now that the elimination of politics from Western experience was all 
but accomplished and had been replaced by what he called inverted totalitari-
anism. Democracy as a form of human experience (and not as a form of gov-
ernment) was “fugitive,” a glimmer likely soon to be extinguished.

Notable in the second edition is the amount of time that Wolin spent on re-
jecting what he took to be the baleful post- 1960 infl uences of Marx and Nietz-
sche (neither of whom had played any signifi cant role in the fi rst edition). In 
addition, liberalism—mostly in its Rawlsian and Deweyite incarnations—

14. Sheldon S. Wolin, Politics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Political Th ought (1960), 
2nd expanded ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006).

15. George Holland Sabine, A History of Political Th eory (New York: Holt, 1950).
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was, for all its decency, dismissed as resting on too thin a reed of supposedly 
reasonable, supposedly shared doctrines. If the fi rst book had held out hope 
and pointed at a way, the second was angry and despairing. Why so? (Not 
that there is not much to be angry at and much to despair of.) It is striking 
that Wolin paid litt le or no att ention to many of those to be considered in 
this book: litt le or nothing on Arendt, Freud, Heidegger, Schmitt , or Weber.16 
Lenin had been considered only in the last few pages of the fi rst edition.17 
Nietzsche, however, was now the subject of a whole chapter and is att acked as 
a pretotalitarian (even if partially unwitt ingly).18 Wolin had paid litt le att ention 
to these writers because, I think, they do not rely on—indeed, they reject—
the notion of a vision. Lacking a vision, they are, for Wolin, at best empty and 
more likely dangerous. His new att ention to Nietzsche (and to Marx, in sepa-
rate full chapters) was an att ack on fi gures whom he saw as pretending to have 
a vision: they were doubly dangerous for him.

I have chosen in this book to write about precisely those fi gures in the 
twentieth century who reject the need for, and the possibility of, a “vision.” 
Th ey think, or try to think, without a banister. A premise or claim of this book 
is that, if political theory is to att empt to be adequate to the politics of the 
twentieth (and now the twenty- fi rst) century, it must think without a banister 
and without any nostalgia for one. Th e point of examining in this book those 
who do so (and there could have been others) is to gain some insight into 
and even lessons about how to think without a banister—and, since there are 
dangers here, also how not to. I thus think that, in the end (if only in the end), 
the vision texts of the political theory canon that ranges from Th ucydides to 
sometime in the nineteenth century are, to some signifi cant degree, incapable 
of taking into account the political developments of the twentieth century.19 

16. Wolin did write a separate article on Weber (“Max Weber: Legitimation, Method and the Politics 
of Th eory,” Political Th eory 9, no. 3 [August 1981]: 401– 24) in which he concludes that, for all his power, 
Weber’s “equivocation” leaves only “power without right”—a position that, as we shall see in chapter 3, is 
not unlike that taken by Leo Strauss.

17. Th e argument is that, in the end, Lenin’s theory of action reinforces that which makes for the tri-
umph of organization. See Wolin, Politics and Vision, 379.

18. While there is always much to be learned from anything Wolin writes, the chapters in Politics and 
Vision on Marx and Nietzsche, in particular, strike me as simply not to have come to terms with work that 
has been done since the mid- 1970s. Ironically, there is an odd way in which Wolin’s Nietzsche shares much 
with the Nietzsche presented in Allan Bloom’s Th e Closing of the American Mind (Boston: Simon & Schus-
ter, 1987), except for the fact that Bloom secretly admires Nietzsche, whereas Wolin does not.

19. See George Kateb, “Th e Adequacy of the Canon,” in Patriotism and Other Mistakes (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 384– 407.
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Whether or not there are “perennial” philosophical problems that have been 
with us since the Greeks,20 it seems to me important to realize that the past 
century brings to the forefront questions of a diff erent order. My choice of 
thinkers here is governed by the hope and the presumption that the writers 
engaged here can provide us with the possibility of achieving the elements of 
an understanding of the too oft en awful politics of the last century. I do not 
mean that we must adopt their stance unquestioningly; I do mean that they 
are among those who sought to confront the actualities of the past century 
(and, thus, of this one). Finally, it is worth noting that three of those I con-
sider in this book—Schmitt , Heidegger, and Arendt—live long enough to re-
fl ect on both world wars, the rise of fascism, the Cold War, the growth of Th ird 
World nationalism and anticolonialism, the Vietnam War, and to some degree 
the events we have come to call the Sixties.

It is, thus, also my conviction that the writers considered here share more 
than is oft en realized. Th is is not simply a matt er of none of them being liber-
als. Rather, I fi nd that they share common approaches to the understanding 
and analysis of political and social questions. To anticipate too much, they all 
seek a way to make available that which cannot be directly known; they are all 
concerned with what they see as the progressive mediocrity of the Western 
human condition (in this they are not alone: one thinks of Mill, Tocqueville, 
Emerson, Th oreau); they all place some degree of hope in the possibility of 
some form of leadership; they are all concerned with the eff ects of two thou-
sand years of Christianity on human sensibility. Th ey are disillusioned with 
the capacity of rationality and knowledge to resolve or solve the human con-
dition they see around them. Th ey all call on human beings to be capable of 
not living what Th oreau in Walden called “lives of quiet desperation.” And not 
without cause: this is not a case simply of disaff ected individuals. When asked 
in 1980 about the impact of the First World War, Roger Baldwin (the founder 
of the American Civil Liberties Union), who was thirty at the outset of the 
war, replied: “It was the end of our faith in reason.”21

20. See Richard Rorty, “Overcoming the Tradition: Heidegger and Dewey,” Review of Metaphysics 30, 
no. 2 (December 1976): 283 n. 7.

21. Roger Baldwin, interview by the author, June 1980. See the discussion of World War I in Michael 
Mann, Fascism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 36– 37; and Eric Hobsbawm, “Th e Age of 
Total War,” in Th e Age of Extremes: A History of the World, 1914– 1991 (New York: Vintage, 1996), 21– 56. It is 
an irony that, in 1931, the year aft er the great mathematician David Hilbert exhorted a German scientifi c so-
ciety, “We must know, We will know” (cited in James T. Smith, “Hilbert’s 1930 Radio Address” [San Fran-
cisco State University, May 16, 2005], available at htt p:// math.sfsu .edu/ smith/ Documents/ HilbertRadio/ 
HilbertRadio .pdf), the equally great Kurt Gödel announced his incompleteness theorem, designating the 
limits of what could be known.
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T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  M O D E R N I T Y

In this introduction’s fi rst epigraph, Kant refl ected on the apparent lack of 
moorings that humans (now?) encounter. His philosophy was an att empt to 
provide such moorings on the basis of human capacities alone. In fact, such 
doubts and such seeking are generally associated with what is meant by moder-
nity. I want now to look back at that development. What follows is an att empt 
to extract from a sketch of the genealogy of modernity a set of categories by 
which to interrogate the present and to set some terms for thinking in and of it. 
Marking the beginning of what we (Westerners, Anglo- American- European, 
mainly white, most oft en male) mean by modernity is not so much a hope-
less task as it is an argument about what the most salient traits of that moder-
nity would be.22 Hegel thought that Christianity and the advent of subjective 
freedom marked the transition between that which was not modern and the 
modern.23 We can say this, at least: to be modern means, fi rst, to have the pos-
sibility of experiencing the world, or portions of it, as if it or they raised self-
 referential questions. A self- referential question is one that raises the question 
of what something (actually) is—it is a critical question. Th e (at least initial) 
experience of modern art characteristically raises the question, “Is that art?” 
and, thus, of what art is; that is, the secure knowledge of what art is had been 
called into question by, for example, Duchamp’s Fountain.24 One of the rea-
sons that World War I can mark the beginning of the modern century is the ex-
perience that many had, both during and aft er those events, not just of “How 
can this be happening?” but even more of “What is it that is happening?”

To raise the question of what something actually is, one must forgo any 

22. For an insightful if to me overly sympathetic account, see Robert Pippin, Modernity as a Philo-
sophical Problem (London: Wiley, 1999). Modernity is a contested (and contestable) term. Peter Osborne 
(“Modernity Is a Qualitative, Not a Chronological, Category: Notes on the Dialectics of Diff erential His-
torical Time,” in Postmodernism and the Re- Reading of Modernity, ed. Francis Barker et al. [Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1992]) fi nds modernity to be in three phases (early, classical, and late). Zyg-
munt Bauman (Modernity and the Holocaust [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1989]) thinks the con-
temporary period one of “liquid” modernity. Anthony Giddens (Conversations with Anthony Giddens: Mak-
ing Sense of Modernity [Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998]) fi nds there to be a period of low 
and high modernity and associates it with industrial society. And I have not broached the question of post-
modernity.

23. G. W. F. Hegel, Philosophy of Right (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967), par. 124.
24. See the analysis in Th ierry de Duve, Kant Aft er Duchamp (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), 

chap. 5 (pp. 286, 293, 303ff ., and 313ff ., in particular). De Duve shows quite convincingly that the existence 
of ready- mades (cf. Duchamp) transforms Kant’s question, “What is beautiful?” into the question, “What 
is art?” all the while remaining within a Kantian framework. Th anks to Patchen Markell for putt ing me on 
to this book.
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sense that human action could be judged by a standard external and transcen-
dent to it. Call this the necessity and the gift  of skepticism. What is gained, how-
ever, is what modernity makes possible—a confrontation with the nature or 
essence or being of some activity. It is in the nature of modern art, modern 
music, as well as, I would argue, modern politics to raise the question, “Is that 
art [music, politics, etc.]?”25 So it is my contention that the thought of those 
considered here raises ontological questions, about politics, about art, and, 
indeed, about thinking, as Heidegger asked in a question that can be only am-
biguously translated: “Was heisst denken?” (What is called, has the name of, 
means, thinking?). (Th us the question is raised, one hopes, about philosophy 
itself.)

When Nietzsche’s character Zarathustra fi rst comes into a town, he goes 
to the marketplace and announces the arrival of the overman who will sup-
plant the last men.26 Th e crowd responds: “Give us this last man. . . . Turn us 
into this last man. Th en we shall make you a gift  of the overman.”27 Zarathus-
tra’s problem is, not that he is not understood, but that the understanding that 
people have of him is incorrigibly wrong: it mistakes everything. One would 
have to change the person for him or her to get it right. So do all the writers 
considered here—writing as they do without reliance on external authority 
and, thus, with reliance on their words alone—have a problem in convincing 
people.28 Th ey have to provide, not only arguments, but also the framework in 
which those arguments make sense.

To elaborate this last claim: If to read someone or some text as a modern 
means to read it as raising the question of what something in its nature is, it 
thus, second, means to read someone or some text in relation to the Enlighten-
ment.29 We might think of the Enlightenment as the origin and development 
of the critical tradition, a tradition that found its classical formulation in Kant’s 

25. Michael Fried (“Manet’s Sources,” Artforum 7 [March 1969]: 28– 81) points out that, to the end, 
Manet would question his work, asking whether it was, indeed, a painting. See also Maurice Merleau-
 Ponty, “Cezanne’s Doubt,” in Sense and Non- Sense (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964).

26. Nietzsche uses the gender- neutral Mensch for man. Alas, English lacks any reasonable- sounding 
equivalent.

27. Friedrich Nietzsche, Th us Spoke Zarathustra, prologue, 5, WKG, 6-1, 12.
28. Th is is a central question starting sometime in the nineteenth century. See, e.g., Søren Kierkegaard, 

On Authority and Revelation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1955).
29. As Foucault remarks in “Le gouvernement de soi et des autres,” his lecture at the Collège de France 

on January 5, 1983, on Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?”: “From Hegel to Horkheimer or to Habermas, 
passing by Nietzsche or Max Weber, there is no philosophy that, directly or indirectly, has not confronted 
[the question of Enlightenment]” (my translation from a transcript of the lecture furnished to me by Nancy 
Luxon). Th anks to Professor Luxon for making her transcript of this then- unpublished lecture available to 
me. Th e lectures were published by Seuil in 2008.
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philosophy, although it certainly did not spring fully grown from the last half 
of the eighteenth century. Kant sought to uncover the conditions that had to 
be the case for some human action (e.g., knowing) to be possible. Th e critical 
tradition—later to fi nd its political and human expression in, inter alia, Marx’s 
“critique of political economy” (the subtitle of Capital) and Nietzsche’s and 
Freud’s turning of the critique back onto the self—sought to unmask and set 
forth the hidden world that made the world that appeared to us have the qual-
ity of appearing to be the case. Th e question of what something actually was, 
not in its appearance, but in its being, or in its essence, or in its nature, was a 
question that called for revealing that which had lain hidden.

To read something in relation to the Enlightenment—to read and think 
critically—means necessarily to raise the question of the relation of one’s 
thought to the past, to that which came before, to that by which one is shaped 
and from which one emerges. Th us, Marx could write in Th e XVIIIth Bru-
maire of Louis Napoleon that “the tradition of all dead generations weighs like 
a nightmare on the brains of the living,” and James Joyce would echo the feel-
ing in Ulysses when Stephen Daedalus says that “the past is a nightmare” from 
which he is “trying to awake.”30 But how might one convey this sense of ille-
gitimacy in relation to all pasts? Some of the writers considered in this book 
write in such a manner as to make it seem that they had read nothing, as if the 
ideas they put forth spring fully developed from their soul and body. Nietz-
sche is a prime example of this, but one fi nds something of the same in Freud, 
and the style is centrally characteristic of Witt genstein’s thought. Th ey do this, 
one assumes, because they feel it important that their thought strike the reader 
as completely fresh, as if the past had no testament. Th ey are not the fi rst to 
do this—much of Rousseau’s work is writt en in the same manner. Writing as 
if one had no antecedents derives from the wish that one’s words aff ect the 
reader at a level below assessment, such that they become part of assessment 
itself. Th us, these writers want to change the way in which the world is expe-
rienced: godlike, they do wish to make all things new. It is worth noting here 
that it is not the case that thinkers were, in fact, therefore genially content to 
pay no att ention to the world of knowledge around them. Nietzsche is oft en 
read as if he knew Greek and Latin and not much else. While Th e Birth of Trag-
edy was, despite being the fi rst publication of an anticipated major scholar, 
notoriously writt en without footnotes, recent work has shown that Nietzsche 

30. Karl Marx, Th e XVIIIth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, in Marx/ Engels Collected Works, 50 vols. (New 
York: International, 1966), 11:103; James Joyce, Ulysses (New York: Simon & Brown, 2010), 42. A thought 
occurs to Daedalus in the next line: “What if that nightmare gave you a backkick?”
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was, in fact, extensively acquainted with a wide range of the cutt ing edges of 
knowledge of his day.31 Witt genstein is much the same, as any perusal of Garth 
Hallett ’s monumental A Companion to Witt genstein’s Philosophical Investiga-
tions will demonstrate.32 Th e question must then be why they chose to write 
as they did. Th e answer—to be explored further below—is that these writ-
ers write for immediacy: as David Allison put it about Nietzsche, they write 
as if you, the reader, are their friend. Th ey write “for you, not at you but for 
you.”33 Th ey want their writing to strike you without intermediary so that it 
penetrates past assessment to become part of how you assess the world (and, 
thus, to change you).

Other writers—of those considered here, Weber, Lenin, and Heidegger are 
the most obvious—write in such a manner as to make it seem that they have 
read everything. If Weber’s learning is legendary—while the Birth of Tragedy 
was writt en without footnotes, Th e Protestant Ethic is butt ressed by over one 
hundred pages of supporting material—it is also worn on his sleeve. Heideg-
ger likewise writes as if he had read everything in Western thought (as he had, 
and he too lets you know it) and was, thus, able to engage it. Here, the writing 
acknowledges that weight of the past and implicitly argues that one can bear 
it or get rid of it—or at least accept as a guide someone who can bear it. Th e 
task here, as Heidegger urges us, is to read the authors of the past as if for the 
fi rst time.

Both those who write as if there were no past and those who write as if 
they knew all the past write in such a manner as to separate themselves from 
it. Th ey do so because they fi nd bringing att ention to that for which we do not 
have words centrally important to that which they want to accomplish. Th us, 
fi nally, a question raised by someone who works from or inside the critical tra-
dition is a question to which there can never be an answer: “What is the qual-
ity of the world that is hidden from us?” What is most important is that one 
realize that nothing can count as an answer to this—as a last word, so to speak. 
For Kant, this was the noumenal realm, that realm of existence that, precisely 

31. See, e.g., Robin Small, Nietzsche in Context (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002); Greg Moore, Nietzsche, 
Biology and Metaphor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Gregory Moore and Th omas H. 
Brobjer, eds., Nietzsche and Science (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004); and Th omas H. Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philo-
sophical Context: An Intellectual Biography (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008), and “Nietzsche’s 
Reading and Private Library, 1885– 1889,” Journal of the History of Ideas 58, no. 4 (October 1997): 663– 93. See 
also the accounts of Nietzsche’s reading in “Nietzsche’s Library” at htt p:// www .nietzschecircle .com.

32. Garth Hallett , SJ, A Companion to Witt genstein’s Philosophical Investigations (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1977).

33. David Allison, Reading the New Nietzsche (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Litt lefi eld, 2000), 4.
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because it was hidden, made knowledge and morality possible. Th e point of 
the noumenal realm was not so much to posit a realm of that which could not 
be known as to show that human understanding was not exhausted in the act of 
knowing. Knowing something that is, that is, can never be complete in itself. 
Approaching this problem, Stanley Cavell has writt en:

Th e problem with the notion of the “thing- in-itself ” is not, as it has been 
put, that Kant does not, or cannot, explain its relation to the objects we 
know, or that he oughtn’t to be able so much as to imagine its relation (be-
cause in his view the categories do not apply to it). Th e problem with the 
concept of the thing- in-itself is that it should have itself received a transcen-
dental deduction, i.e., that it itself, or the concepts that go into it (e.g., ex-
ternality; world (in which objects are met)), should have been seen as in-
ternal to the categories of the understanding, as part of our concept of an 
object in general.34

Hence, to read as a modern means to open oneself up to the existence of that 
which is or has been hidden to—and by—us, a world for which, by defi ni-
tion, we can never have adequate words. Not to acknowledge the existence of 
such a world means that one reads other than as a modern. A “transcendental 
deduction” of the thing- in-itself will not and cannot be a kind of knowledge, 
but it can become one’s life. Th e paradigm of our stance in relation to the nou-
menal, I shall argue in the next chapter, is the aesthetic. I mean here, not that 
it is (only what is called) art, but that, as with art, an aesthetic relation occurs 
with the acknowledgment of the presence of the incomprehensible and the 
consequent recognition that what one says about it is necessarily in and only 
in one’s own voice. (In the next chapter, we will fi nd Kant referring to this as 
maturity.) In turn, we will see over the course of the book and especially in re-
lation to the thought of Hannah Arendt that a judgment expressed as authen-
tically one’s own (what Kant calls public) necessarily opens and relates one to 
others making a judgment of their own.

For now, this may remain somewhat gnomic, but already there are impor-
tant implications. To the degree that something essential to our being cannot 
in itself be an object of knowledge, the thinker who wishes to make use of this 

34. See Stanley Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason (Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), 53– 54. In his Th e Senses of 
Walden (New York: Viking, 1972), 104n, Cavell argues that Th oreau’s Walden is precisely such a deduction, 
as, indeed, his book shows it to be.
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will not be able to rely on argumentation and logic,35 at least not on argumen-
tation and logic alone. Rousseau, for instance, had already memorably asserted 
in the Discourse on the Arts and Sciences that philosophy will never do anything 
living as long as it advances claims to knowledge. His intention in that work 
was not so much to denigrate the knowledge humans had acquired over their 
history as to insist on its limitation if it was to be what it properly was. If we call 
what Rousseau thinks he does (real) philosophy, then philosophy should pro-
ceed by looking and seeing, by unmasking and unveiling, by making available. 
“Ce que j’ai montré [that which I have shown]” is Rousseau’s repeated claim.36 
Philosophy is or should be about what human beings think about when they 
think about human things, that is, things they cannot help but think about 
because they are human beings. Such matt ers, Rousseau seems to be saying, 
(can) appear to us; they are not summoned by acts of knowledge.37 All the writ-
ers considered in this book want, albeit in diff erent ways, to show as much as 
to argue, to be persuasive as much as to convince. It is as if the shared world 
that makes argument possible had itself been called into question.

Th e considerations above turn around six separate points:

1. Th e so-called death of God (to be explored in the next chapter) refers not 
(simply) to the decay of Christianity but to a set of problems that develop 
over time and correspond to the gradual unavailability of authoritative 
foundations for human knowledge and action.

2. Th is problem is conceptualized as the necessity of thinking without reliance 
on preexisting authority.

3. In the course of such thought, the world is conceived of in terms that refl ect 
a vision of art, a vision of the world revealed to humans precisely because it 
is an artifact.

4. In the pursuit of this, knowledge on its own is understood to be insuffi  cient 
to accomplish the construction of a new foundation or whatever might be 
understood in its stead.

35. Let us say, the Kantian categories.
36. For a fuller discussion, see my Jean- Jacques Rousseau: Th e Politics of the Ordinary, chap. 1; and James 

Miller, Rousseau: Dreamer of Democracy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996).
37. I was helped in this formulation by Stanley Cavell, “Th e Th ought of Movies,” in Th emes Out of 

School (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 9 (top paragraph). For a complete discussion of this 
theme in Rousseau, see my Jean- Jacques Rousseau: Th e Politics of the Ordinary, chap. 1. For a discussion 
of this theme in Witt genstein, see Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? (New York: Scribner’s, 1969), 
chap. 2.
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5. Th e political realm will, to the degree that it responds to these develop-
ments (to which it must respond over time), manifest the above qualities.

6. Central att ention will, therefore, be paid to the particular qualities that 
the agent must have in order to be the creator of a world and of an under-
standing.

If all the thinkers considered here share the above concerns to a greater or 
lesser extent, they also take diff erent approaches to them. Th ree broad diff er-
ences in focus appear, though these categories should not be considered rigid. 
Nietzsche, Weber, and Freud tend to or at least appear to foreground the indi-
vidual—in diff erent ways they each call for a new kind of human being, one 
not subject to the human- all- too- human neuroses of the present age. Lenin 
and Schmitt , on the other hand, fi nd the focus of responsibility to lie in the 
group (the Party or the state): it is with them that decisionmaking should and 
must lie. Finally, Heidegger and Arendt develop in diff erent but related ways 
the concept of the pólis, which is neither a group nor the state and which car-
ries with it a particular notion of the individual. I repeat that these categories 
are not airtight: one ignores Nietzsche’s concern with the social and political 
at one’s peril; Lenin, as we shall see, is centrally concerned with qualities of 
individual character. Th ese categories should serve only as a very preliminary 
orientation.

I turn in chapter 1 to an investigation of the preconditions for the above 
claims.



1

Kant and the Death of God
A voice said, Look me in the stars
And tell me truly, men of earth,

If all the soul and body scars
Were not too much to pay for birth.

Robert Frost, “A Question”

Th e greatest poverty is not to live
In a physical world, to feel that one’s desire

Is too diffi  cult to tell from despair.

Wallace Stevens, “Esthétique du Mal”

N I E T Z S C H E  A N T I C I P A T E S  T H E  G E N E R A L  D E V E L O P M E N T S  T H A T  L E D  T O 

the post– World War I disillusion and famously refers to them as the death of 
God. He means by this not only the discrediting and erosion of the Christian 
religion—aft er all, every Christian knows that God did die1—but also the dis-
appearance or discrediting of any realm that might stand independently of our 
understanding and to which our understanding might be referred. Call this 
the vision or a transcendental realm or, to reverse the orientation, a foundation. 
It serves as a banister. In practice, it means to recognize as authoritative some 
understanding outside ourselves, that is, as an understanding in which we claim 
to recognize ourselves. It could be class, race, reason, nature, logic, science, 
God. Th e death of God thus designates a situation in which we are cast loose 
from any source of authority external to our self, and it is, thus, the precondi-
tion for what Arendt referred to as the possibility of thinking “ohne Geländer.” 
In the paragraph of the Gay Science that immediately precedes the one that in-

1. Indeed, God’s death is, as Nietzsche says, “ein alt- Germanisches Wort.” See Deland Scott  Anderson, 
Hegel’s Speculative Good Friday: Th e Death of God in Philosophical Perspective (New York: Scholars, 1996).
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forms the populace of God’s death, Nietzsche calls att ention to the fact that, 
even without the knowledge of his demise, humans fi nd themselves cast adrift : 
“We have left  the land and taken to ship! We have demolished the bridges be-
hind us—even more, we have destroyed the land behind us. . . . Woe, when 
you feel homesick for the land as if more freedom had been there—and there 
is no longer any land.”2 Th is says: we have started on a journey without an end 
(there are no more ports as we have destroyed the land). Th ere is a danger that 
we long for the security of hard ground, failing to acknowledge that there is no 
longer any (was there ever?). Importantly, Nietzsche fi nds that our condition 
as cast adrift  on a sea without the possibility of ports precedes the knowledge 
of the death of God. It is a development in process, and the sequence of sev-
enteen paragraphs in the Gay Science that precede the announcement of the 
death of God (pars. 108– 24) lead up to it just as the seventeen ones that follow 
it detail the possibility of clearing “the air of everything Christian” (pars. 126– 
42).3 Nietzsche proclaims God’s death in paragraph 125 of the Gay Science—
it is a truth the news of which has not yet reached the general consciousness 
of the public, who continue to live on in the “shadows of the dead God.” Fur-
thermore, Nietzsche sees God’s death as a murder and Westerners as the as-
sassins. Th ose to whom a “madman”4 calls out in the marketplace of his search 
for God mock him: “Is God lost?” Th e madman replies:

We have killed him,—you and I! We all are his murderers! But how have 
we done this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to 
wipe away the whole horizon? What did we do when we unbound this earth 
from its sun? To where does it move now? To where do we move? Away 
from all suns? Are we not continually plunging about? And this backwards, 
sideways, forwards, in all directions? Is there still an up and a down? Do we 
not wander though an unending nothingness? Does not empty space blow 
on us? Has it not become more cold? Does not the night and not only the 
night come constantly on? Must not lanterns be lit in the morning?5

2. Friedrich Nietzsche, Gay Science, 124, WKG, 5-2, 158.
3. Th e death of God is, thus, the middle paragraph of this series, which starts with a reference to the 

Buddha (Gay Science, 108) and ends with another to him (Gay Science, 142), for those to whom numerol-
ogy matt ers.

4. Th is is “der tolle Mensch.” Two remarks: Mensch is gender neutral; toll also means “fantastic, 
 amazing.”

5. Nietzsche, Gay Science, 125, WKG, 5-2, 158. See Stephen Mulhall, Philosophical Myths of the Fall 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), chap. 1.
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As always, Nietzsche’s vividness makes a point. Th e man is mad because the 
world in terms of which he could make sense to and of himself is vanishing, 
now just a shadow. Th e death of God is the consequence of human actions, 
and the consequences of this death are or will be cosmic and catastrophic. Th e 
death of God means that we no longer know how to stand toward anything 
that used to give constancy and meaning. It is also a challenge: in the midst of 
this preaching, two problems are quietly set for the reader. Th e fi rst has to do 
with a grasping of the consequences, actual and to come, that this event has 
for human understanding and life. Th ere are, Nietzsche says, no natural limits 
anymore (no “horizon”), and regularity has disappeared as experience (the 
earth is “unbound . . . from its sun”). Our vision—that is, our security in what 
we understand—is impaired for night comes on and we are forced to rely on 
artifi ce to preserve our normal life patt erns (to light “lanterns . . . in the morn-
ing”). Second, Nietzsche asks: “How have we brought this about?” In other 
words, what is it that humans have done such that God has died? Th ere is, of 
course, a third question: What then is to be done? What is important here is 
that the death of God is not so much a declaration of atheism (and how could 
it, in fact, be?) as the formula for a set of experiences that are central to the 
West over the twentieth century.

Importantly, what is lost with the death of God is not just God but the 
human being who had an understanding of God. At the end of the Th ird Med-
itation, Descartes tells us that his “nature could not be as it is” if the God of 
which “the idea was in him did not exist.”6 Th e implication—and it is present 
in Nietzsche’s understanding of the death of God—is that, should the con-
cept of God disappear, then I would myself be changed. Hence, the changes 
demanded by the death of God are, while slow to come about (Nietzsche fore-
sees two hundred years), changes in what it means to be human. If the twen-
tieth century is the beginning of this process, the question arises as to how to 
take hold of it.

Th e various answers to these questions will take shape, I hope, over the 
course of this book. Preliminarily, in response to the fi rst question—How will 
humans react to the disorientation in and of their world?—one might note 
that reactions typically took the path of trying to fi nd a mooring point that 
was apparently not aff ected by the death of God. For some it was science and 
the extension of human power over nature. I shall pursue this theme in several 

6. René Descartes, Th ird Meditation, in Oeuvres et lett res (Paris: Pléiade, 1953), 300 (my translation). I 
appropriate this citation and many of the ideas in this paragraph from Stanley Cavell, Disowning Knowledge 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 126– 28.
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chapters of this book, most notably in those on Nietzsche, Weber, Freud, and 
Heidegger, all of whom cast doubt on the viability of this answer. For others, 
it was in the elaboration of a world that was somehow exempt from the dis-
contents of the present. To anticipate even a bit further: for many a model of 
such a world was found in antiquity, most oft en in Greece. Why Greece? In 
1755, in Th oughts on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture, Jo-
hann Winckelmann wrote: “Th e only way for us to become great . . . lies in the 
imitation of the Greeks.”7 Th e same att itude governs the presuppositions of 
so excellent a book as Bruno Snell’s Th e Discovery of the Mind, fi rst published 
in 1946 and accomplished during the Second World War.8 With Winckelman, 
Snell asks: “If we are to be Europeans . . . the question looms before us, ‘Who 
were the Greeks?’ ” Here, the historical has replaced the heroic. Snell’s analysis 
was premised on the possibility of going back to a culture before the Christian 
one, without a monotheistic God,9 and arguing that the basis of a common 
European culture lay there. His recognition or belief was that Christianity had 
not suffi  ced to stave off  Nazism, and, thus, he sought the origins of a compre-
hensive European culture in Greece.10 Th e sense here is that the death of God 

7. Johann J. Winckelmann, Refl ections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture (La-
Salle, IL: Open Court, 1987), 5. Th is is the Greece of “edle Einfalt und stille Grösse [noble simplicity and 
quiet grandeur]” (ibid., 33). Th e results of this show up in the thought of the period and in the classical phi-
lology of the early twentieth century. See the work of Werner Jaeger, Wolfgang Schadewaldt, Paul Fried-
laender, Eduard Fraenkel, etc. In 1933, e.g., Jaeger published an account of the Greek pólis, Die Erziehung des 
politischen Menschen und die Antike, in which he tried to link his vision of the pólis to contemporary (Na-
tional Socialist) developments in Germany. See James P. Holoka, review of Hellmut Flashar, Altertumswis-
senschaft  in den 20er Jahren: Neue Fragen und Impulse, Bryn Mawr Classical Review 96.7.14. For Great Britain, 
see Frank Turner, Th e Greek Heritage in Victorian Britain (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981); and 
Kyriacos Demetrious, “In Defense of the British Constitution: Th eoretical Implications of the Debate over 
Athenian Democracy in Britain, 1750– 1850,” History of Political Th ought 17, no. 2 (Summer 1996): 280– 97. 
See also nn. 8 and 10 below.

8. Bruno Snell, Th e Discovery of the Mind: Th e Greek Origins of European Th ought (1946), trans. T. G. 
Rosenmeyer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1953). Th e German word for mind is Geist. Th e 
literature here is extensive. See, inter alia, Henry A. Hatfi eld, Aesthetic Paganism in German Literature, fr om 
Winckelmann to the Death of Goethe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964); Dennis J. Schmidt, 
On Germans and Other Greeks: Tragedy and Ethical Life (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001); 
and Philip J. Kain, Schiller, Marx and Hegel: State, Society and the Aesthetic Ideal of Ancient Greece (Kingston, 
ON: McGill University Press, 1982). An early Anglophone book in this line is Eliza M. Butler, Th e Tyranny 
of Greece over Germany: A Study of the Infl uence Exercised by Greek Art and Poetry over the Great German 
Writers of the Eighteenth, Nineteenth, and Twentieth Centuries (1935; reprint, Boston: Beacon, 1958).

9. Hence, the next Gay Science paragraph aft er those concerned with the death of God (par. 143) is en-
titled “Th e Greatest Advantage of Polytheism”—an advantage that Weber was also to fi nd.

10. Snell, a student of Fränkel’s, spent the Nazi period at the University of Hamburg as the holder of a 
chair in classical philology to which he had acceded in 1931 (and which he kept until 1959). He apparently 
opposed the Nazi takeover but in a quiet way. He did not get into particular trouble and aft er the war said 
that he should have emigrated. He seems to have practiced what Hannah Arendt mentions in Eichmann in 
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was the death of the Christian God and that one therefore had to fi nd some-
thing antecedent.11

Snell and the others were not the fi rst to seek an alternative for Western 
civilization in the ancients: this cannot be the place to replay the entire and 
important debate.12 What is important is that the search for Greece and for 
a fons origo on which Western culture might rely comes precisely at the time 
that the autonomous individual acquires full shape in the thought of Kant13—
precisely thus at the time at which we might locate the beginning, as it were, 
of God’s death. Certainly, as such, the pursuit of Greece characterizes much of 
thought from the middle of the eighteenth century on,14 suffi  ciently such that 
Nietzsche can remark in a note from 1884 or 1885: “German philosophy as a 
whole—Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, to name the important ones—
is the most basic kind of romanticism and nostalgia there has been. Th e de-
sire for the best that ever was. One is nowhere at home, one strives in the end 
to go back, to where one somehow could be at home, because one may only 
there be at home: and that is the Greek world. But all bridges that reach pre-
cisely there are just the ones that are broken—excepting the rainbow- bridges 
of concepts.”15 Nietzsche’s remark does not deny that we can learn something 

Jerusalem (New York: Penguin, 2006) as a possibility for some—“doing nothing”—and became the fi rst 
postwar dean of the University of Hamburg.

11. It is against this that Heidegger subsumes the entire Western tradition since Plato (including Juda-
ism, Christianity, and National Socialism) into the same problematic subjectivist metaphysics. See Martin 
Heidegger, Contributions to Philosophy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000).

12. For an excellent discussion, see Simon Goldhill, Who Needs Greek? (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2002).

13. Kant’s relation to Greek thought was explored in Klaus Reich, “Kant and Greek Ethics I,” Mind 48 
( July 1939): 338– 51, and “Kant and Greek Ethics II,” Mind 48 (October 1939): 446– 63. On epistemological 
questions, see Daniel Sutherland, “Kant’s Philosophy of Mathematics and the Greek Mathematical Tradi-
tion,” Philosophical Review 113, no. 2 (April 2004): 157– 201; and Martha Nussbaum, “Kant’s Cosmopolitan-
ism,” in Perpetual Peace: Kant’s Cosmopolitan Ideal, ed. James Bohman and Matt hias Lutz- Bachmann (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), 25– 58.

14. Compare Rousseau in sec. 20 of the Essai sur l’origine des langues: “Herodotus read his history to 
the people of Greece assembled out of doors, and he met with universal applause. Nowadays an academi-
cian who reads a paper in public session can hardly be heard at the back of the hall” ( Jean- Jacques Rous-
seau, Oeuvres complètes, 5 vols. [Paris: Gallimard, 1961– 95], 5:429). See also my Jean- Jacques Rousseau: Th e 
Politics of the Ordinary, chap. 2.

15. WKG, 7-3, 412. See Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak, 190, WKG, 5-1, 162. Hannah Arendt analyzes 
this passage in Willing, vol. 2 of Th e Life of the Mind (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978), 157. In 
Daybreak (190, WKG, 5-1, 162), Nietzsche speaks of “the sense of a vague and bad taste which nonetheless 
boasts of a Greek ancestry” in “Schiller, Humboldt, Schleiermacher, Hegel, [and] Schelling” and refers es-
pecially to their correspondence. I should note that Goldhill (Who Needs Greek? 294) also cites this passage 
but thinks that Nietzsche wants to return to the Greeks. Nietzsche is quite clear that that is impossible and 
the att empt not desirable. See, e.g., Wir Philologen, WKG, 4-1, 159: “It is a task: to show it impossible to bring 
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from the Greek experience. Th e allusion to the rainbow bridge by which the 
Gods cross over into Valhalla at the end of Das Rheingold is, however, double-
 edged. We cannot become Greek, but we can learn how the Greeks did what 
they did. Here, Nietzsche’s inclusion of Kant may raise eyebrows: I hope to 
show some reasons below.

Nietzsche’s second task is set by the question of how we came to kill God. It 
is in the answer to this that one fi nds the possibility of an alternative to the ex-
ternal or divine foundation for knowledge and meaning. Th e most important 
answer, described in great and informative detail in Jerome B. Schneewind’s 
recent book, is that humans invented autonomy.16 Autonomy, as it is there 
understood, is the “ability to live by and make the moral law.” And, although 
“made” by humans, this moral law is claimed to be valid independently of who 
or whatever may have made it. Schneewind sees a culmination in Kant’s “as-
tonishing claim . . . that God and we can share membership in a single moral 
community.”17 In other words: God makes no ultimate diff erence as to what 
is morally right.

Th at Kant probably continued to believe in God—though his beliefs oc-
casionally led him to trouble—is not at question here. What is important is 
his recognition that autonomy requires, not only giving a law to yourself, but 
also doing so in such a way that the maxim of your law be universalizable. God 
makes no diff erence to the rationality of morality.18 Th e rationality of moral-
ity, however, is, as Kant makes quite explicit, dependent on the “autonomy 
of the will” (the “property of the will by which it is a law to itself ”).19 Impor-
tantly, Kant’s achievement in the First Critique (the Critique of Pure Reason) 

back Greece and thus also Christianity and the earlier foundations of sour society and our politics.” For a 
full discussion, see my Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfi guration, chap. 6.

It is, of course, the case that not all commentators think nineteenth- century thought to be so cen-
trally shaped by nostalgia. On Hegel, e.g., the range goes from George A. Kelly’s Hegel’s Retreat fr om Ele-
usis (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1978) and the regretful Hegel, to Charles Taylor’s Hegel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977) and Hegel as the theorist of community and social justice, 
to Robert Pippin’s Idealism as Modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), esp. pt. 1, and 
Hegel as the great critic of Kant, as a reveler in modernity.

16. Jerome B. Schneewind, Th e Invention of Autonomy: A History of Moral Philosophy fr om Montaigne 
to Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). It is noteworthy that in Schneewind’s book the 
word Greece does not appear in the index and that God is listed under “Concepts” rather than “Persons.”

17. Ibid., 512– 13.
18. Immanuel Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, in Practical Philosophy, ed. Mary J. Gregor 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 87– 88/ Ak. 4:438– 39. Schneewind calls att ention to the 
importance of this passage. See Th e Invention of Autonomy, 511.

19. Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, 89/ Ak. 4:440.
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was immediately recognized as having released what Jacob Oberreit called in 
1792 a “gigantic horror” on the world.20 Th e replacement of God with the nou-
menal (about which nothing was knowable) changed the human position in 
the world. Th e same point was made by Jacobi, Jean- Paul, and others.21 As 
Nietzsche was to remark in the third of the Untimely Meditations: “Th is dan-
ger [of the despair of truth] att ends every thinker who sets out from the Kant-
ian philosophy, provided he is a vigorous and whole man in suff ering and de-
sire and not a mere clatt ering thought—and calculating machine. . . . As soon, 
however, as Kant might start to exercise a popular [populär] infl uence we shall 
be aware of it in the form of a gnawing and disintegrating relativism and skep-
ticism. . . . We cannot decide whether what we call truth is really truth, or 
whether it only appears to us to be such.”22 (One can only contrast these reac-
tions to the bloodless analyses of the First Critique in much of contemporary 
analytic philosophy.)

T H E  P L A C E  O F  T H E  A E S T H E T I C :  K A N T  A N D  M A T U R I T Y

If the invention of autonomy was fi nally formulated in Kant, and if that inven-
tion was itself instrumental in the death of God, one must spend some time 
in an investigation of some themes in Kant. Th is cannot be exhaustive—in 
particular, I would have had to start with an exploration of the Critique of Pure 
Reason. Nevertheless, what follows here is, I think, central to the concerns of 
this book.23

Let me anticipate a bit. I have chosen to start here with a consideration 
of the Th ird Critique (the Critique of the Power of Judgment) because in it 
Kant shows that to be a (human) subject—to have a voice of one’s own—
is not a simple given, like arms and legs, but something to be achieved. His 
analysis of maturity in the essay on enlightenment is clear as to what such an 
achievement entails: one must acknowledge the limits of human compre-
hension, and, in doing so, one fi nds that one is tied to those with whom one 
shares a world. Th us, any judgment I make in the fi rst- person singular (“I”) 

20. Oberreit quoted in Babett e Babich, “Ex aliquod nihil: Nietzsche on Science, Anarchy and Demo-
cratic Nihilism,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 84, no. 2 (Spring 2010): 231– 56, 241– 42. Jacob 
Oberreit (1725– 98) was a Swiss doctor and philosopher, centrally responsible for the recovery and publi-
cation of the Nibelungen sagas.

21. Babich (ibid.) also discusses Jacobi and Jean- Paul. On Jean- Paul, see also Michael Gillespie, Nihil-
ism before Nietzsche (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), esp. chap. 3.

22. Friedrich Nietzsche, Schopenhauer as Educator, 3, WKG, 3-1, 346– 47.
23. Th e paragraph that follows responds directly to some comments from Patchen Markell.
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may command the att ention of my fellows, although it cannot compel their 
agreement.24 Th is is why the aesthetic opens up the space for the political. I 
do not think that those whom I consider in the rest of this book share Kant’s 
exact position, but I do think that they take up the elements of his position: a 
concern for the subject, a concern for the limits of knowledge, a concern for 
the universe of subjects and for the constructed world that we all live in. In 
turn, this greatly complicates the legacy of the Enlightenment for we mod-
erns: many of those considered here are read as counter- Enlightenment fi g-
ures, whereas they are, in fact, the complex heirs of a particular strand of the 
Enlightenment.

In his lectures on logic, Kant famously remarked: “Th e fi eld of philosophy 
may be reduced to four questions: 1. What can I know? 2. What ought I to do? 
3. For what may I hope? 4. What is a human being?” He continued by assert-
ing: “Th e fi rst question is answered by Metaphysics, the second by Morals, the 
third by Religion and the fourth by Anthropology. In reality, however, all these 
might be reckoned under anthropology, since the fi rst three questions refer to 
the last.”25 Th e central structure of Kant’s answers to the four questions is the 
critique, a refl ective elaboration of what has to be the case for something to be 
what it is (and, thus, available as knowledge). Th e critique is not simply an in-
tellectual tool. Rather, one should ask, What sort of individual is able to live a 
critical life? Typically, in Kant, the shorthand word for adequate character is 
mature or adult—manifesting what Schneewind, following Kant, designates 
as autonomy. Maturity is a quality of character, not of age. Th is theme, I might 
anticipate here, will not stop with Kant. Weber, in “Politics as a Vocation,” re-
fers to a “mature man, whether old or young in years.”26 Freud, at the begin-
ning of Civilization and Its Discontents, suggests that most humans are, psycho-
logically considered, “children.” Lenin, in his discussion of the Party, describes 
the last stage of the development of a professionally competent revolutionary 
as that of “adulthood.”

24. I therefore have diff erent concerns than those expressed in the admirable work of Pierre Bourdieu. 
In Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 
he argues that a wide range of social considerations structures what diff erent groups consider to be aes-
thetically pleasing, a structure of appreciation formed by what Bourdieu calls their habitus. I am concerned 
here not with agreement (consequent for Bourdieu to the sharing of a habitus) but rather with the actuality 
(or nonoccurrence) of being called out or provoked by an experience (which does not mean that one has 
to like it). Th anks to my seminar of winter 2011 for raising this issue.

25. Immanuel Kant, Jäsche Logik, introduction, pt. 3 (Ak. 9:25).
26. Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Gesammelte Politische Schrift en (Tübingen: Mohr, 1971), 559 

(English in Max Weber, Th e Vocation Lectures, ed. David S. Owen and Tracy B. Strong [Cambridge, MA: 
Hackett , 2004], 92).
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Whence these metaphors? I do not want in this book to replay (yet an-
other) history of the nineteenth century.27 I do, however, think that the asso-
ciation of these ideas one with the other is a constant theme in nineteenth-
 century thought, an association that is to a great degree inherent and oft en 
explicit in the thought of Kant. Th e revolution in philosophy—the invention 
of autonomy—associated with Kant set the framework within which and to 
some degree against which the next two centuries of thought must work. I 
want now to turn to a consideration of what can stand as or in or for the source 
of these associations, namely, to Kant’s consideration of the aesthetic object 
and of aesthetic experience.

M A T U R I T Y  A N D  T H E  C R I T I Q U E

It is important to see that the idea of maturity, and, thus, of character, is associated 
with the idea of the critique. An obvious source is Kant’s famous 1783 essay “A 
Response to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?” Kant argues, famously, 
that enlightenment is an individual’s emergence from his or her own “self-
 induced immaturity.” Th e word for immaturity here is Unmündigkeit—it could 
be rendered as dependence or as not of age—and it carries with it the resonance, 
if not the etymology, of not having a voice. It refers here not so much to some-
thing like voting (though it does not not refer to that) as to something like 
being able to speak in front of others and to others.28 Accordingly, the stron-
gest characteristic of maturity is having one’s own voice. Importantly, Kant is 
immediately explicit that minority is “self- incurred” and that it is such because 
it is consequent, not to a lack of knowledge, but rather to a lack of will. In other 
words, maturity is not a state that can be consequent simply to the acquiring 
of more knowledge. (Here again is Kant’s debt to Rousseau.) An exploration 
of immaturity is, thus, an exploration of what it means for one to have a voice 
that is one’s own: what does it mean to use the fi rst- person pronoun authen-
tically?

At the very beginning of the essay, we are urged to “Sapere aude! Have 

27. Herbert Schädelbach (Philosophy in Germany, 1831– 1933 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1984]) has done a fi ne job even if his nineteenth century starts forty years later than mine and ends twenty 
years later.

28. Th e concern with maturity is age- old in the West. Th e young Telemachus must be given the skep-
tron, which makes manifest that he is of age to speak in the agora in front of others (Odyssey, bk. 2). See the 
discussion and elaboration in Marcel Hénaff  and Tracy B. Strong, “Introduction: Th e Conditions of Public 
Space: Vision, Speech, and Th eatricality,” in Democracy and Public Space, ed. Marcel Hénaff  and Tracy B. 
Strong (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001).
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the courage to make use of your own understanding.”29 We are called on to 
manifest courage, a quality of character. Th e Latin citation is from Horace’s 
 Epistles;30 it means “dare to know (or be wise)” and immediately follows a line 
that indicates that to begin is half the journey. In context, Horace tell us:

 Why indeed
do you hurry to remove things hurtful
to your eye, while if something is harmful to your
soul, you put off  the time for curing it till next
year? Who begins a project has it half done; dare to know;
begin! Whoever postpones the hour of
living rightly is like the yokel who is waiting
until the river runs out: but it will glide
onwards and continue to glide forever in its fl ow.31

Assuming, as one must, that Kant knew the context from whence he drew the 
quote (Horace is one of the authors most cited by Kant), as did those who 
read him, one may also assume the relevance of that context. Th e question and 
the problem of enlightenment raise the following issues:

• Th e matt er in hand is the health of one’s soul—thus of the existence of one’s 
humanity.

• Most individuals appear to lack the sense that might lead them to att end to 
the health of their own soul—it is not that they are completely unaware but 
that they fi nd it easier to put off  such concern.

• Th e hardest part is to start: those who do not are a rusticus—a country yokel 
but more generally one simple of mind, possibly virtuous but with no sense 
of why or of him- or herself. Such wait for the river to cease fl owing.

29. Immanuel Kant, “A Response to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?” in Practical Philosophy, 
17/ Ak. 8:35: “Sapere aude! Habe Mut, dich deines eigenen Verstandes zu bedienen!” Kant, in Th e Critique 
of Pure Reason, urges the reader/ thinker to “compel nature to answer” rather than allow her to “boss one 
around” by her “leading- strings” (Leitbände). Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1992), 109 (preface to the 2nd ed.)/ Ak. Bxiii.

30. Horace, Epistles 1.2.40. Th e Cambridge edition of Kant’s essay has it from the Epodes for some 
 reason.

31. “Nam cur, / quae laedunt oculum, festinas demere, siquid / est animum, diff ers curandi tempus in 
annum? / Dimidium facti, qui coepit, habet; sapere aude, / incipe. Viuendi qui recte prorogat horam, / rus-
ticus expectat dum defl uat amnis; at ille / labitur et labetur in omne uolubilis aeuum.” He continues: “We 
seek money and a blessed [rich] wife for / bearing boys, and the / wild woods are tamed [pastured] by our 
plowing; but that man for whom there is enough should not / desire anything more.”
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• If one does not undertake this cure of the self, nothing will change: the river 
of life will run on forever on its own. Your life will, thus, not be your own.

Th us, a fi rst question raised by Kant is that of what it means for something 
to be one’s own understanding—dein eigenes Verstehen. Th e German word for 
own (eigene) carries with it the sense, not only of possession, but also of hav-
ing something characteristic, actual. Th e idea is that what we do should be 
purely and only our own, that is, in no way dependent on anyone or anything 
else. Should all our actions have this quality, we would be in what Kant calls 
the kingdom of ends, a purely human world: we would be autonomous. Het-
eronomy—the opposite of autonomy—is for him the “source of all spurious 
principles of morality” and comes from seeking “the law that is to determine 
[the will] anywhere else [than in itself] . . . in going beyond itself.” Kant gives 
us some examples of what would not be of one’s own understanding. One is 
the “mechanical instruments of a rational use, or rather misuse, of his natural 
gift s.” Th ose who use preexisting “precepts and formulas” will be unable to 
“to make [their] way about assuredly [einen sicheren Gang zu tun].”32 It is im-
portant to note that this is not a state in which one is deprived of some right, 
political or otherwise. For Kant, we are immature when we take a medicine 
because it is prescribed by a doctor.

Immaturity consists in acting in accord with an external authority. Kant 
gives three examples of those who cannot walk by themselves, who need a 
Gängelwagen—a “walker,” a “support” (I assume that this is one resonance to 
Arendt’s banister).33 Th ey are “a book that decides for me, a spiritual advisor 
who has a conscience for me, a doctor who decides on a regimen for me.”34 
Kant links them with, respectively, thinking, moral behavior, and judgment, 
and, though he does not say so, it should be apparent that each is the subject 
of one of the Critiques and that the Critiques thus have as their function to en-
able a human being to walk “assuredly” on his or her own.35 Th e point and 
purpose of critique is to make maturity possible—to show an answer to the 

32. Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, 89/ Ak. 4:441.
33. In a note in his Nachlass, Kant suggests that preexisting rules are the Gängelwagen for the immature 

(Ak. 15:515). Nietzsche, in fact, specifi cally associates walkers, banisters, and lead reins: “In der Zeit, wo 
man sich zuerst auf den eignen Gliedmaßen hinauswagt und ohne Gängelbänder und Geländer” (WKG, 
8-1, 3). Th ere are several references to Geländer in Nietzsche, in particular in Zarathustra. I owe the thought 
to look them up to Volker Gerhardt and Babett e Babich. For a critique of Kant on autonomy, see Mika 
Lavague- Manty, “Kant’s Children,” Social Th eory and Practice 32, no. 3 ( July 2006): 365– 88.

34. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?” 17/ Ak. 8:35.
35. Aft er writing a preliminary draft  of this as far back as 2002, I found a similar idea in Foucault’s “Le 

gouvernement de soi et des autres,” by which I was led to expand my remarks (thanks again to Professor 
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overall question, “What does it mean to be human?” Whatever the import of 
Kant’s thought for “pure” philosophy, his intention is to make life fully human 
and one’s own, as if the human and one’s own life were precisely what one was 
in danger of losing. Humans, however, continue not to live on their own but to 
use a Gängelwagen because they lack courage: they are afraid of falling.

To walk “assuredly” means to walk without aid. Kant repeatedly returns to 
the metaphor of walking in these fi rst few pages. Walking one’s own path—
Arendt’s thinking without a banister—is, for him, the model of human free-
dom.36 He goes on to note that, individually, such uprightness is very hard to 
att ain and that, collectively, groups tend to impose the chains of guardianship 
on themselves: “Prejudices . . . fi nally take their revenge on the very people, or 
their predecessors, who were its authors.”37 For Kant, the process of enlight-
enment is, thus, att ained only slowly and not by a revolutionary casting off  of 
chains; it is att ained by the critique, by turning thought onto itself.

But the question is not just analytic, in thought alone as it were. Kant tacitly 
suggests in the essay that there are two sources of immaturity or minority. One 
is that which is imposed by the government (Regierung) in matt ers of religion. 
From this people have been released by the actions of Friedrich II, and, hence, 
humans now live in an “age of enlightenment,” though not yet in an enlight-
ened age.38 Th e other source, and the one on which the essay concentrates, is 
that immaturity held by Kant to be “self- incurred.” Th is claim drew the scorn 
of Johann Georg Hamann and others and is evidence for those who claim that 
Kant has a fundamentally conservative political outlook.39 Against Kant, Ha-
mann and others suggested that the immaturity is consequent to state policies, 
especially those of Friedrich II.

Whatever, whoever, did Kant mean by self- incurred? He gives, almost im-
mediately, two reasons for the self- incurrence. On the one hand, he suggests 

Luxon). My reading of Kant in terms of courage, resolve, and relationships to authority has been informed 
by Nancy Luxon’s work on “What Is Enlightenment?” and on Foucault’s treatment of the essay. Portions of 
Luxon’s reading can be found in her “Ethics and Subjectivity: Practices of Self- Governance in the Late Lec-
tures of Michel Foucault,” Political Th eory 36, no. 3 ( June 2008): 377– 402. A longer analysis can be found 
in her “Th e Impossible Professions” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, San Diego, 2005) and her “Th e 
Crisis in Authority” (unpublished manuscript).

36. Th e association is given extensive treatment in Th oreau’s essay “Walking.”
37. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?” 18/ Ak. 8:36.
38. Ibid., 21/ 40.
39. See Johann Georg Hamann, “Brief an Christian Jacob Kraus (18 Dec. 1784),” in Was ist Aufk lärung? 

ed. von Ehrhard Bahr (Stutt gart: Reclam, 1974), 18– 22. Hamann closes his att ack on Kant with an un-
 spelled- out reference to Matt . 11:11. Th e passage reads: “Verily I say unto you, Among them that are born of 
women there hath not risen a greater than John the Baptist: notwithstanding he that is least in the kingdom 
of heaven is greater than he.” One assumes that the parallel of John the Baptist is to Kant.
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40. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?” 17/ Ak. 8:36.
41. See the discussion in Ciaran Cronin, “Kant’s Politics of Enlightenment,” Journal of the History of 

Philosophy 41, no. 1 (2003): 80 n. 4.
42. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?” 18/ Ak. 8:36. It is, Kant says later, the “calling [of a scholar] to 

share with the public his carefully examined and well- intentioned thoughts” (ibid.). And later he says: “But 
as scholar, in fact as having the vocation thereunto, [he shares] all of his careful and well- meant thoughts 
with the public” (“Aber als Gelehrter hat er volle Freiheit, ja sogar den Beruf dazu, alle seine sorgfältig 
geprüft en und wohlmeinenden Gedanken . . . dem Publikum mitzuteilen”) (ibid., 19/ 38). Gregor’s excel-
lent translation obscures the question of the individual by rendering this passage in the passive as “even 
called upon to communicate” rather than “has the vocation thereunto.”

43. Th ere are two major questions that Kant poses to his time: “What is enlightenment?” and “What 
is the meaning of the French Revolution?” On the latt er, see esp. Immanuel Kant, “Is the Human Race 
Constantly Progressing”? in Confl ict of the Faculties, trans. Mary J. Gregor (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1992), 141– 69.

that it is due to a “lack of resolution and courage.” On the other, he says that it 
is diffi  cult for any “single individual to extricate himself ” for minority has be-
come “almost nature” to him. He is “really unable for the time being to make 
use of his own understanding, because he was never allowed the att empt.”40

Th e fi rst explanation indicates that immaturity is a quality characteristic of 
those who cannot live autonomously; the second indicates that society is such 
that it keeps most individuals from the chance of actually being mature. Ma-
turity thus would be a practice, a way of life that would require resisting the 
characteristic qualities of contemporary society.41 Maturity, as I noted above, 
is, thus, a quality of character produced, not by knowledge, but by living in a 
particular manner. Enlightenment is notably simply the Ausgang—the emer-
gence from one condition into another, that of maturity. Maturity will be ac-
complished through the critique, by living with philosophy turned on your-
self; it requires, not achieving something, but leaving something self- imposed 
behind. It is, furthermore, Kant says, a Beruf—a calling. To be truly human is 
to be called to be self- critical and, thus, free. Kant speaks of a “few indepen-
dent thinkers . . . who will spread about . . . the calling [Beruf ] of each indi-
vidual to think for himself.”42 It is our calling to think critically if we are to be 
mature humans.

What Kant is talking about is a dramatic but slow transformation of the 
manner in which people relate to the world and to themselves. Importantly, 
he takes his own historical situation to be philosophically relevant.43 As a phi-
losopher, he is asking what philosophy is or can be, now that it is in an age of 
enlightenment. His essay thus marks a beginning—if not the beginning—
of philosophy as self- referential, as modern. Philosophy now has achieved a 
“public use of reason.” Importantly, Kant is precisely not in this essay making 
an argument for freedom of thought, in the sense of people having the “right” 
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to think what they want. “What Is Enlightenment?” is centrally about, not 
freedom of speech, but what truly free speech—what philosophy, what one’s 
own speech—would be.44 Th e bases for this lie in the words and world that we 
share, but, if I parrot back an advertizing slogan, my speech is not free. Hence, 
Kant will note, citing a debate from the Byzantine tenth century, that “Caesar 
non est super grammaticos”: not even Caesar is superior to the meaning of 
words.45 Hence, to have one’s own words is to be free.

Kant’s word for this accomplishment is public.46 Public is here opposed to 
private. By private, Kant means speech that has been deprived of some qual-
ity. Th e quality that is lacking is freedom. Hence, speaking as the holder of a 
“certain civil post or offi  ce,” while oft en necessary and useful, is for Kant not 
public, or free, but rather private speech.47 A priest—Kant’s example—thus 
speaks privately when speaking as a priest. He must, that is, say the sorts of 
things that priests (in this country, at this time, under this regime) say. Note 
here that Kant is in no way indicating that private speech should be free: 
private means in one’s capacity as a role- playing member of society. In this, he 
shares with Rousseau the sense that, when one is (and speaks as) a bourgeois, 
or a king, or a slave, one is not, properly speaking, human.48

Kant’s apparent reversal of what we moderns would take the usual relation 
of public- private to be makes an important point. What is private is precisely 
what is not fr ee: the important thing is to keep that which is private separate 

44. See the discussion in Katerina Deligiorgi, “Kant’s Conception of Reason,” European Journal of Phi-
losophy 10, no. 2 (August 2002): 143– 59.

45. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?” 20– 21/ Ak. 8:40. Th anks to Scott  Lucas for calling this to my at-
tention.

46. See the discussion in Allen Wood, Kant’s Ethical Th ought (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), 306– 9.

47. See J. C. Laursen, “Th e Subversive Kant: Th e Vocabulary of ‘Public’ and ‘Publicity,’ ” in What Is 
Enlightenment? Eighteenth- Century Answers and Twentieth- Century Questions, ed. James Schmidt (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996).

48. For a discussion in Rousseau, see my Jean- Jacques Rousseau: Th e Politics of the Ordinary. Th e stron-
gest argument for the centrality of the infl uence of Rousseau on Kant is Richard Velkey, “Freedom, Tele-
ology and the Justifi cation of Reason: On the Philosophical Importance of Kant’s Rousseauian Turn,” in 
Rousseau in Deutschland, ed. H. Jaumann (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1995). For the argument that Rousseau was 
an enabling infl uence rather than a shaping one, see Felicita Munzel, Kant’s Conception of Moral Charac-
ter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 48. For a similar argument (and a telling one against the 
primacy of the infl uence of Hume), see Susan Shell, Th e Embodiment of Reason (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996). See also Dieter Henrich, Aesthetic Judgment and the Moral Image of the World (Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994), esp. 10. All this is part of a general reconceptualization of Kant 
that has taken place in recent decades to the eff ect (1) that Kant’s work, especially his ethical thought, is 
only poorly understood when divided into “precritical” and “critical” periods and (2) that the reading of 
 Kantian ethics as mainly or purely deontological is simply wrong. See Barbara Herman, Th e Practice of 
Moral Judgment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), passim and esp. chap. 10.
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49. Cited from the manuscript of Foucault’s “Le gouvernement de soi et des autres” (thanks again to 
Professor Luxon).

50. Kant poses this as a problem in the Metaphysics of Morals (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), 229/ Ak. 6:486– 87, where he says that as “human beings” the Athenians did wrong to expel 
Protagoras for agnosticism about the gods, whereas as “offi  cials of the state” they acted correctly.

51. Kant, “What Is Enlightenment?” 18/ Ak. 8:37.
52. Ibid., 22/ 41.

from that which is public. Some months before the publication of the essay, 
Kant wrote to Moses Mendelssohn on the occasion of the publication of the 
later’s Jerusalem. He congratulated Mendelssohn on having accomplished a 
pure and complete separation of his religious beliefs and the liberty of his con-
science: “You have known how to reconcile your religion with the liberty of 
conscience in such a manner that no one would have thought it possible (of 
your religion) and to an extent that no one else can boast.”49 Such an achieve-
ment, Kant goes on to say, should serve as a model for all religion.50

By contrast, those who speak publicly—that is, universally and not from 
privation—are held to be a Gelehrter—usually translated as scholar. Of imme-
diate diffi  culty here to the modern reader is the fact that we tend to think of a 
scholar somewhat in the same terms as we think of a doctor or a priest, that is, 
as a job. Kant clearly does not mean this. Rather, a Gelehrter is a person whose 
speech puts him or her in relation to a universal audience. “By public use of 
one’s own reason,” writes Kant, “I understand that use which someone makes 
of it as a scholar before the entire public of the world of readers.”51

However, the ability to speak as a scholar to a world of readers—that is, 
the ability to speak as a free person—is an ability that requires a social guar-
antee. Th at guarantee is consequent to “a well- disciplined and numerous army 
ready to guarantee public peace.” Kant is quite clear that in a Freistaat—that is, 
a state with nominally greater civil liberties but where no such guarantee—
there is less “space for [freedom of spirit] to develop to its full capacity.”52 Note 
that a given historical circumstance is constitutive of the possibility of present-
 day philosophy. Th e Freistaat is part of what one might call the given context 
of the present day. Here, one must anticipate a question: What happens to 
this vision when the enlightened prince is replaced by a rationalized bureau-
cratic administration? Will that enhance freedom of spirit? It is important that 
Kant here relies on the existence of a particular institution to make freedom 
of spirit possible. He thus raises, though not explicitly and perhaps not con-
sciously, a political question. What if that institution should be replaced by an-
other? (As it would be radically in 1933.) Such, as I will argue in chapter 3, will 
be the beginning of Weber’s discussion of the conditions of scientifi c knowl-
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edge in the Wilhelminian German academy: the disappearance in modernity 
of the possible actuality of the Humboldtian conditions of fr ei lehren und fr ei 
lernen.

We thus approach in “What Is Enlightenment?” a major theme of the Th ird 
Critique. It is in the realm of the public that the relation between individual 
judgment and the universal is raised. It is only in the public use of his reason 
that “a clergyman” speaks “in his own person,” that is, as a human being. I am, 
in other words, my human self only when I speak in such a manner that my 
words are potentially the words of everyone, irrespective of “commission.”53 
Hannah Arendt noted in the essay “Truth and Politics” that, for Kant, the task 
of thinking was double: on the one hand, one had to be in accord with one-
self; on the other, one had to think, as she put it, “in the place of everyone 
else.” Th at capacity, for instance, is precisely what she thought to be lacking 
in someone like Adolf Eichmann, and it was this lack, she avers, that justifi ed 
his execution, no one could rationally want to share the world with him. From 
Arendt’s point of view, what Eichmann pleaded was that he had acted as a pri-
vate person (in Kant’s sense), namely, that he had acted according to the com-
mission that had established his position. Eichmann was, in fact, so thoroughly 
a private person in Kant’s sense that no one could rationally want to share 
the world with him—if only because in some real sense he was not a person of 
the world, only of his commission.54 Th e important word is share.

What this means is that speaking authentically in the fi rst person is not 
for Kant something that is automatic or easily att ainable. It has to be learned 
and even merited. (One might, in a similar vein, read J. S. Mill’s On Liberty as 
an essay about how to use the fi rst- person singular in an authentic manner.) 
While the relation between the subjective and the universal is, of course, the 
problematic of the Th ird Critique,55 it is noteworthy that the (authentic) sub-
jective is in an important way more diffi  cult to att ain than the universal. Most 
importantly, the relation between the individual position and the universal 
position could not be, Kant argued, adjudicated by a set of rules. Hence, in the 
Critique of the Power of Judgment, rules of taste are excluded as the basis for a 
rational justifi cation of the confusio of the individual and the Allgemein—the 
general or universal.

53. Ibid., 19/ 38.
54. Hannah Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” in Between Past and Future (New York: Penguin, 2006). See 

also Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, 291.
55. For an excellent discussion, see Paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Taste (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997), introduction, chap. 1, and passim.
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Th e matt er is made all the more complex when we examine Kant’s defi ni-
tion of an aesthetic idea: it is “the representation of the imagination that oc-
casions much thinking without it being possible for any determinate thought, 
i.e., concept, to be adequate to it, which consequently no language fully at-
tains or can make intelligible.”56 Th e aesthetic idea thus can come about only 
because there is a realm for which we do not have words, that remains not 
unknown but unknowable. An aesthetic idea is, thus, impossible without the 
realm of the noumenal. Th at which “no language . . . fully att ains” is constitu-
tive of the aesthetic idea.

Th e Th ird Critique must here be understood as Kant’s contribution to what 
his critic Hamann had called a “metacritique of pure reason,” that is, as a devel-
opment that necessarily followed out of and refl ected back on the Critique of 
Pure Reason. I cannot undertake a full examination of the Th ird Critique here. 
I want rather to carve a fairly idiosyncratic and possibly narrow path through 
it. Bluntly put, for the purposes of this book, the Th ird Critique is concerned 
(at least inter alia) with the tension between the comprehensible (that which 
language can fully att ain) and the incomprehensible (that for which there is 
not adequate language). Th e central paradox of the Critique of Pure Reason 
rests in or on the fact that the systematic exhaustiveness of the critical project 
was itself explicitly a revolution, a transformed point of view, one that pre-
sented itself as a break both revolutionary and without any association to the 
systems of the past. Kant’s new orientation (as he called it) was fundamentally 
original and at the same time comprehensive. But this meant that Kant needed 
to account for himself: How could he be at the same time original and com-
prehensive? What was the authority of his voice?

Hamann and Herder had argued against Kant’s First Critique that reason 
was itself embedded in the concrete contexts of social and historical life.57 For 
them, the incarnate quality of reason required an “aesthetic” account in order 
to be able to make sense of the fact that the First Critique was as revolution-
ary as it was. Th us, the very comprehensiveness of a system of reason (such 
as Kant’s) could not for them be predicated on comprehensiveness by itself: a 
certain amount of incomprehensibility was necessary to make “systematic” or 
“complete” comprehensiveness possible. Th us, all reason presupposed what 

56. Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. Eric Matt hews and Paul Guyer, ed. Paul 
Guyer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 192 (sec. 49)/ Ak. 5:314.

57. See Johann Georg Hamann, Metakritik über den Purismum der Vernunft  (Berlin: Nabu, 2010), and 
“Brief an Christian Jacob Kraus”; and Johann Gott fried Herder, Philosophical Writings (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002), esp. 268– 360. Hamann’s Metakritik is a review of the First Critique.
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one might call an other of reason, understood as that which stands outside of, 
or is precluded by, an existing system of reason. Reason is grounded on the 
fact that, in order actually to make sense, individuals must be oriented such 
that they can, in fact, understand each other. Such an orientation cannot come 
from inside the system for the very existence of the system is predicated on 
it. Where to fi nd such a ground? Herder and Hamann argued that human un-
derstanding requires a shared and common history and concrete tradition for 
rational claims to have substance. Th us, as Hamann wrote: “Our knowledge 
is piecemeal—no dogmatist is in a position to feel this great truth, if he is to 
play his role and play it well; and through a vicious circle of pure reason skepsis 
itself becomes dogma.”58 In our day, Charles Taylor has made much the same 
point, with, unsurprisingly, explicit reference to Herder.59

While there is much that is powerful in the Hamann/ Herder criticism, it 
is not my intention to argue it here. Without rejecting it, I hope to show that 
there are other paths available. Th ey can be found in an elaboration of Kant’s 
response to these criticisms: such are the themes that occupy Kant in the Cri-
tique of the Power of Judgment. Th e central move that Kant makes is this. He dis-
tinguished between judgments that occur when the Allgemein is given and one 
seeks to bring the Besondere to it—when the universal or general is given and 
one seeks to bring the particular under it. Th is he calls determinative (bestim-
mend) judgment. In such cases, one “subsumes” the particular under the tran-
scendental a priori.60

Against this there is refl ectierende (refl ective) judgment, “which is obliged 
to move up from the particular to the universal [Allgemein], which needs a 
principle which it cannot borrow from experience.” Th is faculty, he continues 
immediately, “gives itself the law and does not give it to nature.”61 To give the law 
to oneself is, we recollect, the very principle of autonomy. Refl ective judgment 
is, thus, consequent to the fact that it cannot apprehend the universal but must 

58. Johann Georg Hamann, Briefwechsel, 6 vols. (Wiesbaden: Insel, 1955), 5:432. Hamann will object 
to Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?” that immaturity is not self- imposed but rather imposed by the likes of 
Frederick II—and by Kant himself. See the discussion in Katerina Deligiorgi, Kant and the Culture of the 
Enlightenment (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005), 94.

59. For the sympathetic reference to Herder, see, e.g., Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism and the Politics 
of Recognition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 25– 74. See also the bemused discussion in 
Pierre Birnbaum, “From Multiculturalism to Nationalism,” Political Th eory 24, no. 1 (February 1996): 33– 
45. For a discussion of Hamann, see Isaiah Berlin, Th e Magus of the North: J. G. Hamann and the Origins of 
Modern Irrationalism (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1994). See also Isaiah Berlin, Vico and Herder (Lon-
don: Chatt o & Windus, 1980).

60. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 67 (introduction, sec. 4)/ Ak. 5:179.
61. Ibid., 67/ 180.
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62. Ibid., 174 (sec. 40)/ 294.
63. Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, 61– 62/ Ak. 4:407 (my italics).

make a universal (or general) for itself. For Kant, the process of judgment 
consists in placing oneself under three conditions: “(1) to think as/ for oneself; 
(2) to think putt ing oneself in the place of each other; (3) at all time to think 
in accord with oneself ” (“1. Selbstdenken; 2. An der Stelle jedes andern den-
ken; 3. Jederzeit mit sich selbst einstimmig denken”).62 We have seen the ques-
tion of thinking for oneself in the discussion of “What Is Enlightenment?” 
above. On the second point, we are to think in the place of each and every 
other—the presumption in Kant being that, in the end, this can lead to a com-
monly shared understanding. (In chapter 8, we will fi nd some similarities and 
diff erences with Arendt’s consideration of the same issue.)

On the third point, to think “in accord with oneself ” is to be einstimmig, 
rather than zweistimmig; that is, it is to be of one voice. Att aining this is a con-
stant and central concern of Kant, for, as he makes clear in the Foundations of 
the Metaphysics of Morals, we cannot gain Einstimmigkeit by thought alone:

It is indeed sometimes the case that with the keenest self- examination we 
fi nd nothing besides the moral ground of duty that could have been power-
ful enough to move us to this or that good action . . . ; but from this it can-
not be inferred with certainty that no covert impulse of self- love, under 
the mere pretense of that idea was not actually the real determining cause 
of the will; for we lie to fl att er ourselves by falsely att ributing to ourselves 
a nobler motive, where as in fact we can never, even by the most strenuous 
self- examination, get entirely out fr om behind covert incentives . . . since what 
counts is not actions which one sees, but those inner principles that one 
does not see.

Th ere is, thus, a realm that what Kant refers to in the next paragraph as the 
“dear litt le self ” cannot att ain by the process of self- knowledge.63

Th e purpose of Kant’s book is, thus, to demonstrate that it is in the acknowl-
edgment of the incomprehensible, and not in the acquisition of more knowl-
edge, that we in eff ect broaden our perspective and, thus, change our point of 
view. It is, of course, also the case that the acknowledgment of the incompre-
hensible will be arrived at, or can be arrived at, through thought and reason 
itself. Aesthetic judgments, argues Kant, make it possible for us to become 
open to thinking from the “standpoint of the other,” and they do so by making 
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it possible for us to authentically make a judgment that is our own. Th ere is no 
allgemein without an authentic individual voice. Th e critical revolution is ac-
complished for Kant, therefore, not just when one thinks for oneself (as the 
call in “What Is Enlightenment?” might seem to have it) but when one thinks 
for oneself from an “enlarged point of view,” a form of thought that Hannah 
Arendt said “fi nds itself always and primarily, even if [one] is quite alone in 
making up [one’s] mind, in an anticipated communication with others with 
whom [one] knows [one] must fi nally come to agreement.”64 More precisely, 
thinking for oneself is to think for all, and thought that is experienced as being 
for oneself will be experienced as if for all. Th us, Kant writes about the full per-
spective of enlightenment:

We are accustomed to calling someone limited (narrow- minded in contrast 
to broad- minded) whose talents to do not suffi  ce for any great employment 
(especially if it is intensive). But the issue here is not the faculty of cogni-
tion, but the way of thinking [Denkungsart] needed to make a purposive 
use of it, which, however small the scope and degree of a person’s natural 
endowment may be, nevertheless reveals a man of broad- minded way of 
thinking if he sets himself apart from the subjective private conditions of 
judgment, within which so many others are as if bracketed, and refl ects on 
his own judgment from a universal standpoint (which he can only deter-
mine by putt ing himself into the standpoint of others).65

Kant here is refl ecting the conclusion that he came to in the introduction 
to the Th ird Critique, where he suggested that even though “we no longer de-
tect any noticeable pleasure in the comprehensibility of nature . . . by means 
of which alone empirical concepts are possible through which we cognize it 
in its particular laws . . . it certainly must have been there in its time, but only 
because the most common experience would not be possible without it has it 
gradually become mixed up as mere cognition and is no longer specially no-
ticed.”66 What this says is that the experience of nature, in and of itself, is an 
experience in which we may take pleasure but that we have become so used 
to the experience of nature that we now take it for granted and merely cog-
nize it. Th e problem then posed by Kant is how to recover that pleasure. Th e 

64. Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” 234. Munzel, Kant’s Conception of Moral Character, 234n, cites the 
same passage

65. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 175 (sec. 40)/ Ak. 5:295.
66. Ibid., 74 (introduction, sec. 6)/Ak. 5:187.
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point here—which we shall see again in the discussion of the spectator in 
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy—is that, while the aesthetic experience can be 
overpowering, it is also fragile, precisely because it does not spring from Ge-
setzlichkeit.

In establishing this, Kant makes two very important moves. Th e fi rst is the 
fact that, when we make a judgment that something is beautiful (to take an 
aesthetic category), we are not making a claim simply that we like it. Th us, “I 
like that painting” is an expression of my desire; “that painting is beautiful” is 
a claim intended to have an allgemein validity. (It is for this reason that Kant 
claims that aesthetic judgments are disinterested.) As Hannah Arendt noted: 
“Only what touches, aff ects, one in representation, when one can no longer 
be aff ected by the immediate presence—when one is uninvolved . . . —can 
be judged to be right or wrong, important or irrelevant, beautiful or ugly, or 
something in between.”67 What is, however, the nature of the feeling we have 
when we make an aesthetic judgment? Kant is quite specifi c on this:

For one cannot judge that about which he is aware [bewusst] that the sat-
isfaction in it is without any interest in his own case in any way except that 
it must contain a ground of satisfaction for everyone. For since it is not 
grounded in any inclination of the subject (nor in any other underlying in-
terest), but rather the person making the judgment feels himself completely 
fr ee with regard to the satisfaction that he devotes to the object, he can-
not discover as grounds of the satisfaction any private conditions, pertain-
ing to his subject alone, and must therefore regard it as grounded in those 
[grounds] that he can also presuppose in each other [jedermann].68

Th is says that one’s experience of an aesthetic object is an experience of free-
dom and is emblematic of what Kant called the public. Th ere is no compul-
sion when one moves to “grounds” that one can “presuppose.” Kant says jeder-
mann, given most oft en as everyone else; I would say each other.

Second, Kant argues that the claim that something is beautiful (e.g., a 
painting), however, is precisely not a claim about a feature of the painting. He 
writes: “By a principle of taste would be understood a fundamental proposi-
tion under the condition of which one could subsume the concept of an object 
and then by means of an inference conclude that it is beautiful. But I must be 
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sensitive of the pleasure immediately in the representation of it, and I cannot 
be talked into it by means of any proofs.”69 Beauty, in other words, is not some-
thing in the world. It is in the eye of the beholder, as we say, but it is, nonethe-
less, (intended as) universally valid. And, for it to be beauty, it is something I 
must experience—you cannot compel me to think, “Th is is a beautiful rose.” 
We will see similar considerations in Nietzsche and others. Th e aesthetic ex-
perience thus always contains an element the truth of which is neither subject 
nor consequent to argument.

Th is experience of universal validity is, so to speak, a suasion in the ob-
server, precisely because of her disinterest. To recall from above: “[He] must 
therefore regard it as grounded in those [grounds] that he can also presup-
pose in everyone else; consequently he must believe himself to have grounds 
for expecting a similar pleasure for everyone.”70 He must: this entire section of 
the Th ird Critique is governed by compulsion: the person who experiences 
an aesthetic object “cannot help,” “must regard,” and so forth.71 (We will fi nd a 
similar kind of compulsion in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy.) Furthermore, the 
experience of an aesthetic object as such gives the one experiencing it grounds 
for his or her experience: the criteria of the experience thus come with the ex-
perience, naturally, as it were. As we will see in the analysis of Max Weber, the 
point here is that one cannot remain indiff erent to the aesthetic experience 
(not remaining indiff erent is part of an aesthetic experience).

Kant goes on to say that the person who “experiences the beautiful” will 
talk about it “as if ” beauty were “in the composition [Beschaff enheit] of the 
object and the judgment were logical.”72 For a judgment to be “logical” means 
that it is cognized through concepts of itself. It is important that the aesthetic 
object is experienced “as if ” logical. What this means is that he will experi-
ence the aesthetic object, the aesthetic quality of which is, in fact, intrasubjec-
tive (and, hence, intersubjective), as if it were of the natural world. What this 
means is that, for Kant, the aesthetic object is encountered as if it were natural, 
that is, as a necessary (and necessarily an) illusion (the theme will reappear 
in Nietzsche).

An aesthetic judgment is, therefore, a judgment that is experienced as valid 
in and of itself, without reference to anything outside itself. Yet it is also expe-

69. Ibid., 166 (sec. 34)/ 285.
70. Ibid., 97 (sec. 6)/ 211.
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rienced as necessary, as compelling. Most importantly, although the aesthetic 
object is an artifact in the sense that it is made, it is not experienced as such.73 As 
Kant notes later in the Critique:

Th us the purposiveness in the product of beautiful art, although it is cer-
tainly intentional, must nevertheless not seem intentional, i.e. beautiful art 
must be regarded as nature, although of course one is aware of it as art. A 
product of art appears as nature, however, if we fi nd it to agree punctili-
ously but not painstakingly with rules in accordance with which alone the 
product can become what it ought to be, that is without the academic form 
showing through, i.e. without showing any sign that the rule has hovered 
before the eyes of the artist and fett ered his mental powers.74

Th e work of art is known to be artifi cial—to be art—but it is experienced as if 
it had a natural necessity. Furthermore, it is experienced, not as the product of 
this or that person, but as valid for me. (I recall the fact that Nietzsche writes, 
as it were, for me [and, thus, he writes for you and for you and for you . . .].)75 
As Witt genstein remarked: “A work of art forces us—one might say—to see it 
in the right perspective, but in the absence of art, the object is just a fragment 
of nature like any other.”76

But a problem subsists: How is it that works that are of art come into being 
at all, such that collective (universal) judgments are possible? To investigate 
this question, I want to turn to a part of the Th ird Critique that has always 
appeared a bit suspect in the Kantian opus. Th is is the discussion of the “ge-
nius,” a discussion that Kant needs to undertake because he senses that he has 
to account for the fact that works of art actually exist yet despite the fact that 
their creation does not appear to be immediately explainable. Dieter Henrich 
notes, in his examination of the relation between Kant’s aesthetic theory and 
his moral theory, that at a certain point Kant seems to have driven himself 
into a corner:
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Kant substantiates the rightfulness of the claim to universal agreement on 
the part of aesthetic judgment with the contention that the harmonious in-
teraction between imagination and understanding is a necessary condition 
of the possibility of empirical knowledge. If “condition” were read here in 
the strong sense of “prerequisite,” it would follow either that every object of 
which we possibly can have knowledge has to be beautiful in the fi rst place, 
or that we cannot arrive at any knowledge about objects unless we experi-
ence the beauty of some object at the same time. Th e second absurdity is 
only of a slightly lesser magnitude than the fi rst. Consequently both conclu-
sions have to be avoided by all means.77

To this one might fi rst respond that neither Nietzsche, nor Emerson, nor Th o-
reau—to pick only a few—thought either of these alternatives to be automat-
ically absurd. Th e epigraph to this book from Nietzsche’s Gay Science—“I want 
to learn more and more to see the necessary in things as beautiful”—expresses 
at least the possibility that one might be able to att ain a quality of understand-
ing such that one experienced as beautiful all things that are necessary for 
oneself. Be this as it may—and one could adduce parallel passages from the 
other writers here considered—Nietzsche’s is still a mysterious claim, to be 
explored in the next chapter. Let us return to the problem as Henrich poses it. 
He seeks an answer to this supposed impasse in an examination of the founda-
tions of Kant’s epistemology. He argues that an (aesthetic) object presents in 
perception (that is, when we see or hear [or feel?] it) just the same form that 
the imagination would create when freely active. In turn, the form that this as-
sumes will have the general qualities of a Darstellung—that is, it will have the 
quality of exhibiting itself to us. Henrich continues: “Whenever all three of 
these conditions are fulfi lled at the same time, the harmonious play originates. 
It results in the readiness of the mind to contemplate the object in question 
continuously—until the needs of daily life or the tiring of the att ention bring 
the contemplation to an end. We describe such an object as beautiful.”78

T H E  G E N I U S  A N D  T H E  O R I G I N  O F  T H E  W O R K  O F  A R T

It seems to me, however, that excellent as Henrich’s “solution” is—assuming 
that a solution is what is needed—it still avoids the question of how it hap-

77. Henrich, Aesthetic Judgment and the Moral Image of the World, 43.
78. Ibid., 51– 52. Compare Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 116– 20 (sec. 17)/ Ak. 5:232– 36.
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pens that something can have the quality of Darstellung. It is here that Kant 
introduces the concept of genius.79 With this concept, he seeks to account for 
the very existence of something that has the quality of being a work of art. Th is 
account actually marks the beginning of an important shift  in aesthetic theory. 
Generally speaking, prior to the end of the eighteenth century, examples of 
the aesthetic had been sought in that which existed naturally. Th us, the “sub-
lime,” for instance, was generally instantiated with reference to a storm, or a 
sunset, or some such natural phenomenon. By the late eighteenth century and 
the early nineteenth—let us say by the F-minor fourth (“Storm”) movement 
of Beethoven’s Th ird Symphony or by the D-minor sequence that marks the 
arrival of the Commendatore in the next to the last scene of Don Giovanni—
the sublime was also clearly a human product. Th e genius- artist- creator had 
become part of the accepted world.80 By introducing the idea of the genius, 
Kant focuses on human creation, thus accomplishing a transformation that, I 
have indicated, started with the seventeenth century.

Th e aesthetic quality is held by Kant to be free from “all constraint by ar-
bitrary rules.”81 It appears as natural—that is, as given in and of itself. Such 
is “beautiful art”—art that Kant says is both purposive and without an end. 
As such, the origin of that which we experience as art must be without ap-
parent foundation as it is grounded in precisely the incomprehensible.82 So 
the question naturally arises as to how the work of art comes into being since 
such a work is the work of “subjective universality” (i.e., it makes a judgment 
of beauty without referring to any concept).83 Somewhat later in the section, 
Kant diff erentiates between the perceiver of beauty and its creator and clearly 
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thinks that accounting for the creation of beauty is a more diffi  cult matt er. It is 
this that leads him to introduce the idea of genius.

Th e genius is “the talent (natural gift ) that gives the rule to art.”84 Th e ge-
nius has the complete freedom of incomprehensibility. He (she?) “does not 
know himself how the ideas for [the beautiful work of art] come to him, and 
also does not have it in his power to think up such things at will or according 
to plan, and to communicate to others precepts that would put them in appo-
sition to produce similar products.”85 Th is is originality, which means for Kant 
that what the genius accomplishes cannot be confi ned to, or explained by, any 
systematic understanding. In the Anthropology, Kant is clear that the word ap-
plies only to an “artist” and only to the artist who does something original. 
Later in that book, he can write: “Genius . . . glitt ers like a momentary phe-
nomenon which appears and disappears at intervals, and vanishes again. It is 
not a light that can be kindled at will and kept burning for a period of one’s 
choosing, but it is rather like a spark scatt ering fl ash which a happy seizure of 
the spirit entices from the productive imagination.”86 Here, it is worth not-
ing that even Newton does not make the cut, as it were, because what he did 
could be set out for all to understand and, thus, could in principle have been 
discovered by others.87

It seems to me clear from this that the actual operation of genius remains 
a bit of a mystery for Kant. Th us, he must ascribe it to a “happy seizure of the 
spirit.” Th is mysterious quality is all the more important in that Kant thinks 
that a work of art (of true art) has the quality of providing grounds for others 
to judge and at the same time of providing the structure—as we might call 
it—for their mutual comprehensibility. He will say that “the imagination, . . . 
as a productive cognitive faculty [i.e., as the faculty by which genius operates], 
is very powerful in creating, as it were, another nature, out of the material which 
the real one gives to it.”88 Th us, Novalis will, in the last decade of the eigh-
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teenth century, defi ne genius as “the capacity to describe imaginary objects as 
if they were real and to act upon them as it they were real.”89 Central here is the 
claim that the artwork can give rise to “new nature.” Th e theme will reappear in 
Nietzsche, Freud, and, with modifi cations, Weber and Heidegger.

Indeed, Kant betrays considerable anxiety about this, for the lack of pre-
existing criteria make it diffi  cult to determine precisely the diff erence between 
the genius and the lunatic. In the Anthropology, he writes: “Such a patient fan-
cies that he comprehends the incomprehensible. . . . Th ere is in this type of 
mental disturbance not merely disorder and departure from the laws which 
govern reason, but also a positive unreason, that is, a diff erent rule, a totally 
diff erent standpoint to which the soul is transported so to speak. From such a 
perspective the soul looks at objects in another way and . . . fi nds itself trans-
ported to a faraway place.”90 Kant does not in the Critique of the Power of Judg-
ment provide criteria by which to diff erentiate the genius from the lunatic, nor, 
I think, can he. Th e mark of art is that it is always questionable, always fragile 
as art.

What the genius, however, does in the service of the universal goes well 
beyond simply providing a work of art—for our contemplative enjoyment, 
as it were. Kant is quite precise on the matt er.91 He distinguishes explicitly 
that which is consequent to genius and that which is (as it were merely) con-
sequent to “possible learning or schooling.” Th e work of the genius is, fi rst of 
all, consequent to “a talent for art, not for science.” Th e diff erence between 
Kunst and Wissenschaft  comes from the fact that Wissenschaft  is procedurally 
determined by “distinctly cognized” rules that precede it. Art does not pro-
ceed from rules; in fact, it proceeds without them, at least in the sense that it 
derives from the incomprehensible. As noted above, even Newton is not a ge-
nius in these terms, as he proceeds from Wissenschaft .

What, then, is the relation of the genius to the incomprehensible? Th is is 
Kant’s second characteristic. Not only does the genius produce a “determinate 
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concept of the product” but he or she does so from a “representation (even if 
indeterminate) of the material [Vorstellung von dem Stoff ],” a representation 
that Kant names an intuition (Anschauung). Kant uses the word Stoff  here to 
convey the indeterminate sense of that from which the representation is made. 
Hence, whatever understanding the work of art gives us is itself consequent 
to a joining of the “powers of the imagination” (Einbildungskraft ) to the un-
derstanding.92

Th e “powers of the imagination” are next said to be “free from all guidance 
by rules” but are, nonetheless, “represented as purposive for the presentation 
of the given concept.” What this produces is Kant’s fi nal and summary point, 
that the product of artistic genius is experienced as a correspondence of the 
understanding (in its Gesetzlichkeit, i.e., as rule bound) and the powers of the 
imagination (i.e., the free, non– rule bound). So: the work of artistic genius 
is done in freedom, from nondetermining material, but appears in the world 
as if it were gesetzlich, governed by necessity and rules. It furthermore is self-
 moved—it is animated by and as Geist93—and has the capacity to arouse such 
motion in others.94

Th ere are two possible (and nonincompatible) outcomes to this produc-
tion. On the one hand, the “product of genius” is an example for emulation 
and may this awaken “another genius” to the “feeling of his own originality.” 
If this happens, the genius will “exercise from coercion in his art in such a way 
that the latt er thereby itself acquires a new rule, by which the talent shows it-
self as exemplary.” Note here that the art so produced appears as a rule, that is, 
as a set of standards that are themselves seen to be worthy of emulation (they 
are musterhaft ; i.e., they provide a patt ern to emulate).

On the other hand, or concomitantly, an example so produced can also 
give rise to a school, which Kant describes as a “methodical instruction in ac-
cordance to rules.” For such as are members of the school, “beautiful art is to 
that extent imitation, to which nature gave the rule through a genius.” Most 
importantly, what the genius produces when he or she brings an aesthetic ob-
ject into the world has the quality of being “worthy of being imitated.”95 In the 
same passage, Kant refers to it as an “exemplar.” An exemplar has the quality of 
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being something worthy of emulation.96 But, as it exists as an aesthetic object, 
it will be an exemplar only to whosoever actually responds to it, in particular, 
as an aesthetic object. In Emerson’s words, one fi nds from it, not instruction, 
but rather provocation.97

Th e aesthetic experience—or, more accurately, the possibility of aesthetic 
experience—that the genius brings into the world forms the basis for Kant’s 
understanding of a human relation to such an object. It is important to recall 
here that, for Kant, an aesthetic judgment such as “beautiful” is not a judgment 
about qualities that lie in a given object. It is a judgment that lies only in the 
judging mind itself. Th is said, it is central to realize that Kant does not think 
this position to be in any ways relativist. Th at is, the judgment that something 
is beautiful, or sublime, or whatever, is not a matt er of preference. De gustibus 
non est disputandum is, for Kant, precisely not an aesthetic judgment. Rather, 
he argues, it is in the nature of an aesthetic object that we claim a universal or 
common signifi cance for the judgments we make about it. What is important 
here is that the experience of an aesthetic object enforces on those who have 
that experience the acknowledgment of an experience that they must experi-
ence as universal in claim. If I experience something aesthetically, the judg-
ment I make has an (only) prima facie indefeasible claim on me, on you, and 
on everyone.98 It becomes, one might say, my conscience, as it does yours.

So a creation by a genius is the source of aesthetic experience, has the qual-
ity of commanding the desire for emulation, and is experienced as a univer-
sally valid claim. Kant is clear that it is only in the production of an aesthetic 
object that there is a coming together of that which is intelligible to us (the ob-
server) and that which is intelligible only in itself (hence not subject to catego-
ries of thought). Th e role of the genius is to eff ectuate this joining. Kant speaks 
here, of course, only about the aesthetic object and its Darstellung, but his ar-
gument implies that, if something is apprehended as an aesthetic object, it will 
have the quality of joining the in-itself quality and the apprehended quality in 
a single experience. Furthermore, it will be experienced as produced by a ge-
nius, as having what Manfred Frank calls an unconditioned beginning.99 Impor-

96. See the discussion of exemplarity in Nietzsche in Stanley Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Un-
handsome (Chicago: Open Court, 2000), 49– 54.

97. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Th e Divinity School Address,” in Essays and Lectures (New York: Library 
of America, 1983), 79.

98. Similar considerations can be found in Christopher Norris, “Deconstructing Genius: Paul de 
Man,” in Genius, ed. Penelope Murray (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991).

99. See Frank, “Philosophical Foundations of Early Romanticism,” 68 n. 52.
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tantly, for Kant, no name—or, more precisely, no determinate concept—can 
adequately render this experience.100

Kant does limit the achievements of the genius, most specifi cally by taste.101 
But at the same time he also suggests in his Refl ections that the eff ect of genius 
is to bring into one’s experience a combination of freedom, art, and nature 
within the unexplored category of “life.” He suggests elsewhere in a undevel-
oped manner that what is “spirit” is “all in all and all in every part.” In fact, 
there is “only one genius: the unity of the world- soul.”102 What is of impor-
tance to us here is that, despite his sense of restraint as to the purview of ge-
nius, he nonetheless fi nds that the concept wants to extend itself in “danger-
ous” directions.

Th is danger is real—as the events and thought of the next two hundred 
years, as well as the following chapters, will show. However, it is possible, and 
important, to realize that one can take the word genius to refer, not only to 
some kind of artistic titan, but also to a capacity that is, in principle, available 
to all. Emerson, thinking out of Kant, writes that “genius is the sound estate of 
everyman,” and he means that what genius accomplishes is possible (even if, in 
our world, unlikely) in everyone. Likewise, Nietzsche argues, in Schopenhauer 
as Educator and Richard Wagner in Bayreuth, that such artistic bridging of the 
known and the unknown is, again in principle, available to all, even if most do 
not avail themselves of it or, indeed, know that it is possible.

Kant’s presentation leaves a potentially problematic ambivalence. On the 
one hand, there is a focus on the act of creation as paradigmatic of the aes-
thetic. Th e genius’s inexplicable act of creation brings into the world that 
which was not there before. On the other hand, an actual aesthetic experi-
ence as spectator may, as Kant says, awaken the genius in oneself. Th is is the 
position taken by Emerson and, I shall argue, at least sometimes by Nietzsche. 
But the salience of the aesthetic can and oft en does also call up the picture of 
the extraordinary individual, diff erent and above the ordinary run—an Über-
 mensch. It will be my contention that one cannot have the fi rst without allow-
ing for the temptation of the second.

Th ere were, thus, two directions in which Kant’s thought could be taken. 

100. Do I hallucinate in thinking here that one might begin to account for, though not excuse, Heideg-
ger’s response to Karl Löwith’s query as to how Heidegger could be so taken with Hitler: “Just look at his 
hands.” A picture of Hitler’s hands was widely distributed. To see the picture to which Heidegger might be 
referring, go to htt p:// www .bytwerk .com/ gpa/ images/ hoff 1/ hitler5.jpg.

101. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 196– 97 (sec. 50)/ Ak. 5:319.
102. Immanuel Kant, Refl ections 945 (Ak. 15:419) and 938 (Ak. 15:416).
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Th e fi rst was that pursued by Schiller, Schelling, and Hegel, among others—
that of early romanticism, if one will. Schelling picks up on the idea of genius 
in Kant and writes that “the product of art is none other than the product of 
genius.”103 Schelling sees the work of genius in producing the aesthetic object 
as “suppressing” the opposition between that which can be known and that 
which cannot but then argues that Kant failed to provide a philosophical ac-
count of the suppression or overcoming of this opposition. In Schelling, and 
later in Hegel, this account would require the development of an understand-
ing of history. Th us, Schelling can assert: “History as a whole is a progressive, 
gradually self- disclosing revelation of the absolute.”104 Hegel, likewise, was to 
accuse Kant of leaving the reconciliation of the opposites as purely subjective 
and, thus, retaining a contradiction at the center of his thought.

Th e tack taken by Schelling and the others—toward overcoming the oppo-
sition between the worded and the unwordable that was consequent to Kant’s 
understanding of the object of aesthetic experience—was not the tack that be-
came important for those I am considering in this book. (I have already cited 
Nietzsche’s accusation against these writers: hostility to Hegel—in terms of 
both what he said and what his infl uence was—is pervasive in those I con-
sider in this book.) It was against Schelling and Hegel that a writer like Scho-
penhauer proclaimed himself to be the true inheritor of Kant.105 Schopen-
hauer rather insisted precisely on the opposition between the apprehensible 
and the nonapprehensible, between that for which there was knowledge and 
that which could not be an object of knowledge. Th us, for Schopenhauer, the 
achievement of Kant was to have made it possible to argue that the sense we 
make of the world derives from the fact that it is grounded on non- sense—that 
is, not actually grounded at all. Th e will is the name he gives to this non- sense; 
it is not a conceptualization because, for Schopenhauer, the will has the quality 
of  groundless, meaningless, non- goal- orientation motion and  striving.

103. Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, System of Transcendental Idealism (Charlott esville: Univer-
sity of Virginia Press, 1970), 222– 23. I am indebted in this and the next paragraph to the argument of and 
some of the citations in Jacques Taminiaux, “Th e Critique of the Power of Judgment and German Philos-
ophy,” in Poetics, Speculation and Judgment (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 21– 40.

104. Schelling, System of Transcendental Idealism, 211.
105. It is a well- known but nonetheless signifi cant fact that, at the University of Berlin, Schopenhauer 

scheduled his lectures opposite Hegel’s—thus ensuring himself a very limited range and number of stu-
dents. See Rüdiger Safranski, Schopenhauer and the Wild Years of Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1991). It is also the case that Schopenhauer was critical of almost everything in Kant ex-
cept the opposition we are considering. For discussion, see Taminiaux, “Th e Critique of the Power of Judg-
ment and German Philosophy.”
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T H E  P O L I T I C S  O F  A R T

Given the line taken by Schopenhauer (and later, as we shall see, by Nietz-
sche, Weber, Heidegger, and Arendt), the only kind of understanding of our 
experience of an aesthetic object possible must be one that occurs in a specifi c 
historical realm. While this is clearly not the central focus of Kant’s discus-
sion (nor is his focus that taken by Schelling, who leaves it quite open), there 
are passages in Kant that give some indication that such a possibility had oc-
curred to him. Kant notes, in an appendix to the section on the “Dialectic of 
Aesthetic Judgment,” two elements of art that are relevant to my consider-
ations here. First, he remarks that, in the training of the aesthetic observer, one 
must be careful to “prevent the examples that are set before him from being 
immediately taken as prototypes and models for imitation [Urbilder], as it 
were not subject to any higher norm and to his own judging.” In other words, 
Kant is aware of the seductive quality that examples of fi ne art will have such 
that one may very well tend to abandon one’s critical distance and succumb to 
the aesthetic experience as perfect. He urges that one hold out against this as 
the “expression [always] falls short of the idea to which, as aesthetic, the con-
cept itself fails to att ain.”106 What he does recognize, however, is that works of 
art—thus of genius—have the quality of making one want to give up one’s 
critical distance.

Second, Kant points out that there have been ages in which humanity was 
able to bring together, on the one hand, its “common feeling of participation 
[allgemeine Teilnehmungsgefühl]” and, on the other, the possibility of “sharing 
one’s inmost qualities.” Th e result of this was to give a “people” (Volk) an “en-
during commonality” (or “commonwealth”: ein dauerendes gemeines Wesen). 
Here, it is important to note what Kant actually says happens with the forma-
tion of this “enduring commonality.” He continues in the same section as fol-
lows: “Such an age and such a people had fi rst of all to discover the art of recip-
rocal communication of the ideas of the most educated part with the cruder, 
the coordination of the breath and refi nement of the former with the natural 
simplicity and originality of the latt er, and in this way to discover that mean 
between higher culture and contented nature which constitutes the correct 
standard, not to be given by any universal [allgemein] rule, for taste as a univer-

106. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 229 (sec. 60)/ Ak. 5:355.



C H A P T E R  O N E — 48

sal human sense.”107 Th is standard, he goes on to say, can hardly be dispensed 
with in future ages.

On the one hand, his vision here is a kind of reciprocal democracy: the cul-
tured and the ruder sections of the community are brought together by art, 
the quality of which is to establish the “reciprocal communication of ideas.”108 
On the other, the unity is also conceived of as the joining together of “higher 
culture” and “contented nature.” It does follow from this that anyone who does 
not respond or is incapable of responding to a given aesthetic experience will 
perforce not be part of the community so created. In other words, the possi-
bility of an aesthetic response can generate both an inside and an outside, an 
included and a nonincluded, even an excluded. Hence, it would be the case 
that the foundation of a political community on response to an aesthetic expe-
rience automatically entails a distinction of citizens and noncitizens, perhaps 
even of what Carl Schmitt  was to call fr iends and enemies.109 I do not think I hal-
lucinate if I fi nd that these thoughts in Kant must have been of importance to 
Nietzsche in writing Th e Birth of Tragedy.

I F  W E  A R E  A T  S E A ,  O N  W H A T  C A N  W E  R E S T ?

To approach a conclusion, let me return to a point mentioned above but not at 
that time discussed: the question of relativism. Th e question was, What keeps 
one from concluding that anything goes if there is no apprehensible founda-
tion for our judgments? Th e argument above is to the eff ect that the aesthetic 
experience (and, hence, the aesthetic object) creates by that experience the 
equivalent of a noumenal realm, that is, a realm that makes possible the knowl-
edge that we have but of which we cannot have knowledge. What this gives us, 
at least on the sociopolitical level (but a parallel argument could be made on 
the epistemological one), is the idea that the activity of artistic creation in ef-
fect creates a kind of a particular a priori that serves as the constitutive world 
for those who come aft er it and work and live within it. Such a constitution 
would be specifi c and, thus, historical, although not, as we shall see in the 
next two chapters, relativist. Carl Schorske, for instance, has argued that, aft er 

107. Ibid., 229– 30 (sec. 60)/ 356. Translation of this whole section is very tricky. Allgemein is “com-
mon,” “general,” and “universal.” “Auf diese Art das jenige Mitt el zwischen der höheren Kultur und der 
genügsamen Natur zuerst erfi nden, welches den richtigen, nach keinen allgemeinen Regeln anzugebenden 
Maßstab auch für den Geschmack, als allgemeinen Menschensinn, ausmacht.”

108. Th is is the emphasis of Allen Wood’s excellent Kant’s Ethical Th ought.
109. See Carl Schmitt , Th e Concept of the Political (1996), trans. and with an introduction by George 

Schwab, expanded ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). See also my introduction to ibid.
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the collapse of tonality as an organizing principle in the wake of Wagnerian 
chromaticism, the twelve- tone system of composition developed by Arnold 
Schoenberg was just such an a priori.110

As such, the position that I am att ributing to the aesthetic object here is 
something like that which one fi nds in Michael Friedman’s discussion of the 
philosophy of science, with the important diff erence that it is aesthetically 
constituted. Friedman cites a late writing of Th omas Kuhn’s that he glosses as 
follows: “Th ough it is a more articulated source of constitutive categories, my 
structured lexicon [Kuhn’s late formulation of ‘paradigm’] resembles Kant’s 
a priori when the latt er is taken in its second relativized sense. Both are consti-
tutive of possible experience in the world, but neither dictates what that expe-
rience must be. . . . Th e fact that experience within another form of life—an-
other time, place, or culture—might have constituted knowledge diff erently 
is irrelevant to its status as knowledge.”111 Friedman develops this point as an 
analysis of a “relativized a priori”—constitutive principles that (nonetheless) 
change in relation to historical circumstances.112 But, whereas a prioris as he 
conceives them basically “just grow”—there is a kind of Burkean- Gadamerian 
subtext to his analysis—the ones of which I speak here are constituted by 
(oft en intentional) human action. Hence, what I have been discussing raises 
questions of a more political and moral character than of a purely epistemo-
logical one.113 As such, these principles are themselves constitutive of an infi -
nite range of possible experiences, not all of which we have, but any of which 
are possible for beings such as are constituted by these particular a prioris. But, 

110. Schorske, Fin- de- Siècle Vienna, chap. 7.
111. Michael Friedman, Dynamics of Reason: Th e 1999 Kant Lectures at Stanford University (Stanford, 

CA: CSLI, 2001), 43, glossing Th omas Kuhn, “Aft erwords,” in World Changes: Th omas Kuhn and the Nature 
of Science, ed. Paul Horwich (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), 331– 32. See also Friedman, Dynamics of 
Reason, pt. 2, chap. 1. For a discussion that anticipates this, see my Th e Idea of Political Th eory: Refl ections on 
the Self in Political Time and Space (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), chap. 3.

112. Th e position would seem to be a development of that advanced by Wilfred Sellars in Science Per-
ception and Reality (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963), chap. 10.

113. Could one relate this to the following propositions in Ludwig Witt genstein (On Certainty [Ox-
ford: Blackwell, 1972], 15)?

94. But I did not get my picture of the world by satisfying myself of its correctness; nor do I have it be-
cause I am satisfi ed of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against which I distinguish 
between true and false.

95. Th e propositions describing this world- picture might be part of a kind of mythology. And their 
role is like that of rules of a game; and the game can be learned purely practically, without learning 
any explicit rules.

96. It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empirical propositions, were hardened 
and functioned as channels for such empirical propositions as were not hardened but fl uid; and 
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here, the “river- bed,” as Witt genstein phrased it, is the result of the activity of 
human beings—ones with particular powers and capacities. As we shall see, 
this is a stance that will have consequences.

Th e link of aesthetics and politics is natural: both are the realms in which 
one must determine a relation between the private and the public, between 
the fi rst- person singular and the fi rst- person plural, between individual re-
sponse and collective validity.114 Most importantly, the question is how one is 
to pass from “I” statements to “we” statements, or, more accurately, as I shall 
claim over the course of this book, whether, if political, all such “I” statements 
are necessarily an appeal to a “we” statement.115 Th is is, I will argue, the subject 
matt er of Nietzsche’s consideration of tragedy, of Weber’s analysis of charisma, 
of Freud’s constructions in analysis, of Schmitt ’s theory of sovereignty. In a dif-
ferent and related manner, the problem appears also in Lenin and Heidegger. 
It is no accident that Arendt saw in the Th ird Critique the most political of all 
of Kant’s writing.116

Th ere are implications of this development that will need investigating. In 
anticipation of the themes of this book, let me assert a few of them here. First, 
artistic creation (be it of a work or of the state) can be understood on its own 
terms—without reference to any realm that transcends it. Insofar as moral-
ity is conceived of as an authoritative realm by reference to a separate foun-
dation or to the transcendental, it becomes more diffi  cult to make separate 
moral judgments about aesthetically constituted acts. As we will see, and as 
intimated above, the invention of autonomy is in great part an att empt to re-
spond to this fact.

Second, this fact then places a tremendous weight on the criteria by which 
one might recognize which actions carry with themselves an aesthetic entitle-
ment. Such criteria are public, but they must acknowledge the human agency 

that this relation altered with time, in that fl uid propositions hardened, and hard ones became 
fl uid.

97. Th e mythology may change back into a state of fl ux, the river- bed of thoughts may shift . But I 
distinguish between the movement of the waters on the river- bed and the shift  of the bed itself; 
though there is not a sharp division of the one from the other.

114. See Frederick Beiser, introduction to Kant and Political Philosophy: Th e Contemporary Legacy, ed. 
Ronald Beiner and William James Booth (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993), 1– 6. For a theoreti-
cal elaboration, see my Th e Idea of Political Th eory, chap. 1.

115. For a full analytic exposition of this, see my “Is the Political Realm More Encompassing Th an the 
Economic Realm?” Public Choice 137, nos. 3– 4 (December 2008): 439– 50. See also the conclusion to this 
book.

116. Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Philosophy, passim.
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by which they are constituted. In the realm of morality, this means that one 
should read Kant’s concerns in the establishment of the categorical impera-
tive, not as an att empt to say what is moral, but as the elaboration of those cri-
teria that entitle one to claim that one’s acts are, indeed, moral. Th e concern 
for entitlement leads writers from Lenin to Weber to Nietzsche to worry, in 
an almost Augustinian fashion, about the criteria by which one might recog-
nize the entitlement these men have for such actions. Th is, in turn, as Weber 
forcibly recognized, leads to a modern politics that focuses on both leadership 
and routinization.

Th ird, on the epistemological level, these developments lead to social and 
human sciences that will understand reality to be “socially constructed” and, 
thus, comprehensible only in terms of humanly constructed and controlled 
models.117

Fourth, this argument implies that the divisions that are oft en adduced 
between the thinkers of the early twentieth century (Left / Right; positivist/ 
interpretive; analytic/ historical) are, in fact, less important than or at least de-
rived from what these thinkers share. Th ere is a place where these issues all ap-
pear in condensed form. It forms a central text for this book and comes at the 
close of Max Weber’s great lecture “Politics as a Vocation,” given in 1919 in and 
to a Germany reeling from a defeat in a war without precedent. Weber has been 
elaborating what a political life that is authentically and fully human could be. 
He has delineated a series of qualities that a person leading such a life would 
have, qualities that he thinks necessary to face up to the disillusionment of the 
times “like a man.” Almost at the end, he writes: “It is immensely moving when 
a mature [reifer] man—no matt er whether old or young in years—is, fully and 
with his whole soul, aware of this responsibility for the consequences of his 
conduct . . . and acts by an ethics of responsibility, at some point says: ‘I can 
do no other; here I stand.’ Th is is something that is humanly authentic [echt] 
and which takes possession of us [ergreift ]. And this possibility must at some 
time be available to each of us who is not inwardly dead.”118 I shall return to a 
more extended consideration of this and other matt ers in Weber in chapter 3. 
But the following implications are worth noting as general points:

117. Th e classic text is Peter L. Berger and Th omas Luckmann, Th e Social Construction of Reality: A 
Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Anchor, 1966). Th is, however, is a neo- Kantian enterprise 
from the beginning and might be said to have its origin in Georg Simmel, “How Is Society Possible?” in 
Philosophy of the Social Sciences: A Reader, ed. Maurice Alexander Natanson (New York: Random House, 
1963). See also Burkhart Holzner, Reality Construction in Society (New York: Schenkman, 1972).

118. Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Gesammelte Politische Schrift en, 448– 49/ Vocation Lectures, 92.



C H A P T E R  O N E — 52

1. A certain type of action (assumption of responsibility for all the conse-
quences of one’s actions) can be undertaken only by an individual with a 
particular character (one who is mature, not a child).

2. Anyone can achieve this, but few will.
3. Th ose who do will act in such a way that others—either positively or nega-

tively—cannot honestly remain indiff erent to that act. I call this the claim 
of aesthetic entitlement.

4. Such a person will literally defi ne the world around him, and his actions will 
provide the terms of their own justifi cation.

5. Th e presumption here is that what it means to be a full human being, at 
least in conditions of modernity, is to become a certain kind of person, a 
development that cannot be accomplished by or derived from any set of 
preexisting rules.119

6. Such actions by such persons will have the quality of being thought worthy 
of emulation or adherence by others.

It is my claim that arguments of this structure can be found in one form or 
another in many of the thinkers who provide us with the vocabulary for the 
events of our times. In pursuit of this, I want fi rst to explore the genealogy, as 
one might call it, of and for these ideas.

One of the reasons that the thinkers considered in this book may share 
qualities is that all partake of what one might call a radicalization of the Kant-
ian critique. Kant sought in his Critiques to explore the conditions of how a 
given human activity was possible. Th us, the First Critique (Pure Reason) an-
swers the question, “How is knowledge of nature possible?” and proceeds, not 
by giving one knowledge of nature, but by making critically clear what has to 
be the case for such knowledge to in fact occur. Kant refers to such awareness 
of the conditions of knowledge as transcendental. In this spirit, one might read 
the authors discussed in this book as having inherited this critical and tran-
scendental120 tradition and, thus, as respective answers to the general question 
of what is the human. However, they radicalize it.

119. Th is was oft en thought by the romantics to be a problem with Kant. It appears in diff erent forms in 
Schiller’s On the Aesthetic Education of Man in a Series of Lett ers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983) as 
well as in Novalis’s Philosophical Studies (in Beiser, ed., Th e Early Political Writings of the German Romantics, 
par. 497) and Nietzsche’s Schopenhauer as Educator. As we will see, I do not think the criticism quite right.

120. Technically, it is not transcendental since it remains beholden to the empirical world. I might call 
it quasi- transcendental or heuristically transcendental.
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R A D I C A L  K A N T I A N I S M

What makes for “radical Kantianism”?121 For something to be radical Kantian-
ism, it must nonetheless participate in Kant’s basic approach to philosophical 
activity, that is, the critique. One might identify several kinds of critique, each 
progressively more radical.122 Th e fi rst level—apparent, one might say, in Mon-
taigne or, in a diff erent way, in Hume—consists in the realization that humans 
make unpredictable and repeated errors in their understanding of the world, errors 
that the experience of the world does not automatically correct. Typically, such er-
rors consist in att ributing categorical status to some activity of human under-
standing—thinking that such and such activity is, for instance, ultimately mor-
ally justifi ed. Hume and Montaigne—to whose names one could add those 
of Pascal and Montesquieu, among many others—sought to establish the 
nature and kind of the most usual errors made in asserting judgments about 
the world, be they epistemological or practical. Th e position entailed by this 
level of critique is skepticism. Hume found that he could escape the skeptical 
mode and conclusions only by removing himself from philosophical refl ection. 
Reason was itself no anchor because, as he wrote, it was not “contrary to reason 
[for a man] to prefer the destruction of the whole world to prevent the merest 
 scratching of his litt le fi nger.”123 As he wrote in the Treatise of Human Nature:

Most fortunately it happens, that since reason is incapable of dispelling these 
clouds, Nature herself suffi  ces to that purpose, and cures me of this philo-
sophical melancholy and delirium, either by relaxing this bent of mind, or 
by some avocation, and lively impression of my senses, which obliterate all 
these chimeras. I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and am 
merry with my friends; and when, aft er three or four hours’ amusement, I 
would return to these speculations, they appear so cold, and strained, and 
ridiculous, that I cannot fi nd in my heart to enter into them any further.124

Here, the critique serves to establish an unbridgeable distance between philo-
sophical thought and the conduct of life. For Humean skepticism, philosophy 

121. I owe the term radical Kantianism to Babett e Babich, Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Science (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1994).

122. I am infl uenced here by Henrich, Aesthetic Judgment and the Moral Image of the World, 71ff .
123. David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature (New York: Penguin, 1985), bk. 2, pt. 3, sec. 3, p. 463.
124. Ibid., bk. 1, pt. 4, sec. 7, p. 316.
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cannot be the realm from which one might expect a provision of adequate an-
swers as to what to do. Weber, as we shall see, shares this sense of the limitation 
of knowledge for the deepest questions of human existence.

A second level of critique comes in the realization that it is not just that the 
mind itself may make errors in its understanding of the world but that the source 
of these errors itself may be built into the paths that reason must follow by virtue of 
what it is. Here, the most important work is that of Kant. Famously, in the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason (1781), Kant established that reason was itself limited and 
that this limitation was not a fault of reason but rather made it possible for ra-
tionality to exist at all. Two years later, in section 32 of the Prolegomena to Any 
Future Metaphysics, he gave his earlier argument a succinct formulation:

Since the oldest days of philosophy, besides the things of sense, or appear-
ances [phenomena], which make up the sensible world, inquirers into pure 
reason have conceived of special intelligible beings [Verstandeswesen (nou-
mena)], which were supposed to constitute an intelligible world. And as ap-
pearance and illusion were by those men identifi ed (a thing which we may 
well excuse in an uncultivated epoch), actuality was only conceded to the 
creations of thought.

In fact, if we consider the objects of sense as mere appearances, as is fi t-
ting, we confess thereby that they are based upon a thing in itself, though 
we know not this thing as it may be constituted in itself, but only know its 
appearances, viz., the way in which our senses are aff ected by this unknown 
something. Th e understanding therefore, by the fact that it assumes appear-
ances, also admits the existence [Dasein] of things in themselves also, and 
so far we may say that the representation of such entities as form the basis 
of phenomena, consequently of mere intelligible entities, is not only admis-
sible, but unavoidable.

Our critical deduction by no means excludes things of that sort [nou-
mena], but rather limits the basic principles of the aesthetic [the science of 
the sensibility] in such a way that they shall not be supposed to extend to all 
things, as everything would then be turned into mere appearance, but that 
they shall only hold good of objects of possible experience. Hereby then 
objects of the understanding are allowed, but only with the inculcation of 
this rule which admits of no exception: that we neither know nor can know 
anything at all defi nite of these pure objects of the understanding, because 
our pure concepts of the understanding as well as our pure intuitions extend 
to nothing but objects of possible experience, consequently to mere [bloss] 
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things of sense, and as soon as we leave this sphere these concepts retain no 
meaning whatever.125

Kant claims here what he had established earlier in the Critique: First, that 
all experience is experience of and only of appearances; second, that whatever 
it is that appearances are is of something that cannot be the object of experi-
ence; third, that we can know only how it is that we have experiences; and, 
fourth, that it is in refl ecting on how it is that we have experience and knowl-
edge of appearances that we can ground reason. Th is, then, is a second level 
of critique, in which secure knowledge is seen to be found only in the criti-
cal refl ection on insecure experience. It held that there was a realm (the nou-
menal) that, while necessary for human understanding, was neither accessible 
to human experience nor an object of understanding. To repeat a point made 
at the end of my introduction, the important argument here—and not one 
that all scholars of Kant would accept—is that the noumenal realm (to which 
we have no access) makes possible phenomenal knowledge (i.e., knowledge of 
our world).

Kant’s accomplishment was instantly recognized as the source of a radi-
cally new conception of philosophy—one that, while admitt ing the full force 
of skepticism, would, nonetheless, not remain mired in it. Th e third level of 
critique is its radicalization into the suspicion and argument that the structures of 
reason itself are also the sources of deceptions, deceptions made all the more pow-
erful by the fact that we will not resist them. Nietzsche, who can stand in here 
for a stable of other nineteenth- century thinkers such as Novalis, Schiller, and 
Schopenhauer, summed up these developments in Twilight of the Idols. As he 
moves beyond Kant (“Königsbergian”) in section 3 of “How the True World 
Finally Became a Fable,” he writes: “Th e true world, unatt ainable, unprovable, 
unpromisable, but a consolation, an obligation, an imperative, merely by vir-
tue of being thought. (Th e old sun basically, but glimpsed through fog and 
skepticism; the idea become sublime, pallid, Nordic, Königsbergian.)”126

Th e thinkers who form the focus of this book did not write without re-
sources on which to draw: the impetus and structure of those resources came 

125. Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 66– 67 (sec. 32)/ Ak. 4:314– 15 (translation modifi ed). See the discussion of ideal types in 
Tracy B. Strong, “Max Weber and the Bourgeoisie,” in Th e Barbarism of Reason, ed. Asher Horowitz and 
Terry Maley (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994); and chapter 3 below. I am indebted here to 
some passages in Stanley Cavell’s work.

126. Friedrich Nietzsche, “How the True World Became an Error,” in Twilight of the Idols, WKG, 
6-3, 74.
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from the Kantian tradition of the critique. Just as the death of God had itself 
been consequent to dynamics in Western thought, so also were the resources 
on which the thinkers of the early twentieth century drew available from that 
tradition. However, they all write without a banister—without a vision—re-
lying on thinking alone (to the degree that they are able). I shall argue that, in 
order to do so, each thinker has to construct something like the equivalent of 
a noumenal realm (a cousin, perhaps, to Friedman’s “relativized a priori”) for 
the purposes of making knowledge (and human science) possible. I will call 
this understanding heuristically transcendental. Th ey do this with diff erent fo-
cuses—and that is the subject of the chapters that follow.



2

Nietzsche
Th e Tragic Ethos and the Spirit of Music

Irrationalism is an escape from rationalism that does not liberate, but entangles 
itself still more in rationalism, because it arouses the belief that the latt er is 

overcome by a simple negation, whereas it has in fact become more dangerous 
because it is disguised and can continue its course with impunity.

Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics

I know how to lead off 
Th e sprightly dance

Of the Lord Dionysos,
the dithyramb,

I do it thunderstruck
With wine.

Archilochus, Fragment 120

I  C O N C L U D E D  T H E  I N T R O D U C T I O N  W I T H  T H E  C L A I M  T H A T  V A R I O U S 

elements defi nitive of Western modernity raise the question of how one is to 
think authoritatively—that is, convincingly—about the contemporary realm 
and about its politics in particular. On what ground do one’s political judg-
ments rest if thinking is to be without a banister? Why is this not the open 
door to sheer relativism, not to say, as Leo Strauss and others argued, to ni-
hilism, to the mediocrity of the “Last Men” (and, indeed, as Anne Norton re-
minds us, of the “Last Women”).1 To continue exploring these matt ers, I turn 
fi rst to one who anticipates and diagnoses them before and as they happen: 
Nietzsche.

1. Anne Norton, Leo Strauss and the Politics of the American Empire (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2004).
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Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche—he was named aft er the emperor—was 
born on October 15, 1844, in Röcken, a small town in Saxony. His father was 
the local pastor; both his grandfathers had been pastors. When he was four 
years old, his father, then only thirty- six, died of an affl  iction of the brain. 
Shortly thereaft er his younger brother died also. He was raised with his sister 
by his mother and two aunts.

As a pastor’s son and a precocious and oft en brilliant student, he received 
a scholarship to the best German preparatory school—Schulpforta—and 
then att ended fi rst the University of Bonn and then the University of Leipzig, 
training to become a classical philologist. His work as a graduate student was 
deemed so good that, in 1869, at the age of twenty- four, he was awarded the 
chair of classical philology at the University of Basel.2 As the law required, he 
acquired Swiss papers. Shortly thereaft er he met Richard Wagner for the fi rst 
time and, over the course of that and subsequent years, oft en visited Wagner 
and his wife, Cosima, in their villa at Tribschen on Lake Luzern. By 1870, de-
spite having been promoted to ordinarius (full professor), he had developed 
increasing doubts about his chosen academic career, and, in January 1871, he 
applied for the chair in philosophy at Basel. He indicated to his close friend 
and cophilologist Erwin Rohde that he doubted whether he could “ever be-
come a true philologist, unless it were to happen by the way, by accident so to 
speak”: “Th e misfortune, you know, is this: I have no model and am in danger 
of becoming a fool by my own hand.”3 Turned down for the position in phi-
losophy, he persisted in his teaching of philology and in his work on the ori-
gins of Greek tragedy, a subject that already took up a considerable portion of 
his teaching.

Some of his disaff ection came from the reception of the fi rst work he pub-
lished. Instead of being writt en only for a restricted professional audience (as 
were his graduate school articles on Diogenes Laertius, articles writt en for 
the most part in Latin), his book was intended also for a broader public. As 
a study of the origins, genesis, and nature of Greek tragedy, this book, Th e 
Birth of Tragedy fr om the Spirit of Music, fl ew in the face of a number of con-
ventions. On the most elementary grounds, as a publication by the individual 
who was thought to be the rising star in the fi eld, it had no footnotes. Whatever 

2. See the discussion of Basel in Lionel Gossman, Basel in the Age of Burckhardt (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2002).

3. Nietzsche to Rohde, end of January 1870, in Friedrich Nietzsche, Sämtliche Briefe: Kritische Studen-
ausgabe, 8 vols. (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1986), 3:94.
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one makes of this, arcane and multiple citations in the original languages were 
taken by most in the philological profession to be a sign of seriousness.

Second, while Nietzsche always insisted on the wissenschaft liche (scientifi c) 
quality of his work in the Birth, he did also recognize its esoteric quality and 
indicated to his teacher Friedrich Ritschl that it would probably take a few de-
cades for most philologists to understand it.4 It was esoteric in part because 
Nietzsche wished to meld to the contemporary more scientifi c approach an 
older tradition of German philology, a “magisterial” tradition that sought to 
place the study of ancient Greece and Rome as central to the stimulation of 
“independent thinking” such that the “student [might] strive lovingly to in-
vestigate the Geist” from which the works of antiquity proceeded.5 Whatever 
conclusions Nietzsche would draw in his pursuit of the Geist of music, his 
book thus also stood in implicit dialogue with what had become the domi-
nant strand of German philology, one that one might name positivist and that 
sought to avoid all “subjectivism” of Geist, focusing instead on the Realien—
the “facts.” Th is led Nietzsche to be at fi rst ignored by the dominant strand 
of philology (except by the very young Ulrich von Wilamowitz- Möllendorff , 
then without even an academic appointment);6 he was mostly not denounced 
because mainstream German philology had no wish to reawaken an older yet 
now defeated approach. When a single professional review did fi nally appear 
in 1874, the author, Heinrich Guhrauer, a specialist in ancient Greek music, 
found time to praise Nietzsche’s “illuminating insights” but, ultimately, dis-
missed him for lacking “exact philology.”7 Wilamowitz, it should be said, had 
also spent most of his article att acking the apparently nonscientifi c approach 

4. See Nietzsche to Ritschl, April 6, 1872, in Sämtliche Briefe, 304.
5. S. F. W. Hoff man, Die Altertumwissenschaft  (Leipzig, 1835), v, cited in James Whitman, “Nietzsche 

in the Magisterial Tradition of German Classical Philology,” Journal of the History of Ideas 47, no. 3 ( July– 
September 1986): 453– 68. On the history of the magisterial tradition, see Anthony Graft on, “Prolegom-
ena to Friedrich August Wolf,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 44 (1981): 101– 29. Nietzsche 
speaks favorably of Wolf in On the Future of Our Educational Institutions, lecture 2, WKG, 3-2, 164, as well as 
in WKG, 3-3, 164, and in several other places.

6. Th e only extant English translation and the only annotated version of Wilamowitz’s response 
is “Future Philology! A Reply to Th e Birth of Tragedy by Friedrich Nietzsche,” trans. Gertrude Postl, 
Babett e E. Babich, and Holger Schmid, New Nietzsche Studies 4, nos. 1/ 2 (Summer/ Fall 2000): 1– 32. It is 
also the case that the classicist Heinrich Usener (not incidentally, perhaps, a teacher of Wilamowitz’s), ap-
parently pushed by his students, declared Nietzsche to be “scientifi cally dead,” something Nietzsche re-
ports in two lett ers. See Nietzsche to Rohde, October 25, 1872, and Nietzsche to Wagner, November 7/ 8, 
1872, in Nietzsche, Sämtliche Briefe, 4:71, 89.

7. Heinrich Guhrauer, review of Friedrich Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, Jahrbücher für Philologie und 
Pädagogik 109 (1874): 49ff ., cited in Whitman, “Nietzsche in the Magisterial Tradition of German Classical 
Philology,” 467. It is noteworthy that Guhrauer also att acked Wilamowitz for “presumption.”
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that he found Nietzsche to have adopted. One of his critiques, however, did 
hit home. He accused Nietzsche of downplaying the overt sexuality of the 
Greeks, asking sardonically when and why, for “Professor N., a phallus is not 
a phallus.”8 I shall return to the question of the erotic in Nietzsche. (Wilamo-
witz would later become one of the foremost German philologists, and one of 
his areas of special expertise was the study of satyrs.)

It is, thus, not so much the case that the Birth gave rise to a “violent contro-
versy,” as many commentators have averred,9 as that it was simply ignored (as 
Nietzsche’s apparently unscholarly presentation made easy). Nietzsche did 
do his best to stoke a controversy, enlisting his friend Rohde and even Rich-
ard Wagner to respond to Wilamowitz.10 Th e fact, however, that his teacher 
Ritschl delayed over a month in responding to the reception of his copy—
and then sent a somewhat strained lett er only aft er Nietzsche pushed him—
came as a shock.

Th e case of the Birth thus raises two interrelated matt ers. First, if Nietzsche 
thought his work to be “scientifi c in the highest sense,”11 what were the crite-
ria of Wissenschaft  that he was using? Second, what are the consequences—or 
what is the range of possible consequences—entailed by the approach that 
he uses? With these questions in mind, I turn to the text. To explore this, I 
want fi rst to investigate the subject that is of central concern to Nietzsche in 
Th e Birth of Tragedy. In his book, he claims at one point that, “placed between 
India and Rome, and pushed towards a seductive choice, the Greeks succeeded 
in inventing a third form, in classical purity.” Th e choice—which is between 
“ecstatic brooding [India] or . . . a consuming chase aft er worldly power and 
worldly honor [Rome]”—was made possible because of the “extraordinary 
strength” of “their dionysian and political instincts.”12 To have had only the 
former (brooding) would have led them in the direction of India, to have had 
only the latt er (worldly gain) in that of Rome: the question is how to be both 
in the world and not of it. Th e means to this third way was tragedy, the genera-

8. Wilamowitz- Möllendorff , “Future Philology!” 18.
9. For example, Hugh Lloyd Jones, introduction to Ulrich von Wilamowitz- Möllendorff , History of 

Classical Scholarship (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), xii (also cited in Whitman, “Nietz-
sche in the Magisterial Tradition of German Classical Philology,” 453). See William Arrowsmith, “Nietz-
sche on the Classics and the Classicists,” Arion 2 (Spring 1963): 5– 12; (Summer 1963): 5– 27; (Winter 1963): 
5– 31.

10. Th e relevant texts are collected in Karlfried Grunder, ed., Der Streit um Nietzsches “Geburt der 
Tragödie” (Hildesheim: Olms, 1969).

11. Nietzsche to Ritschl, April 6, 1872, in Nietzsche, Sämtliche Briefe, 3:304. See also Friedrich Nietz-
sche, Th e Birth of Tragedy fr om the Spirit of Music, “Self- Critique,” WKG, 3-1, 5– 9.

12. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 21, WKG, 3-1, 128.
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tive union of the two;13 the achievement was the “innermost life- ground [Le-
bensgrund] of a people.”14 What tragedy made possible, in other words, was the 
adaptive achievement of what it meant to be Greek.

E X C U R S U S  O N  I D E N T I T Y

We might think of this as an account of how a political- ethical- cultural iden-
tity—being Greek—is achieved. But this would be to formulate the ques-
tion badly, for Nietzsche is quite clear that there is something important to be 
learned fr om what the Greeks of the tragic age did. His book is an account not 
of “how to be a Greek”—something he recognizes as clearly impossible—but 
of how to achieve a being that neither succumbs to the temptations and the 
forces that surround it nor defi nes itself against them.15 Th us Nietzsche’s con-
cern is (at least also) a modern concern. Indeed, he will remark in one of his 
academic lectures that he looks on the Greeks “with the eyes of a modern.”16

Th ere is much discussion of identity in academia today and not just in ac-
ademia. I shall not rehearse here the discussions by scholars such as Charles 
Taylor, Will Kymlicka, Chandran Kukathas, Pierre Birnbaum, Michael Sandel, 
and many, many others. I do want to call att ention to the fact that some have 
proclaimed that such concerns with identity are inevitably destructive. Th us, 
Judith Butler writes that “identity categories are never merely descriptive, but 
also normative and, as such, exclusionary.”17 Th e problem involved here has 
been well set in an essay by Jean- Luc Nancy entitled “La comparution/ com-
pearance,” comparution meaning “appearance before judgment having been 
summoned” and translating exactly as the Scott ish common law phrase com-

13. Compare ibid., 1, WKG, 3-1, 21: “dass die Fortentwickelung der Kunst an die Duplicität [= doubling 
or twofoldedness] des Apollinischen und des Dionysischen gebunden ist: in ähnlicher Weise, wie die Ge-
neration von der Zweiheit der Geschlechter, bei fortwährendem Kampfe und nur periodisch eintretender 
Versöhnung, abhängt.”

14. WKG, 2-2, 34.
15. Th us he writes in his lectures on Sophoclean tragedy that he looks at the Greeks “as a modern.” One 

of the most repeated mistakes about Nietzsche is that he wanted to “go back” to the Greeks. See recently, 
e.g., Goldhill, Who Needs Greek? conclusion. Th is claim is made despite the fact that, already in writings 
that date from the time of the Birth of Tragedy, he rejects this position. Th us in Wir Philologen: “It is a task: 
to show it impossible to bring back Greece and thus also Christianity and the earlier foundations of our 
society and politics” (WKG, 4-1, 159). See my Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfi guration, chaps. 
6– 7. Nietzsche shares Rimbaud’s position in Une saison en enfer: “Il faut être absolument moderne” (the 
“Adieu” section).

16. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 21, WKG, 3-1, 128.
17. Judith Butler, “Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of ‘Postmodernism,’ ” in Fem-

inists Th eorize the Political, ed. Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott  (New York: Routledge, 1992), 15– 16.
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pearance. Nancy writes: “Community . . . always excludes and on principle. . . . 
At the bott om, that which the community wants to exclude is that which does 
not let itself be identifi ed in it. We call it the ‘other.’ Community excludes its 
own foundation. . . . But to exclude, exclusion must designate: it names, iden-
tifi es, gives form. ‘Th e other’ is for us a fi gure imposed on the unpresentable 
[infi gurable]. Th us we have for us—to go to a heart of the matt er—the ‘Jew’ 
or the ‘Arab,’ fi gures whose closeness, that is their in-common with ‘us,’ is no 
accident.” “Us” here refl ects that Nancy speaks as a Frenchman and a mem-
ber of the French “community.” Th e problem of “the other,” as he goes on 
to clearly recognize, will be specifi cally diff erent for other communities, but 
not structurally so. Th e double question is always: “How to exclude without 
fi xing [fi gurer]? And how to fi x without excluding?”18 In Nancy’s terms, But-
ler would think that “identity” requires exclusion and, thus, always “fi xes”—
that a Nietzschean dynamic of ressentiment will, therefore, always come into 
play.19 And she has developed a powerful account of what is wrong with iden-
tity politics. It is my contention below that Nancy’s question is best under-
stood and responded to in terms that draw on Kant and in particular on Nietz-
sche’s analysis in the Birth. I will argue that his account there gives us a way 
of thinking about these issues that avoids the pitfalls that Butler maps out for 
us and gives a positive answer to Nancy’s question, “How to exclude without 
fi xing?”

T R A G E D Y :  B I R T H ?  S P I R I T ?  M U S I C ?

What are Nietzsche’s claims in Th e Birth of Tragedy fr om the Spirit of Music? 
One should begin by looking closely at his title. It is fi lled with problematic 
words, perhaps most notably birth, spirit (Geist), and music (and, indeed, trag-
edy and fr om). I shall be concerned here mainly with the role that music plays 
in Nietzsche’s account. However, as a methodological foreword, let me briefl y 
ask what is meant by spirit as in the spirit of music? One of the other most fa-
mous uses of the concept of spirit occurs, as one knows, in Max Weber’s Th e 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, echoes of which not coinciden-
tally make the title to this chapter. What Weber writes elucidates Nietzsche’s 
usage:

18. Jean- Luc Nancy, “La comparution/ compearance,” Political Th eory 20 (August 1992): 392, 393 (my 
translation).

19. See here Wendy Brown, “Wounded Att achments,” in States of Injury (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1995), 52– 76.
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Th e att empt to give anything like a “defi nition” [of Geist] brings out certain 
diffi  culties that are in the very nature of this type of investigation. If any 
object can be found to which this term can be used in a comprehensible 
manner, it can only be an “historical individual,” that is, a complex of con-
nections associated in historical reality, which we unite into a conceptual 
whole from the standpoint of its cultural signifi cance. Such an historical 
concept, since in its content it refers to a phenomenon that is meaningful in 
its own individuality alone, cannot be defi ned according the formula genus 
proximum, diff erentia specifi ca (in English [auf deutsch], ‘diff erentiated’), but 
must gradually be composed [komponiert] out of the individual parts that 
are taken from the historical reality to make it up. Th us the fi nal and defi ni-
tive concept cannot stand at the beginning of the investigation but must 
come at the end.20

I shall develop Weber’s analysis further in the next chapter, but suffi  ce it here 
to say that Weber is clear that a Geist is itself a construct, designed for the pur-
pose of elucidating a complex of historical events. It is not invented but com-
posed (Weber italicizes the word)—put together from nonnaturally related 
elements in order to bring meaning into being (as is music from sounds/ 
notes). In his 1886 critique of his fi rst book, Nietzsche writes that he sought to 
raise the question of the status of science (Wissenschaft ) by looking at science 
from the perspective of art (and of art from that of life).21 In doing so, he was 
raising the question of how one might make a broad historical cultural phe-
nomenon comprehensible (such as the signifi cance of the Greeks for Western 
modernity; what it means to be what one is). He found this in the “spirit of 
music.” Th e elaboration—the composition—of the “spirit” of (Greek) music 
thus is the essential part of his discussion of Greek tragedy.

20. Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie, 3 vols. (Tübingen: Mohr, 2001), 1:30. 
(Also translated by Talcott  Parsons in Th e Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism [New York: Scrib-
ner’s, 1958], 47.) Th e translation here is mine: “Bei dem Versuch, so etwas wie eine ‘Defi nition’ davon zu 
geben, zeigen sich sofort gewisse, im Wesen des Untersuchungszwecks liegende Schwierigkeiten. Wenn 
überhaupt ein Objekt auffi  ndbar ist, für welches der Verwendung jener Bezeichnung irgendein Sinn zu-
kommen kann, so kann es nur ein ‘historisches Individuum’ sein, d.h. ein Komplex von Zusammenhän-
gen in der geschichtlichen Wirklichkeit, die wir unter dem Gesichtspunkte ihrer Kulturbedeutung begriff -
lich zu einem Ganzen zusammenschließen. Ein solcher historischer Begriff  aber kann, da er inhaltlich sich 
auf eine in ihrer individuellen Eigenart bedeutungsvolle Erscheinung bezieht, nicht nach dem Schema: 
‘genus proximum, diff erentia specifi ca’ defi niert (zu deutsch: ‘abgegrenzt’), sondern er muß aus seinen ein-
zelnen der geschichtlichen Wirklichkeit zu entnehmenden Bestandteilen allmählich komponiert werden. 
Die endgültige begriffl  iche Erfassung kann daher nicht am Anfang, sondern muß am Schluß der Unter-
suchung stehen.”

21. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, “Self- Critique,” 2, WKG, 3-1, 7.
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We would do well to take seriously Weber’s warning about the nature of 
Geist. We need to grasp the historical reality, the connections, the processes 
by which they are united. Th at we must compose it means that it is not directly 
accessible by our understanding. A piece of music is composed of notes that 
have been put together. For Weber, the composition of the Geist of a set of phe-
nomena not only makes sense of that set but also in some sense constitutes 
it. It tells you what something is and, in doing so, how to make sense of it. We 
might think of it as a kind of heuristic transcendental deduction. Each note 
makes the sense that it does only in relation to the piece of music as a whole. 
A methodological question confronts both Weber and Nietzsche: what does 
it mean to grasp such a reality. We are not gaining knowledge of what capital-
ism is: rather we are determining what has to be the case for there to be some-
thing we call capitalism.

Turning to Nietzsche, we must ask what the Geist of music is. How might 
its composition, so to speak, allow a grasping of tragedy? Th ese are questions 
mostly left  unatt ended. For instance, in James Porter’s recent Th e Invention of 
Dionysus, an essay on the Birth, the word music does not even make the index. 
Nor does Peter Euben’s Th e Tragedy of Political Th eory, perhaps the best book 
we have on the political theoretical import of Greek tragedy for our times, dis-
cuss music.22

Th e problem is this: Nietzsche thought that an understanding of Greek 
music could give him a grasp of and an insight into the origins of Greek trag-
edy. In turn, Greek tragedy could allow him an understanding of how it was 
possible to be a people, of what it meant to be a people. He wanted, as he 
writes in the fi rst sentence of the Birth, to arrive, “not only at a logical un-
derstanding, but by the unmediated certainty of Anschauung.”23 Anschauung 
means “view,” “perception,” “contemplation,” sometimes “intuition”: the key 
is that it is a looking (schauen) at (an). As noted above, Anschauung is Kant’s 
word in the Th ird Critique. Nietzsche is, thus, seeking in his book to bring to-
gether two modes of understanding a historical phenomenon: what is called 

22. James I. Porter, Th e Invention of Dionysus: An Essay on “Th e Birth of Tragedy” (Stanford, CA: Stan-
ford University Press, 2000); J. Peter Euben, Th e Tragedy of Political Th eory: Th e Road Not Taken (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990). One should also mention the work of Josiah Ober in this vein. Most 
extensive on Nietzsche and music is still Georges Liébert, Nietzsche et la musique (Paris: Presses Universi-
taires de France, 1995). See also Babett e E. Babich, “Nietzsche and Music: A Selective Bibliography,” New 
Nietzsche Studies 1, nos. 1– 2 (Fall/ Winter 1996): 64– 78. It is worth noting that the basic ideas about music 
and Greek drama are already present in a school essay that Nietzsche wrote at Pforta in 1864, thus before 
his acquaintance with Wagner or Schopenhauer. See Th omas Brobjer, “Sources of and Infl uences on Nietz-
sche’s Th e Birth of Tragedy,” Nietzsche- Studien 34 (2005): 278– 99.

23. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 1, WKG, 3-1, 21.
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above the magisterial tradition of philology and the philologically positivist ap-
proach, in which he had been trained. He sees, or wants to see, no ultimate 
incompatibility between them. It is, thus, a mistake to think that the Birth is 
writt en purely from an “intuitive” or subjective understanding. It is, of course, 
also true that most did not think he had succeeded. For instance, in early 1873, 
his teacher Ritschl wrote to his friend the author Freiherr Friedrich von Vi-
scher: “But our Nietzsche: that is really a distressing chapter—as from your 
lett ers you have grasped, despite all goodwill for a fi rst- rate person. It is ex-
traordinary how two souls can live on beside the other in that man. On the 
one side the most rigorous methodology of scholarly scientifi c research . . . on 
the other this fantastic- exaggerated, overly clever reaching into the incompre-
hensible, this Wagnerian- Schopenhauerian, artistico- religio- mystery- religious 
rhapsody.”24 To approach this “distressing chapter,” I need to ask three ques-
tions.

First, what was Nietzsche trying to accomplish in writing the Birth of Trag-
edy, and what is its political importance? Second, why did Nietzsche think the 
spirit of (Greek) music to be essential to his enterprise, especially when next 
to nothing was directly known about Greek music? In what way did the music 
allow an understanding of tragedy? And, fi nally, what is the importance of 
such an understanding of tragedy for politics?

Let us take the fi rst question fi rst: What were the point and the target of his 
book? Th e best- known work of antiquity on the nature of tragedy was then—
and in our times probably still is—Aristotle’s Poetics. Th ere, Aristotle had ar-
gued that the key to tragedy was the moment of anágnórisis, that moment at 
which the protagonist recognizes himself for whom or what he is. Th us, in the 
Oedipus tyrannos, the moment of insight into origins is the catalyst that leads 
Oedipus to blind himself. What is important for Aristotle is that it is at that 
moment that he comes to grips with his hamartia, usually translated as tragic 
fl aw. We can be known to ourselves, Aristotle seems to argue, and the pur-
pose of tragedy is to produce self- knowledge. Additionally, for Aristotle the 
eff ect on the audience was to have contemplated the awe- full and to have been 
purged (kátharsis) from the eff ects of that emotion. Th eater is here, one might 
say, good for you: Aristotle was, aft er all, concerned to defend it against Plato’s 
critique. Oedipus returns home, fi nally, and is let in. From self- knowledge—
seeing oneself—there is to occur a purifi cation of both the hero and the au-
dience.

24. Cited from Curt Paul Janz, Friedrich Nietzsche: Biographie, 3 vols. (Munich: Hanser, 1978), 1:941.
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In his book on Greek tragedy, Peter Euben reminds us that Nietzsche had 
noted in the preface to the Genealogy that “we are unknown to ourselves, we 
men of knowledge.”25 Nietzsche’s point, I believe and have argued, is that 
claims to self- knowledge are in the end self- defeating, that the purpose of phi-
losophy should not be self- knowledge (“knowing how one knows”), at least 
not if by self- knowledge we mean the self knowing the self.26 If knowledge is 
perspectival, as Nietzsche avers, then that means at least, not only that fi nal 
and defi nitive knowledge of oneself—or of one’s identity, as we call it—is 
not possible, but also that to pursue it is harmful, even nihilistic. Th ere were 
already clues in Sophocles: Oedipus, aft er all, does everything one could ex-
pect anyone of ability to do in pursuit of the solution to the problem of the 
plague. He delegates; he decides; he constantly tries to fi nd out what he needs 
to know, asking 123 questions in the course of the play (out of the 199 overall) 
and despite the fact that he is warned four times (once by the shepherd, once 
by Teirisias, and twice by his wife- mother, Jocasta) not to pursue knowledge, 
he insists. Had he not, or had he remained in Corinth, he would not have killed 
his father and married his mother—but then we would not have had trag-
edy. Philosophy, as we shall see, requires tragedy: all is maculate. It requires 
the pursuit of knowledge while acknowledging knowledge to be unatt ainable. 
Philosophy thus can produce not self- knowledge but acknowledgment. I shall 
return to this theme below.

Th e important recognition here is that the Birth of Tragedy fr om the Spirit 
of Music has as its fi rst focus, not, in the end, Wagner or the rebirth of Ger-
man culture (although those are not foreign to it), but an Auseinandersetzung 
with Aristotle as to the signifi cance of tragedy. As Nietzsche points out, Aris-
totle had writt en the Poetics well aft er the zenith of Athenian tragedy,27 during 
a period in which the art was in decline, as was the pólis that was its principle 
subject of concern. In the Gay Science, he notes that Aristotle “certainly did 
not hit the nail on the head when he discussed the ultimate end of Greek trag-
edy.”28 In the discussion in an entry entitled Was ist tragisch? in 1888, he spe-
cifi cally rejects the notion of kátharsis.29 For Aristotle, on the other hand, the 
end of tragedy was kátharsis, an understanding of purifi cation in terms bor-

25. Euben, Th e Tragedy of Political Th eory, 13– 14 n. 11.
26. See my Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfi guration, chap. 10.
27. Probably around 335 BCE, shortly aft er his return from Macedon.
28. Nietzsche, Gay Science, 80, WKG, 5-2, 111.
29. “Was ist tragisch?” WKG, 8-3, 203.
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rowed from medicine, where Hippocrates had used it to refer to the clearing 
off  of morbid humors, such as an off - color menstrual discharge,30 employing 
it in the general sense of “purifi cation.” In point of fact, not only is the Birth 
an argument against Aristotle and his claim that tragedy produces kátharsis, 
but it also reconceptualizes another central claim of the Poetics. Aristotle had 
also claimed that tragedy produced self- recognition (anágnórisis). Nietzsche 
accepts this claim but centrally adds to it the claim that, when achieved, 
anágnórisis produces Verwandlung (transformation) or Verklärung (transfi gu-
ration) and not a purging. Tragedy changes the self. Indeed, in his vitriolic re-
sponse to the Birth, Wilamowitz had already noticed this implicit but ubiqui-
tous opposition to Aristotle in a footnote. (Wilamowitz puts it in a footnote 
probably because it was so obvious—and to him so silly—that it was not 
worth carrying on about.)31

To have rejected Aristotle means, among other things, to have rejected the 
notion that one needs a philosophical aesthetics for one’s experience of trag-
edy (an aesthetics such as Aristotle provides in the Poetics). As Heidegger was 
to note in a discussion of Nietzsche: “Th e magnifi cent art of Greece remains 
without a corresponding cognitive conceptual meditation on it. . . . It was their 
good fortune that . . . in their luminous state of knowing, they had no need for 
an ‘aesthetics.’ ”32 If it for this reason that Nietzsche starts the Birth by calling 
for a “direct Anschauung” of tragedy. Anschauung is a direct or immediate per-
ception without intervening interpretation. In translations of Kant, it is given 
as intuition, as in our intuition of space or time. Heidegger’s “luminous state of 
knowing” is the Anschauung that Nietzsche hopes to make manifest.

For Nietzsche, the self is not found at home, so to speak, but achieved; the 
picture is not that of turning around but that of a path, a kind of growth such as 
that accomplished in the Oedipus at Colonus. Successful tragedy for Nietzsche 
constitutes the sealing of a change not so much in what one is as in the natu-
ralness by which one is able to deal in one’s life and history with the histori-
cally evolving conditions that aff ect a culture.33 What the audience learns in 
Nietzsche’s anti- Aristotelian understanding is, not that Oedipus suff ers from 
hamartia—the “tragic fl aw” from which he needs to be cleansed—and that 

30. For example, Hippocrates, Aphorisms 5.36 (htt p:// classics.mit .edu/ Hippocrates/ aphorisms.5.v .html).
31. Wilamowitz- Möllendorff , “Future Philology!” 32 n. 52.
32. Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche I and II (San Francisco: Harper, 1991), 80/ Nietzsche I (Pfüllingen: 

Neske, 1961), 95.
33. See, e.g., Friedrich Nietzsche, Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks, 1, WKG, 3-2, 302– 3.
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we should be careful of hubris, but that there is no crime, that Oedipus did 
everything that could be humanly expected of him, and that his abilities, great 
as they were, still availed not.34

Th e paradox (for us at least) is that Nietzsche sees this process as joyful. 
In Th e Birth of Tragedy, he writes: “Th e cry of horror or the longing moan 
over an irretrievable loss are intoned from the highest joy.”35 Nietzsche’s anal-
ysis in chapter 16 of the Birth refl ects his nuanced understanding of Schopen-
hauer: music permits the annihilation of the individual and, thus, a release 
from the pain of individuation. Tragedy—as music drama—arrived at the 
same thing, which is why the wisdom of tragedy is that, in terms of suff ering, 
it is best not to have been born (see Oedipus at Colonus). What is central to 
Nietzsche’s understanding of tragedy is that this realization of the world pre-
sents itself as a source of passion and joy, not of despair. Calling our att ention 
to this as a problem already was Hölderlin:

Viele versuchen umsonst das Freudigste fr eudig zu sagen
Hier sprich endlich es mir, hier in der Trauer sich aus.

Many have tried in vain to express with joy the most joyful,
Here at last it speaks to me, here from tragedy.36

Th e poem is “Sophocles,” a title that requires the translation of Trauer as 
 tragedy.

M U S I C  A N D  G R E E K  M U S I C

In 1872, the claim that Greek tragedy was born from the spirit of music was 
bound to raise more than a few eyebrows. To start from the most basic fact, 
while there were at the time Nietzsche wrote of course ancient texts about 

34. Th ere is much debate as to whether hamartia refers to intellectual or moral qualities, most of 
which seems to me beside the point. See T. C. W. Stinton, “Hamartia in Aristotle and Greek Tragedy,” Clas-
sical Quarterly 25, no. 2 (1975): 221– 54. Hamartia is not a simple mistake; Aristotle indicates that it is deeply 
embedded in the protagonist and that the mistaken action is an inevitable consequence of the protago-
nist’s character. Nietzsche refers to hamartia twice but only in the context of Christian sin, for which it is, 
in fact, the word in the New Testament (WKG, 5-2, 472, and 5-1, 484). See Th omas Gould, “Th e Innocence 
of  Oedipus: Th e Philosophers on the Oedipus Rex,” in Modern Critical Interpretations: Sophocles’ Oedipus 
Rex, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1988), 49– 63.

35. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 2, WKG, 3-1, 26.
36. Friedrich Hölderlin, Poems and Fragments (New York: Anvil, 2004), 52. Th anks to Babett e Babich 

for this reference.
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music, only two fragments of writt en Greek music had been recovered, and no 
one had any solid idea as to what sounds they corresponded.37 Even the few 
fragments of reconstructed Greek music that we possess today give no clear in-
dication of how they sounded, how they were played, and so forth. Even today, 
all extant Greek music fi ts easily in somewhat suspiciously adapted  versions 
onto one CD,38 and none of the material from papyri that we now possess was 
available to Nietzsche. Nietzsche asserts that tragedy springs from music and, 
in the Greek context, eff ectuated a transformation in the citizenry- spectators. 
A potential subtitle to the Birth from the fall of 1870 reads: “Considerations on 
the ethical- political signifi cance of musical drama.”39

What is it that Nietzsche hoped to learn from his study of how tragedy 
sprang from the spirit of music? To ask this is to ask two questions: What was 
the signifi cance of music to him, and what did he think he knew about Greek 
music? A few preliminary remarks are in order here. In the midst of notebooks 
in which he recorded, among other things, youthful poems, homework, the 
bombardment of Sevastopol during the Crimean War, and a plan for a system 
of fortifi cations, the young Nietzsche wrote the following: “God has given us 
music . . . so that we may be led by it upwards. . . . Th e musical art oft en speaks 
to us more insistently than does poetry with words and seizes the most secret 
folds of the heart.”40 We know that Nietzsche was a musician; we know that 
he sought to discover the origins of Greek tragedy in the spirit of music. Th at 
music was important to him is always acknowledged but rarely examined even 
though he is clear that the experience of music provided both a paradigm of 
philosophical activity and an insight into the workings of a healthy culture.

An opening comes with remembering how grandiose Nietzsche thought 
possible the consequences of the experience of music. Th is was the theme of 
the Birth: tragedy, the activity by which the Greeks constituted themselves as 
Greek, was born of the spirit of music. Music made the Greece of the tragic 
age possible. And this could be true not just in Greece. In a lett er to Rohde 
on December 21, 1871, Nietzsche writes: “When I think to myself that if only 
a few hundred of those of the next generation could take from music what I 
take, well then I would await a completely new culture.”41 Revealing though 

37. Indeed, by 1895, Carl von Jan’s Musici scriptores Graeci (Stutt gart: Lipsia, 1895) could come up with 
only four fragments and some hymns from the time of the emperor Hadrian.

38. Th e best, although I am not sure how I would justify this, seems to me Music of the Ancient Greeks 
by the ensemble De Organographia on Pandourion Records.

39. WKG, 3-3, 106.
40. WKG, 1-1, 305– 6.
41. Nietzsche to Rohde, December 21, 1871, in Nietzsche, Sämtliche Briefe, 3:256– 57.
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this is as to the power that Nietzsche saw in music for what we can only call a 
cultural revolution, we still need to ask what it is about music to which he re-
sponded in this manner.

A second theme comes with the reminder that Nietzsche sees music as cen-
tral to our acknowledging our commonalty with others. In a more direct way 
in a passage of Daybreak, he is concerned with the question of how it is pos-
sible to know another. He gives as the paradigmatic answer of such knowledge 
the following: “[Music] is that which reveals to us most clearly what masters 
we are in the rapid and subtle divination of feelings and empathizing [Mit-
empfi ndung]. For, though music is an imprint [Nachbild] of an imprint of feel-
ings, it nonetheless and in spite of this degree of distance and indefi niteness 
oft en makes us participants in those feelings.”42 A consideration of the experi-
ence of music thus constitutes an exploration of the analytic problem of other 
minds:43 here music is a sign and emblem of the process by which we come 
to understand an other, an understanding in which we participate in feelings 
with others. Music is also testimony to the power we have to do so (“what 
masters we are”), a power of which we apparently are in need of recalling. 
Th e important point here, however, is that music provides for Nietzsche the 
model for (and perhaps the experience of) a foundation of commonalty—of 
that which we have in common with some other and of which we have a share. 
In the notes he draft ed while preparing to write Richard Wagner in Bayreuth, 
Nietzsche says: “He [Wagner] grasps what is involved in founding [gründen] 
a state on music, something the Greeks had not only grasped but had also re-
quired [ forderten].”44

One could (and someone should) spend a long time investigating the gene-
alogy of this idea. Th e possibility of an experience of music such as Nietzsche 
claims requires the musicological developments that take place in the eigh-
teenth century and the early nineteenth.45 Th e claim of the possibility of such 
experience goes back to debates in eighteenth- century France over the sta-
tus of melody and harmony and the relation of music to language, especially 

42. Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak, 142, WKG, 5-1, 131.
43. For some possibilities about music and other minds, see the chapters “A Matt er of Meaning It” and 

“Knowing and Acknowledging” in Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? 213– 37, 238– 66.
44. WKG, 4-1, 337.
45. See the discussion of music in Jean Starobinski’s introduction to Jean- Jacques Rousseau, Essai sur 

l’origine des langues où il est dit quelque chose de la musique, in Oeuvres complètes, 5:373– 432. On the nine-
teenth century, see Charles Rosen, Th e Romantic Generation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1998), esp. 41– 115 (on the fragment).
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national languages,46 where Rousseau plays a key role in the development of 
the aesthetics that were eventually to become Nietzsche’s.47 Th e link between 
Rousseau’s musical theories and Nietzsche goes musically through Gluck, 
Beethoven, Weber, Schumann, and Wagner and theoretically through, inter 
alia, Schlegel, Schopenhauer, and Wagner.48 For instance, in Opera and Drama, 
Wagner writes: “In drama we must become knowers through feeling.” Later, 
he will oppose “older poetic speech” to the “speech of modern daily life.”49 
His Art and Revolution makes the same point as had Rousseau and as would 
Nietzsche about the parallels of (eventual) modern opera and Greek drama. 
As Lacoue- Labarthe remarks about this whole development: “Th e metaphys-
ics of the language at work here is . . . basically Rousseauist.”50

But, if music was so central to Nietzsche, what could he claim to have 
known about Greek music? To grasp this, some linguistic considerations are 
in order. Th e Greek mousike refers to a vastly wider range of human activi-
ties than does our music.51 Th e “litt le” Liddell and Scott ’s Greek- English Lexi-
con refer to a mousikós—μουσικὀς—as a “man of lett ers, a scholar, an accom-

46. See, inter alia, Catherine Kintzler, Poétique de l’opéra fr ançais de Corneille à Rousseau (Paris: Mi-
nerve, 1991); and James H. Johnson, Listening in Paris (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1995). See my “Th e Song in the Self,” New Nietzsche Studies 1, nos. 1– 2 (Fall/ Winter 1996): 1– 14, “Th e-
atricality, Public Space and Music in Rousseau,” SubStance 25, no. 2 (1996): 110– 27, “Music, the Passions 
and Political Freedom in Rousseau,” in Rousseau and Freedom, ed. Stanley Hoff mann and Christie McDon-
ald (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), “Rousseau: Nature, langage et politique,” in Langage 
et politique, ed. Damien Mahiet (Paris: CNRS, 2010), and “Rousseau: Politics, Language and Music,” in 
Speaking of Music, ed. Keith Chapin and Andrew Turner (New York: Fordham University Press, in press); 
and Tracy B. Strong and C. Nathan Dugan, “A Language More Vital Th an Speech: Music, Language and 
Representation,” in Cambridge Companion to Rousseau, ed. Patrick Riley (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2001).

47. For a consideration of this debate, see my “Th e Obstinance of Voice” (unpublished manuscript).
48. Nietzsche in fact, in a later aphorism of Daybreak, associates Schopenhauer and Rousseau as both 

“suffi  ciently proud to inscribe on their existence the mott o: vitam impendere vero.” He continues: “And both 
again—how they must have suff ered in their pride when they failed to make verum impendere vitae!—
verum as each of them understood it—when their life ran along beside their knowledge like a wayward 
bass that refuses to harmonize with the melody!” (Daybreak, 459, WKG, 5-1, 280). Th e two mott oes trans-
late as “dedicate life to truth” and “dedicate truth to life.” For a set of brilliant aphorisms on the develop-
ment of European music, see Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, 2.149– 69, WKG, 4-3, 252– 61.

49. Richard Wagner, Wagner on Music and Drama, ed. A. Goldman and E. Sprinchorn (New York: 
Dutt on, 1964), 189, 196.

50. Philippe Lacoue- Labarthe, Musica fi cta (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994), 13. See 
my “Th e Song in the Self.”

51. Th e next several paragraphs draw directly from Babett e Babich, “Mousike teckne: Th e Philosophi-
cal Practice of Music from Socrates to Nietzsche to Heidegger,” in Gesture and Word: Th inking between Phi-
losophy and Poetry, ed. Massimo Verdicchio and Robert Burch (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press, 2002). Th e essay appears in an expanded version in her Words in Blood, Like Flowers (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2005).
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plished person.” From this it follows that, whatever is meant by music in Greek, 
it must refer, not only to a much wider range of activities than what we mean 
by music, but also to an integration of those activities one with the other. As 
Th rasybulos Georgiades notes, mousike denotes an ongoing activity, and a 
“musical education” is possible only though “musical activity.”52 Th e term thus 
carries no implication of a tension between music and the (nonartistic) world. 
Th e world of mousike was not apart from the world. As Warren Anderson re-
marks: “Th e Greek term designates . . . oral training in poetry . . . [which] had 
for so long been the means of transmitt ing the values and precepts of Greek 
culture.”53 In the Laches, Plato says: “A true musician has in his own life . . . a 
harmony of words and deeds arranged.”54

Th e Greek understanding of music cannot be understood apart from the 
Greek language. Ancient Greek was tonal—much of what we represent by 
accent marks corresponded to diff erences in pitch. Syllables are more or less 
fi xed in length in relation to meter and, as Georgiades notes, could neither “be 
extended nor abbreviated.”55 Anyone who has studied ancient Greek knows 
that there are a myriad of devices whereby meter is ensured.56 As West notes: 
“Melody has a basis in an intrinsic feature of the [Greek] language. In every 
word there was one syllable which was given prominence over the others, 
not by stress (as in English and modern Greek) but in raised pitch.”57 Ancient 
authors such as Aristoxenus (fourth century BCE) speak of the “melody of 
speech.” and quite a bit later Dionysius of Halicarnassus (60– 7 BCE) indicates 
that the stress was a rise in pitch on the order of a fi ft h. Indeed, the use of pitch 
stress (pitch accent) seems to have continued at least in offi  cial documents 
throughout the Byzantine Empire.58

One may assert, then, that the syllables—the spoken tongue—in Greek 
were more like the equivalent of notes in a musical score than is the case in 

52. Th rasybulos Georgiades, Musik und Rhythmus bei den Griechen: Zum Ursprung der abendländischen 
Musik (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1958), 52– 53, cited from Babich, “Mousike teckne,” 172.

53. Warren D. Anderson, Music and Musicians in Ancient Greece (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1994), 143.

54. Plato, Laches, trans. Benjamin Jowett , in Plato: Th e Collected Dialogues, ed. Edith Hamilton and 
Huntington Cairns (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1966), 188D.

55. Th rasybulos Georgiades, Music and Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 4– 5.
56. See, e.g., the rules in J. Pharr, Homeric Greek (Oklahoma City: University of Oklahoma Press, 1985), 

180– 94, albeit without reference to anything beyond “metrical requirements.”
57. M. L. West, Ancient Greek Music (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), 198.
58. See W. S. Allen, Vox Graeca: Th e Pronunciation of Classical Greek, 3rd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987). See, however, Chrys C. Caragounis, “Th e Error of Erasmus and Un- Greek Pronun-
ciations of Greek,” Filologia Neotestamentaria 8 (1995): 151– 85, esp. 177– 78.
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modern Western languages and that in such a language the clear- cut distinc-
tion of music and speech is a false one. From this it follows that the separation 
of language from music—something that Rousseau lamented and the source 
of his praise of languages “more musical” than French—was a political disas-
ter in that it permitt ed an instrumental rather than a communal use of lan-
guage.59 Already in antiquity examples abound. One of the reasons for Soc-
rates’ complaints in the Phaedrus about writing has to do with the separation 
that it makes possible between what we must understand as music and as text. 
In his parody of Euripides in the Clouds, Aristophanes has the playwright ri-
diculously multiply syllables inside one word—thus implying that the tra-
gedian wrongly separated music and language for eff ect. What was lost is the 
music of common speech. In the Laws, Plato had called att ention to this in a 
formulation that he recognized as already in his time “paradoxical”: “Let us 
affi  rm the paradox that strains of music are our laws [nomoi], and this latt er 
being the name which the ancients gave to lyric songs, they probably would not 
have very much objected to our proposed application of the word.” Earlier, 
he had lamented how these nomoi were perverted by the introduction of dis-
ruptive musical modes.60 As Babett e Babich notes: “Because of [the] doubly 
aspected engagement of att entive articulation, ancient Greek presupposed a 
community and possessed a community- building power nearly impossible to 
imagine today.”61 It was, thus, fr om his knowledge of the Greek language and phi-
lology that Nietzsche was able to determine the spirit of music that was mani-
fest in the language of Greek drama. He read the plays the way a musician hears 
a score by looking at it.

Furthermore, given the point made by Babich noted above, the concern 
with music means that the investigation that Nietzsche undertakes of the birth 
of tragedy from the spirit of music is an investigation of what makes a com-
munity or culture possible and that it locates this possibility in a conception of 
music radically diff erent from our own conceptions.62 But this is not an ex-
ercise in lamenting a lost language. Aside from the fact that Nietzsche knew 

59. Herder had already writt en that “for the Greeks all speech was song [melos]” (Sämtliche Werke, 
39 vols. [Tübingen: Cott a, 1830], 23:337), a claim, interestingly, noted by the great linguist Edward Sapir 
in “Herder’s ‘Ursprung der Sprache,’ ” Modern Philology 5, no. 1 ( July 1907): 16.

60. Plato, Laws 799e. For a discussion of inappropriate musical ideas, see Laws 700b.
61. Babich, “Mousike teckne,” 173. See also Friedrich Nietzsche, Griechische Lyriker, lecture 7, WKG, 

2-2, 39: “das Wesen einer Gatt ung hing mit dem Volksstamm eng zusammen, dessen Sprache sie be-
nutzten.”

62. In Griechische Lyriker, lecture 7, WKG, 2-2, 391– 93, Nietzsche gives an analysis of the diff erent dia-
lects in ancient Greek.
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Greek exceedingly well, the Birth of Tragedy starts with the specifi c assertion 
that the dynamics of apollonian and dionysian are or were available across the 
entire ancient world, “from Rome to Babylon.” While tragedy will be the spe-
cifi c and central Greek accomplishment, the dynamics that make it possible 
are human qualities, not only in the ancient world, but, as Nietzsche makes 
clear in his mingling of references, also in ours. Th us, he moves from Lucretius 
to Hans Sachs in four lines in section 1; a bit later he will write “just as animals 
now talk and the earth gives milk and honey,” thereby confl ating the Bacchae 
and Exodus, or, more accurately, calling att ention to the fact that Exodus and 
the Bacchae have the same sense of the availability of the dionysian.63 In sec-
tion 6, he will remark, as if it were established, that the union of Apollo and 
Dionysos is “widely distributed among all peoples.”64

But how does Nietzsche determine the spirit of (Greek) music? How does 
one claim to grasp that which makes a world possible but about which noth-
ing can be directly known? Note that this is the same question that arose in the 
discussion of Kant in chapter 1. To approach an answer, the fi rst thing to note 
is that the Birth is writt en under the spirit of compulsion. Take the following 
phrases from chapter 24, taken almost at random (my italics):

We had cause to draw att ention . . .

. . . we believe we have observed . . . and consequently we were obliged to 
recognize . . .

. . . this experience of being compelled to look . . .

One could repeat a similar exercise throughout the book. Nietzsche is telling 
us that his understanding of the spirit of music that bears the apollonian up-
ward is an understanding that he was compelled to arrive at to explain his ex-
perience of Greek tragedy. In other words, his explanation of the origins of 
Greek tragedy starts from his att empt to give an account of the experiences he 
has in reading the tragedies—how they aff ected him as a reader. What makes 
his experience possible? Th is is a question about what I have been calling the 
quasi- transcendental. Nietzsche reads the tragedies in Greek and with a very 
highly developed sense of the musicality of ancient Greek. His experience in 

63. Euripides carries both references, and Exodus carries the second.
64. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 6, WKG, 3-1, 44.
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reading the tragedies—more accurately, in hearing the tragedies—is akin to 
the experience one has in reading/ hearing a score (as any musician does) and 
att empting to give an account of one’s experience. Th e book is a kind of deduc-
tion of what has to be the case for him to have the experiences he has. It follows 
from this that his claim to wissenschaft liche accuracy is based on his ability to 
give an account of his aesthetic experience and to make that experience avail-
able to others—precisely the problem that, as we saw, Kant poses in the Cri-
tique of the Power of Judgment. Th e deduction here proceeds from a response to 
that which cannot be put into words, namely, music. Th us, the knowledge that 
Nietzsche has of Greek tragedy has the form that it assumes precisely because 
it is knowledge of music: we will know that we have understood the origins of 
tragedy when we understand it in such a way that the actions of the tragedy 
make perfect, unquestionable sense.

Th e compulsions under which the Birth was writt en are compulsions that 
derive from his clarity about the feelings that Greek drama engendered in him. 
For such a compulsion to happen, however, we have to be clear about what our 
feelings are; that is, we have to have them. And, as any psychoanalysand will 
tell you, it is very hard to pay direct, unmediated att ention to one’s feelings. 
Hence, in the fi rst lines of the Birth, Nietzsche calls, as we have seen, for an un-
mediated certainty. We recognize here the problem that Nietzsche att ributes 
to Euripides and Socrates: they were unable to have, or rather to acknowl-
edge, the feelings that tragedy engendered in them, feelings that, deriving from 
music, exceeded any capacity to be spoken of or represented.

To this one might respond: “Granted that Nietzsche is moved by music, 
but these feelings are entirely subjective. Th ey are his own, not anyone else’s. All 
he can be claiming to do is to give an account of his own feelings.” Th e prob-
lem with this response, however, is that it does not give an adequate account 
of what our experiences in listening to music actually are. Granted that not 
everyone listening to a concert gets into it. But, if one does not get into it, one 
feels left  out—in the way that Socrates remains outside in Nietzsche’s version 
of him in the Birth.

We are, thus, here in the domain of refl ective judgment as analyzed in the 
previous chapter. When Nietzsche makes a claim about Greek tragedy in the 
Birth, he makes it in such a way as to (he hopes) help or enable you to feel what 
he felt; such a judgment, as Kant says, is not “theoretical,” or “logical,” and not 
even “objective.”65 It is my judgment, but it “must be att ended by a claim to 

65. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 99– 101 (sec. 8)/ Ak. 5:214– 16.
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validity for everyone without this generality resting upon objects [ohne auf 
Objekte gestellte Allgemeinheit].”66 It is a “subjectively universally valid judg-
ment.”67 In such cases, as Stanley Cavell says, “a retreat to personal taste as a way 
of refusing the judgment must inevitably appear inadequate.”68

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  S U B J E C T I V I T Y

To compose the spirit of Greek music and respond to the critique of subjectiv-
ity, Nietzsche undertakes what might at fi rst seem a strange discussion. He in-
serts into the beginning of the Birth a discussion of the seventh- century- BCE 
soldier- poet Archilochus (the “warlike servant of the Muses,” Nietzsche calls 
him). In his Basel lectures, Introduction to the Tragedy of Sophocles, Nietzsche 
had argued that tragedy grew out of lyric folk song, not out of epic. He diff er-
entiates Greek tragedy from the drama of contemporary Germany by remark-
ing that the former was addressed to listeners, that is, was, like music, for the 
ear, whereas in the present world it is all for the eyes, that is, is spectacle. Trag-
edy grew from the music of the dithyramb, which, says Nietzsche, is “folk song 
and in fact especially from that of the lower classes. Tragedy has always con-
tained a pure democratic character, as it springs from the people.”69 It is from 
this “dionysian- apollonian Archilochus, the fi rst musician known to us, that a 
new artistic development emerges, the gradual development of the folk song 
into tragedy.”70 Th e word dithyramb (and iambic), let it be recalled, possibly 
derives from the word amb, which means something like “dance” or “step”; 
arsis and thesis, the basic terms of Greek metrics, refer to the raising and lower 
of the foot in rhythmic time. We still speak of feet in poetry.

Th is is a more complex claim than might be supposed. Th e claim that 
 Archilochus had anything to do with music took the full force of some of the 
nastiest pages in Wilamowitz’s excoriating review of the Birth.71 While con-
temporary scholarship tends rather to confi rm Nietzsche’s claims about the 
musical and strophic quality of Archilochus’s work,72 the (still today some-
what) standard version of the evolution of Greek literature is that it grew from 

66. Ibid., 97 (sec. 6)/ Ak. 5:211.
67. Ibid., 100 (sec. 8)/ Ak. 5:215. Note that allgemein is the term Kant uses; it is oft en translated as universal.
68. See Stanley Cavell, “Aesthetic Problems of Modern Philosophy,” in Must We Mean What We Say? 

91– 92.
69. Friedrich Nietzsche, Introduction to the Tragedy of Sophocles, WKG, 2- 3, 11, 17.
70. WKG, 3-3, 193.
71. See Wilamowitz- Möllendorff , “Future Philology!” 10– 12.
72. See West, Ancient Greek Music, 151, 355.
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the epic to the lyric and thence to the drama and that this evolution represents 
a move toward self- consciousness. Such is the basic argument of the work of, 
for instance, Werner Jaeger, Bruno Snell, and Hermann Fränkel,73 who, con-
sciously or not, repeated the analysis that Hegel had given in the “Spiritual 
Work of Art” section of the Phenomenology.74 Th is view, however, is hard to 
maintain in the face of the work done by Albert Lord and Milman Parry,75 
from which we have to recognize that the fi rst lyric poetry that we possess is 
merely that, the fi rst that we possess, and that there must have been an entire 
tradition of lyric poetry that was as old as anything else, including epic.76 In his 
“Greek Lyric Poets” lectures, Nietzsche is explicit that the modern division of 
epic, lyric, and drama was not the ancient.77 Th ere can, thus, be no talk of a lin-
ear evolution from epic to lyric if the two are coancient.78

Nietzsche, whose sense of aesthetic necessity was powerful, shares the more 
recent, nonevolutionary understanding. Hence, the fi rst mistaken aesthetic 
claim that he needs to dispose of is that poetry such as that of Archilochus 
(which “always says ‘I’ ”) is merely subjective. Rather, he argues that it makes a 
claim about the world as it is, not merely from a single standpoint. By this anal-
ysis, Nietzsche has placed the consideration of lyric poetry in the general con-
text of aesthetics as understood in Kant’s Th ird Critique: how to understand 
that a claim made in the fi rst- person singular is intended as a universal claim. 
He also thus prepares the way for the deindividuation and joy characteristic of 
his understanding of tragedy.

Nietzsche, who had clearly discussed these questions with Wagner, cites 
not a philosopher but an artist on this point. He recalls Schiller writing to 

73. Werner Jaeger, Paideia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1945); Snell, Th e Discovery of Mind; Her-
mann Fränkel, Early Greek Poetry and Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1975).

74. I am infl uenced here by Paul Allen Miller, Lyric Texts and Lyric Consciousness (London: Routledge, 
1994), chaps. 1– 2.

75. See Albert Lord, Th e Singer of Tales (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960); and Mil-
man Parry, Th e Making of Homeric Verse: Th e Collected Papers of Milman Parry, ed. Adam Parry (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1971). What Lord and Parry showed was that the epics were, in fact, composed orally from 
preexisting fragments (“rosy- fi ngered dawn”) that fi t into the Greek hexameter, thereby allowing fl exible 
extempore compositions. Lord showed that the same technique is still employed by bards in the Balkans. 
Th e epics are, thus, oral and put together from the pieces of a tradition. Th e origins of Homer derive from a 
people and are oral, not writt en. Nietzsche anticipates this in his inaugural lecture on Homer. See “Homer 
and Classical Philology,” WKG, 2-1, 247– 70.

76. Th anks to Babett e Babich for making this point to me.
77. Nietzsche, Griechische Lyriker, lecture 3, WKG, 2-2, 381.
78. Nietzsche refers to a “double- herm” in the Vatican Museum with Homer on one side and Ar-

chilochus on the other. (Later scholars identify the faces as Homer and Aeschylus. See M. S. Silk and 
J. P. Stern, Nietzsche on Tragedy [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983], 402.) Coins do link Ar-
chilochus with Dionysus, however, as does the fragment cited as an epigraph to this chapter.
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Goethe that, before he composed poetry, he had within and before him “not 
a series of images, with his thoughts ordered in a causal sequence, but rather 
a musical att unement.”79 Th e German translated here as musical att unement is 
musikalische Stimmung, which also means “mood” and “pitch,” and those are, 
indeed, the perfectly correct translations in both Kaufmann’s and Speirs’s ver-
sions. Schiller insists, however, that it is a musikalische Stimmung. A musical 
att unement or pitch would function like a “tuning fork,” as Nietzsche later 
notes in Twilight of the Idols, as, that is, a criterion of correctness. Nietzsche 
cites Schiller to indicate what it means to know that you have gott en some-
thing right. Note that, when a tuning fork is struck on an object that resonates 
itself, two notes will be produced.

Central here is Nietzsche’s understanding of the state in which Schiller 
found himself. In an early essay that remained unpublished, “On Words and 
Music,” Nietzsche argues that it is precisely the states that our experience of 
music aff ords us that give rise to the suspended tension between subject and 
object that is the source of what he will call the dionysian. What music does, 
according to Nietzsche, is to release us from the association of emotion (here 
Aff ekte) with representations. A complete freedom from such association is 
what he will term fr enzy or Rausch.80 In an early draft , he writes: “What does 
music do? It removes experience from the will. It contains the common forms 
of all incidents of desire: it is throughout symbolism of the drives, and as such 
completely and universally comprehensible in their simplest forms (beat, 
rhythm). It is thus more general or common than each individual experience: 

79. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 5, WKG, 3-1, 38. See the fi ne analysis in Lydia Goehr, Elective Affi  nities 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 51– 52 and chap. 2 passim.

Peter Heckman (“Th e Role of Music in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy,” British Journal of Aesthetics 30, 
no. 4 [October 1990]: 344– 45) also cites this passage but gives mood for Stimmung. Th is allows him to con-
trast music with musical mood in a criticism of Nietzsche. “Mood” is a meaning of Stimmung, but the musical 
seems to me to point us to “pitch” or “att unement.” Compare the Schiller passage to the following passage 
from Richard Wagner’s My Life (New York: Da Capo, 1992), 403: “Returning in the aft ernoon, I stretched 
myself, dead tired, on a hard couch, awaiting the long- desired hour of sleep. It did not come; but I fell into 
a kind of somnolent state, in which I suddenly felt as though I were sinking in swift ly fl owing water. Th e 
rushing sound formed itself in my brain into a musical sound, the chord of E fl at major, which continu-
ally re- echoed in broken forms; these broken chords seemed to be melodic passages of increasing motion, 
yet the pure triad of E fl at major never changed, but seemed by its continuance to impart infi nite signifi -
cance to the element in which I was sinking. I awoke in sudden terror from my doze, feeling as though the 
waves were rushing high above my head. I at once recognized that the orchestral overture to the Rheingold, 
which must long have lain latent within me, though it had been unable to fi nd defi nite form, had at last 
been revealed to me. I then quickly realized my own nature; the stream of life was not to fl ow to me from 
without, but from within.”

80. For this untitled essay can be found, see WKG, 3-3, 375ff . I owe a debt here to the discussion in Al-
lison, Reading the New Nietzsche, 65– 66.
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thus it is more understandable for us than each individual experience: music 
is thus the key to drama.”81 Nietzsche next notes that the lyric poet is iden-
tical to the musician. He argues that the suff ering of the lyric poet—a real-
 life reality for Archilochus—deindividuates the poet and that “he produces 
a copy of this primordial unity as music.” He produces it, however, as verse, as 
a “metaphor” (Gleichnis), thus visible, or at least apprehendable. First the art-
ist gives up his subjectivity (in fact, it was always imaginary); then he pro-
duces a “metaphorical dream- image,”82 that is, an apollonian expression (not 
as a “representation”).

What is essential in Nietzsche’s analysis is what happens to the supposed 
subject. He writes:

Th e images of the lyric poet . . . are nothing but the poet himself, merely as 
various objectifi cations of him, as it were, which is why he can say “I” as the 
moving center of that world. Yet this “I”- ness is not the same as that of the 
waking, empirical- real human being, but rather the only “I”- ness that truly 
exists at all. . . . Now let us consider the poet as he catches sight of himself 
among these copies, in his condition as nongenius. . . . In truth Archilochus, 
the passionately infl amed, loving and hating human being, is nothing but 
the vision of the genius itself.83

Th e lyric poet is, thus, released from the will, that is, from the necessity of 
form. “Where the subject is an artist, it is already released from the individual 
will and has become, as it were, a medium.” Here, in the fi ft h chapter of the 
Birth, Nietzsche continues, in terms that echo Emerson’s notorious passage on 
the transparent eyeball: “In this condition he resembles miraculously that un-
canny image of fairy- tale which can turn its eyes around and look at itself; now 
he is at one and the same time subject and object, simultaneously poet, actor, 
and spectator.”84 Th e folk song is tragedy in embryo. In a note from the period 
of the Birth we fi nd: “Th e folk song [is] dionysian. Th e lyricist does not give 
us raging passion but a monstrously strong dionysian will, which externalizes 

81. WKG, 3-3, 19. Th e quotations in the rest of the paragraph are from this source as well. See also Rob-
ert Jourdain, Music, the Brain, Ecstasy (New York: Morrow, 1997) (also cited in Allison, Reading the New 
Nietzsche, 67, 263).

82. Compare to WKG, 3-3, 231: “Es ist Dionysus, der, eingehend in die Individuation, seine Doppel-
stimmung ausläßt: der Lyriker spricht von sich, er meint aber nur den Dionysus.”

83. It is thus worth remembering that, in Republic 392d, Plato associates the dithyramb with “simple” 
narration.

84. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 5, WKG, 3-1, 43– 44.
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itself in an apollonian dream.”85 Indeed, in the fragment I cited as an epigraph 
to this chapter, Archilochus seems to present himself as exarchos, as the leader 
of the chorus; additionally, an inscription at the shrine to Archilochus on the 
island of Paros makes reference to his skill as the leader of dionysian song.86

Without denying the central debt that he owes to Schopenhauer, it is worth 
noting here that, already this early in the Birth, Nietzsche is seeking partly to 
diff erentiate himself from his philosophical predecessor. Not only does he do 
so explicitly, but he also does so precisely in his argument against Schopen-
hauer’s claim that lyric poetry is the most subjective expression of poetry, only 
a “half art.” For Nietzsche, on the contrary, it is fully realized art.87 It is, thus, 
the case for Nietzsche, as it was for Rousseau and will be for, for instance, 
Alban Berg, that melody is the primary quality of music.88 Why so? Nietzsche 
focuses on the particular construction of the folk song. “Melody is the primary 
and general element which can therefore undergo several objectifi cations in 
several texts. . . . Melody gives rise to poetry, and does so over and over again, 
in ever new ways; this is what the strophic form of the folk song is trying to 
tell us.” Th e words that are sung/ spoken are words that correspond in each 
strophe to a melody, a melody that springs in the case of folk song and trag-
edy from “the artistic drive in nature.” It is, thus, precisely from the Greek text 
that Nietzsche thinks that one can recover Greek music and from that music 
what it meant to be Greek. What this means is that the grasping of the spirit 
of music is a grasping of the possibility of creation, a creation that is for and of 
oneself, where one is, as noted, “simultaneously poet, actor, and spectator.”89 
In a discussion of the parallel development of Greek music and philosophy, 
Nietzsche makes his central point: “Music is of course only known to us from 
its expression as lyric” (“Die Musik freilich nur aus ihrem Niederschlag als 
Lyrik uns bekannt”).90 Th e point is that only from the lyric can Greek music 
be known to us, for we are not Greek.

85. WKG, 3-3, 231.
86. See Miller, Lyric Texts, 26.
87. Arthur Schopenhauer, World as Will and Representation, 2 vols. (New York: Dover, n.d.), 1:431– 

32. See also Hans Joachim Bracht, Nietzsches Th eorie der Lyrik und das Orchesterlied (Kassel: Barenreiter, 
1993), 53ff .

88. See my “Th eatricality, Public Space, and Music.” Alban Berg writes: “Th e main thing to show—
one may as well begin with the crucial point—is that the melody, the principal part, the theme, is the basis, 
or determines the course of this [serial music], as of all other music” (cited from Charles Rosen, Schoenberg 
[1975; reprint, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996], 34).

89. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 5, WKG, 3-1, 41, 44.
90. WKG, 4-1, 176. Nietzsche juxtaposes Archilochus and Heraclitus but remarks at the end of the 

entry: “Alles Vergleichen von Personen ist schief und dumm.” One might adduce here the testimony of 
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With the exception of a few musical fragments, we have, of course, only the 
text of the Greek plays.91 Th us, when Nietzsche speaks of music in the context 
of the dramas, he speaks of what he can fi nd in the text of the dramas, conceiv-
ing of these, not as the librett o (as it were), but as the opera itself. Aeschylus 
and Sophocles are to be thought of, not as librett ists, but as Operncomponis-
ten.92 As he had noted about Wagner’s operas: “Every word wants to be sung.”93 
And so also in Greek. Th e fragility of the Greek accomplishment in tragedy—
and the reason it so easily succumbed to Socratic- Euripidean rationalism—
was, in Nietzsche’s analysis, consequent to the primacy of melody, and, thus, 
to the human voice, almost unsupported as it must have been. Th ere was a 
“lack of an orchestra: thus no means to make secure the singing world.”94 Th e 

Jacques Taminiaux: “Music is exalted and exalting, characterized by the rupture of the principle of indi-
viduation in the ‘unending melody,’ and by the rupture of the principle of rationality in a harmony that 
emerges from the confl ict of opposites. . . . By metamorphosing the loss of individuation in a melody and 
simultaneously metamorphosing the loss of rationality in harmony, music reveals that just as the will de-
stroys individuals and transgresses the order and measure that make up the sphere of representation, it also 
justifi es and redeems itself ” (Le théâtre des philosophes [Grenoble: Millon, 1995], 147).

Some (Philippe Lacoue- Labarthe, Ernst Behler) have argued that Nietzsche moves from a concern 
with music in the Birth to a concern with rhetoric (in Truth and Lie in the Extra- Moral Sense) and that this 
move, as marked in the early 1870s, is correlative to his break with Wagner. Th is is a problematic position as 
it assumes that the Birth has a theory of language as related to music and that the later material on rhetoric 
has no such theory. It also assumes that Nietzsche made no relation between his early work on rhetoric and 
the understanding that he developed in the Birth. In support of the Lacoue- Labarthe/ Behler position, see 
Hans Gerald Hödl’s Nietzsche’s fr ühe Sprachkritik: Lekturen zu “Ueber Wahrheit und Lüge im aussermorali-
schen Sinne” (Vienna: WUV Universitätsverlag, 1997) and against it the very convincing review by Holger 
Schmid in New Nietzsche Studies 5, nos. 1– 2 (Spring– Summer 2002): 179– 85 and the editor’s notes.

91. For a discussion and a presentation of the surviving “scores,” see Th omas J. Mathiesen, Apollo’s 
Lyre (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999). West (Ancient Greek Music) notes how litt le notation 
we have and then pays more att ention to it than anything else. We know that music was central to the Py-
thagoreans, but the earliest theoretical accounts (e.g., Aristoxenus, Elements of Harmony) date from the late 
fourth century BCE. We do not, however, know what, if any, symbols were used for notation in any work 
before Alypios, who lived around the fourth century CE. See John Landels, Music in Ancient Greece and 
Rome (London: Routledge, 1991), 207 and passim. Anderson is probably right to point out that most of our 
knowledge is a “paper creation” (Music and Musicians in Ancient Greece, 202). Th e now defi nitive collection 
of the sixty- one fragments of Greek music that have been recovered is Egon Pöhlmann and M. L. West, 
eds., Documents of Ancient Greek Music (Oxford: Clarendon, 2001).

92. See Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 22, WKG, 3-1, 136, and 3-3, 3.
93. Friedrich Nietzsche, Richard Wagner in Bayreuth, 9, WKG, 4-1, 58.
94. WKG, 3-3, 10. Th e preceding sentences are of note:

Socrates war das Element in der Tragödie, überhaupt dem Musikdrama, das sie aufl öste: bevor 
Socrates lebte.

Der Mangel der Musik, andernseits die übertriebene monologische Entwicklung des Gefühls 
nöthigte das Hervortreten der Dialektik heraus.

das musikalische Pathos im Dialog fehlt. Das antike Musikdrama geht an den Mängeln des Prin-
cips zu Grunde.

Mangel des Orchesters: es gab kein Mitt el, die Situation der singenden Welt festzuhalten.
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lack of an orchestra meant that the Greeks had to depend on the absolutely 
correct delivery of the words, a delivery that was, perforce, melodic. Th e impli-
cation is, I think, that Wagner’s orchestra (and his placement of it in a sunken 
pit at Bayreuth, hence out of sight and covered by a double proscenium) will 
permit an overcoming of what has been lost.95

Nietzsche is quite clear that the relation of word to music in folk song and 
tragedy is diff erent from that in epic: “One has only to think more deeply 
about the linguistic diff erence in color, syntactic construction, and lexical 
material between Pindar and Homer to grasp the signifi cance of this oppo-
sition.”96 In Homer, language imitates the realm of appearances; in folk song 
and tragedy, it imitates the world of music, which imitation appears, Nietzsche 
says, as will. It cannot be will, but it appears as will, that is, as the desire to give 
form. As Nietzsche remarks in Richard Wagner in Bayreuth, echoing a passage 
in Wagner’s essay “On Musical Criticism,” “the soul of music now wants to 
create for itself a body,” mousike “reaches out . . . to gymnastics.”97 Here, gym-
nastics has the sense of a training of the self, a self understood, not just physi-
cally, to use an opposition that is very un- Greek.98 Th is is a rarely noticed but 
centrally important theme in Nietzsche. Th ough it cannot detain us here, his 
account of the stages of his own ασκεσις comprehensible—the stages of his 
self- discipline—is best given in the 1886 prefaces he adds to each of his pre-
 Zarathustra works.99

95. See Nietzsche, On the Future of Our Educational Institutions, lecture 5, WKG, 3-2, 225. Nietzsche 
imagines here an individual who, when deaf and with no sense of sound, had found the music drama “com-
ical” and, aft er gaining hearing and in the presence of a musical genius, will discover “a preestablished har-
mony between the guide and those he leads and that in the order of souls all aims at an organization that 
must be established in this way.” Nietzsche continues to say that this is what he hopes for society. On the 
Bayreuth stage, see Richard Wagner, “A Happy Evening,” in Richard Wagner’s Prose Works, trans. William 
Ashton Ellis, 8 vols. (1893– 99; reprint, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2007– 9), 7:70– 81.

96. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 6, WKG, 3-1, 44.
97. Nietzsche, Richard Wagner in Bayreuth, 5, WKG, 4-1, 30. Compare Richard Wagner, “On Musical 

Criticism,” in Ellis, trans., Prose Works, 3:71.
98. One wonders here whether Nietzsche had in mind the movement of the Turnverein, the gymnas-

tics associations started by Friedrich Ludwig Jahn (1778– 1852). Th ese played a signifi cant part in the de-
velopment of German nationalism in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century. In WKG, 3-3, 268, he gives 
“Turnen” as an example of the “exotic character of all Bildung.” Friedrich Lange mentions in Th e History 
of Materialism (1876), a book that Nietzsche much appreciated and that was of wide infl uence in the nine-
teenth century, the gymnastics movement as part of the move away from Absolute Idealism. In any case, 
the Greek γυμναζο means most generally “training” or “exercising.” Th anks to Alexander Rehding for 
prompting on Jahn.

99. For an initial discussion, see my “Where Are We When We Are Beyond Good and Evil?” Cardozo 
Law Review 24 (April 2003): 535– 62.
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W H A T  I S  T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  T H I S  U N D E R S T A N D I N G 
O F  T R A G E D Y  F O R  P O L I T I C S ?

I noted above that Nietzsche argues that “the soul of music now wants to create 
for itself a body,” that mousike “reaches out . . . to gymnastics.” Th e music of 
which Nietzsche seeks the spirit has the quality of wanting to acquire form.100 
Nietzsche calls att ention to the fact that we tend to want to give a verbal ac-
count of our experience of music, to “speak in images [Bilderrede].” None of 
these images are anything other than a particular appearance, an appearance 
that we are aware of as appearance and at the same time accept. Such is the 
achievement of Wagner, who “has forced music back into its primordial state 
in which it hardly yet thinks in concepts and in which it is still poetry, image 
feeling.” It is at this point that Nietzsche insists on the fact that each word 
in Wagner must be experienced as music fi rst. He continues: “Every word of 
these dramas has to be able to be sung.” Th us: “[Wagner], as the fi rst to recog-
nize the inner defi ciencies of the spoken drama, presents every dramatic event 
in a threefold rendering, through words, gestures, music. Th e music transmits 
the fundamental impulses in the depths [Innern] of the persons represented 
in the drama directly to the souls of the listener. . . . Language retreats from 
rhetorical expansiveness to the consistency [Geschlossenheit] and power of an 
expression of feeling [Gefühlsrede].”101 Music, I might say, is the expression of 
that for which we have not words yet feel compelled to express. In the compulsion to 
achieve meaning, it becomes a cultural force.102

Music thus designates not only what Lydia Goehr has called the “reposi-
tory for all that which could not be captured by a philosophical theory con-
strained solely by the authority of reason . . . a general metaphor symboliz-

100. Compare Plato, Republic bk. 3: “Aft er music our youth are to be educated by gymnastics.”
101. Nietzsche, Richard Wagner in Bayreuth, 9, WKG, 4-1, 58, 60.
102. It has the quality it has, Nietzsche argues, because of the existence (and, thus, our experience of) 

dissonance and, thus, our desire to fi nd consonance. Th e joy one takes in tragedy—recall the Hölderlin 
quote—can be “grasped in a uniquely intelligible and direct way in the wonderful signifi cance of musical 
dissonance” (Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 24, WKG, 3-1, 148). Nietzsche will, in fact, assert that, in human 
form, dissonance is a human being (ibid., 25, WKG, 3-1, 151). Th is means that humans have the quality of 
wanting consonance and resolution but that this must always lie beyond them. Th is is the stuff  of tragedy; 
along these lines, what Nietzsche seems to have in mind here is something like the “Tristan chord,” that 
much- discussed double dissonance (F– B– D♯– G♯) in the third measure of the opera that controls the 
movement toward the fi nal resolution, where the oboe picks up the diminished sixth (A– F) with which the 
opera had opened. Th is is an idea that he will pursue beyond 1871 in diff erent terms. See a related consider-
ation of the aesthetic in Alexander Nehamas, Only a Promise of Happiness: Th e Place of Beauty in a World of 
Art (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010).
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ing a repository for all that was unknowable by ordinary cognitive or logical 
means.”103 It also refers to the simultaneous grasping—a composition—of 
multiple elements as a concinnous whole.104 Th us, the gist of Nietzsche’s ac-
cusation against Socrates was his refusal to acknowledge that which Nietz-
sche insists he knew, that there is, as Nietzsche put it in the Birth, a “realm of 
wisdom from which the logician is exiled.”105 As noted above, Nietzsche here 
takes over and makes historical the claim that Wagner had made in Opera and 
Drama, namely, that we can become “knowers through feeling.”106

What has happened to require this new vision of music as cognition in the 
realm forbidden to rationality? How was the earlier understanding of music 
lost? Nietzsche is quite explicit: “Th e history of music teaches that the healthy 
development of Greek music in the early Middle Ages suddenly was most 
strongly hemmed in and limited as one went back to antiquity with learned 
theory and praxis. Th e result was an unbelievable narrowing of taste: in the 
continuous opposition to the alleged tradition and natural hearing one ar-
rived at a situation in which music was no longer composed for the ear but for 
the eye. Th e eyes were to admire the contrapuntal skill of the composer: the 
eyes were to recognize the expressiveness of the music.”107 Th e limits of mod-
ern eyes are that they do not hear—they only see. To repeat: what Nietzsche 
did in reading Greek tragedy and deriving it from the spirit of music was liter-
ally to hear with his eyes—from the Greek language. Th us, in Beyond Good and 
Evil, he can complain of the Germans that they “do not read aloud, for the ear, 
but just with the eyes: [they have] placed their ears in the drawer.”108 Faced 
with the refusal to comprehend of the crowd in the town of Die bunte Kuh, 
 Zarathustra will ask himself whether one must not “break their ears before 
they learn to hear with their eyes.”109 Put bluntly: it is in reading Greek with 

103. Lydia Goehr, Th e Quest for Voice (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1998), 18.

104. See Babett e Babich, “On Nietzsche’s Concinnity: An Analysis of Style,” Nietzsche- Studien 19 
(1990): 59– 80.

105. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 14, WKG, 3-1, 88.
106. Wagner, Wagner on Music and Drama, 189.
107. WKG, 3-2, 7. Th is theme is central to “Th e Greek Music Drama,” Nietzsche’s fi rst public lecture 

aft er his inaugural one.
108. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 247, WKG, 6-2, 198. Th e passage continues with the diff erence 

between reading out loud (a standard and practically universal practice until about the fourteenth cen-
tury) and reading to oneself. See Ivan Illich, In the Vineyard of the Text: A Commentary on Hugh’s Didascal-
ion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).

109. Nietzsche, Th us Spoke Zarathustra, preface, 5, WKG, 6-1, 12: “Da stehen sie, sprach er zu seinem 
Herzen: da lachen sie: sie verstehen mich nicht, ich bin nicht der Mund für diese Ohren. Muss man ihnen 
erst die Ohren zerschlagen, dass sie lernen, mit den Augen hören?”
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the understanding described above that Nietzsche hears the music. Th is is, thus, a 
question of voice: against Derrida, but with Stanley Cavell, Nietzsche seeks to 
recover the primacy of voice.110

What was wrong with the development of music that emerged from the 
Middle Ages? Nietzsche’s argument rests on the capacity of the listener to be 
moved, that is, to experience oneself in the music. (Th us the audience for trag-
edy saw itself transformed before its own eyes.) Th is can be grasped only if we 
are able to allow ourselves to acknowledge what is, in fact, our own experience. 
Th us, late in the Birth, Nietzsche writes: “I may not desist . . . from urging my 
friends to make another att empt and . . . to consider a single example from 
our shared experience. . . . I cannot appeal to those who use the images of the 
events onstage and the words and passions of the dramatis personae in order 
thereby to get closer to a feeling for the music; for people like this do not have 
music as their mother tongue. . . . Rather, I can appeal only to those who have 
a direct affi  nity with music . . . who relate to things almost exclusively through 
unconscious musical relationships.”111 Here, Nietzsche calls on his friends to 
acknowledge their experience as evidence—to “make another att empt”—and 
not to hold it at a critical distance, as he accused Socrates and Euripides of 
doing. Th is is a call for a phenomenological demonstration.

I do not think that I hallucinate if I hear in these passages in Nietzsche’s 
analysis in terms of the dionysian and the apollonian and their joining to give 
birth to tragedy echoes of the discussion in Kant’s Th ird Critique. In fact, it 
should not be surprising, for Kant’s distinction between the noumenal and 
the phenomenal realms is radicalized in Schopenhauer’s distinction of will 
and representation, and that, in turn, was directly infl uential on Nietzsche. We 
know that Nietzsche read extensively in Kant.112 If it is in the nature of the ex-
perience of music that all words must fail to account for it and, nevertheless, 
in the nature of music to want to acquire form, to be spoken of, it is, thus, also 
in the nature of music to want to ground a particular community. Such is the 
problem of the Th ird Critique, as I noted.

110. Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in Dissemination (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1983), 61– 172; Stanley Cavell, A Pitch for Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 
152, 77– 87, and passim.

111. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 21, WKG, 3-1, 21.
112. See R. Kevin Hill, Nietzsche’s Critiques: Th e Kantian Foundations of His Th ought (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2003); Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context, 36– 39; and William Sokoloff , “Nietz-
sche’s Radicalization of Kant,” Polity 38 (October 2006): 501– 18. Th e claim that Nietzsche was an epistemo-
logical radicalization of Kant was established in Babett e Babich’s Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Science, which is 
not cited in these studies.
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It is the spirit of music that makes tragedy possible that is at the source of 
what one may call, even and especially in Nietzsche, the democratic element of 
Nietzsche’s political thinking. A reading of the Untimely Meditations makes 
it clear that, for Nietzsche, the capacity to be moved by an exemplar is avail-
able to all.113 Nietzsche takes over the term genius in his discussion of how the 
political community (“being Greek”) was created.114 He thinks that genius is 
needed. Who may be this genius? Nietzsche almost certainly here adapts the 
term from Kant through Emerson, in whose style the Considerations are writ-
ten. As I noted in the previous chapter, Emerson writes: “To believe in your 
own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true 
for all—that is genius.”115 Note here how Emerson reproduces the problem-
atic of the last Critique—the move from the “I” to the “we.” As I remarked in 
the previous chapter, already in “Th e American Scholar” Emerson had noted 
that genius was “the sound estate of everyman.”116 Genius, we fi nd in Nietz-
sche, is used interchangeably with what he calls (still in Schopenhauer as Edu-
cator) “the furthering of the emergence of true human beings” from the en-
counter with and as the development of “exemplars.”117 One’s own voice is the 
voice of genius. Th is realization is centrally important to rejecting the notion 
that Nietzsche is simply about some kind of superior being, diff erent from the 
run- of-the- mill person. Th e question is, rather, why more of us and not more 
than we are, why we persist in mediocrity. I am reminded of a phrase of Mark 
Twain’s: “All of us have music and truth inside but most have a hard time get-
ting it out.”118 Th e aesthetic experience is, in principle, available to each of us, 

113. See my “Th e Song in the Self.”
114. Given the prevalence of the thought of the genius in thought aft er the middle of the eighteenth 

century, one cannot show directly that Nietzsche’s usage came from Kant, though I suspect it did, given 
certain similarities in usage. See the account in Schmidt, Die Geschichte des Genie- Gedankens in der deutschen 
Literatur, Philosophie und Politik, which covers thinkers from Klopstock and Lessing, through Kant, to 
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sity of Georgia Press, 1922). See also the considerations in “Music and Words” (translated in Carl Dahlhaus, 
Between Romanticism and Modernism [Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1980], esp. 
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but most of us, living “lives of quiet desperation,” never will, nor even know 
that we might. Th e question, then, is what it means to have one’s own voice.

Here, it important to see that Nietzsche is interested, not primarily (or 
should I say only) in the self- possessed creative individual, but also in the col-
lective, or, more accurately, in the actuality that, for one to have one’s own 
voice, others must have a voice also.119 David Allison refers, in his marvelous 
Reading the New Nietzsche, to dionysian creativity as a process of “disindividu-
ation.”120 Th at it is, but it is important to note that one does not thereby lose 
oneself completely. Nietzsche gives a description of those who can respond 
to music, the prerequisite for being a true audience member. Such ability fi rst 
requires, paradoxically, the sense of an involved distance or objectivity from 
one’s own world. Nietzsche writes of an audience that, helpless in its seats, is, 
like the chorus onstage, unable to aff ect the course of the dramatic action and 
will, thus, not “run up and free the god from his torments.” As spectators, the 
audience is in the same inactive dionysian state as is the chorus onstage. Nietz-
sche writes that, while spectators, the audience can overlook (übersehen) the 
whole world of culture—with both senses intended. Th en: “Th e proceeding 
[Prozess] of the tragic chorus is the dramatic proto- phenomenon: to see one-
self [as embodied in the chorus] transformed before one’s very eyes [as mem-
ber of the audience] and to begin to act as if one had actually entered into 
 another body, another character.”121 It is, thus, he argues, that tragedy eff ects 
a cultural transformation in each of the citizenry- spectators and, thus, in the 
city as a whole.122

We can see here why Nietzsche is concerned to correct the standard view 
of Archilochus as a “subjective” poet who spoke only from the “I.” Th e eff ect 
of Greek tragedy (and, thus, music) is to annihilate the distinction between 
subjective and objective and to place one beside oneself—the literal meaning 
of ecstasy. Indeed, “the willing individual” (who cannot be an audience mem-

110– 11, or WKG, 3-3, 375). For example: “Wer Gefühle als Wirkungen der Musik davonträgt, hat an ihnen 
gleichsam ein symbolisches Zwischenreich, das ihm einen Vorgeschmack von der Musik geben kann, doch 
ihn zugleich aus ihren innersten Heiligthümern ausschließt.”

119. Without hallucinating, I would argue that this is the basis of Witt genstein’s argument about a 
“private language.” See Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 344.

120. Allison, Reading the New Nietzsche, 47ff . For Nietzsche’s discussion, see Birth of Tragedy, 21.
121. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 28, WKG, 3-1, 57. Prozess also means “trial.” For a full discussion, see my 

Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfi guration, 161– 82.
122. Not for silly reasons was rock music associated with the att empt at a cultural revolution in the 

1960s.
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ber in Nietzsche’s sense of audience) “can only be considered an opponent of 
art.” Th us, one should be very careful about automatically att ributing “plus 
value” to the idea of will in Nietzsche. Nietzsche is much closer to Emerson 
and Heidegger in his working for a certain openness or receptivity, not to say 
passivity, toward the world.123

Nietzsche had hoped that the Birth of Tragedy would aff ect two audiences 
at the same time. Th e fi rst was the community of German scholarship. Nietz-
sche proposed in the Birth a new understanding of the origins of tragedy and, 
by implication, a new understanding of Greek history and identity. Th e sec-
ond was the German public and German culture in general, a public that, as 
he made clear in the lectures on education, required a more direct certainty in 
matt ers of culture. Th e combination of both would recover what he calls “the 
noble concept” of “a peuple, a publicum.”124 Nietzsche gives the word in French 
and Latin, presumably to avoid using Volk.

Th e architectonic for this had been laid in the Birth itself. Th e intention of 
the book is to provide a test by which contemporaries may determine whether 
they are able to become truly cultured, that is, hold life and knowledge in a 
continuing beautiful tension. Nietzsche writes: “Whoever wishes to test him-
self completely accurately [recht genau] as to how closely related he is to the 
true aesthetic member of an audience, or rather belongs to the community of 
Socratic- critical persons, has only to examine honestly the feeling with which 
he receives the wondrous spectacle present to him onstage: Does he feel of-
fended in his historical sense, relying as it does on strict psychological cau-
sality, does he benevolently concede that it is intelligible to the childish, but 
alien to him, or does he feel something else?”125 Th e book should engender a 
self- critique.126 Indeed, the 1886 preface is an essay (Versuch) that is a critique of 
the self. (Th ese resonances are missed in the standard translation of “Att empt 
at a Self- Criticism.”) Nietzsche continues this passage with a quiet justifi ca-
tion of the mixture of modes with which he has shaped the Birth. He thinks 

123. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 5, WKG, 3-1, 38. See my Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfi gu-
ration, chap. 8, and “Politics and Time,” New Nietzsche Studies 6– 7, nos. 3/ 4 and 1/ 2 (2005– 6): 197– 210.

124. WKG, 3-4, 12. Publicum, though Latin, is almost German (Publikum).
125. Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy, 23, WKG, 3-1, 141. For a fuller discussion, see my “Aesthetic Authority 

and Tradition: Nietzsche and the Greeks,” History of European Ideas 11 (1989): 989– 1007.
126. Th e same is true for Nietzsche’s work in general and is made explicit in the other prefaces from 

1886. See David Allison, “Resolution and Self- Critique in the Late Prefaces,” in Reading Nietzsche at the 
Margins, ed. Steven V. Hicks and Alan Rosenberg (West Lafayett e, IN: Purdue University Press, 2008), 
13– 33.
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in the Birth to have found a way around the nihilism of contemporary culture 
by using knowledge and science against itself, as it were. If we have become 
historical- critical beings, then he will show us that it is precisely this quality 
that will permit us to move to a new level of aesthetic understanding. Nietz-
sche thus did hope for a role for traditional scholarship in his project. Th e re-
ception of the book, not only by Wilamowitz, but by his teacher Ritschl and 
others, as merely romantic inspiration and prophetic utt erance of a scholar 
lost to Wagnerism was, thus, disturbing, not just to his wounded pride and 
tarnished reputation, but to the possibility of his whole project.

What disturbed Nietzsche the most about the reception of the Birth was 
that it brought home to him how unmusical the experience of the world and 
what passed for philosophy had become. Th e loss of this ability to experi-
ence—to be an audience—to be in acknowledgment—Nietzsche fi nds the 
passive more diffi  cult to achieve than the active—has been, in Nietzsche’s un-
derstanding, a disaster for philosophy. In Th e Case of Wagner, he writes: “Has 
it been noticed that music liberates the spirit? Gives wings to thought? Th at 
one becomes more of a philosopher the more one becomes a musician?—
the gray sky of abstraction rent as if by lightening; the light strong enough for 
the fi ligree of things; the great problems near enough to grasp; the world sur-
veyed as from a mountain.”127 It is clear here that what music gives us is dis-
tance on the world of appearance, the distance that Nietzsche instantiates as 
“overlooking,” the distance that makes theoría possible, allows us the ecstasy 
of being beside our self, and requires that we be always in the end unknown to 
ourselves. For Nietzsche, music provides access to the realm about which one 
can only remain silent, about which we must nonetheless speak, while recog-
nizing that every word is an injustice and never fi nal—perhaps a good basis 
for a democratic culture.

Openness or receptivity to the Geist of music—more generally, to the 
world one overlooks—is, as Nietzsche understands it, precisely the source 
of that which keeps one from becoming bound up with a single identity. In 
notes composed during the time he was preparing the essay Richard Wagner 
in Bayreuth, he writes: “Th is spirit [of music] led him [Wagner], without fi rst 
shackling him as, for instance, would have been the case with the Geist of poli-
tics if he had wished to join himself with such [mit einer solchen Natur]. Th us 
he could remain free, for it was a spirit that could be addressed with goodness 

127. Friedrich Nietzsche, Th e Case of Wagner, 1, WKG, 6-3, 8.
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and gentleness, a spirit full of love to whom criminal violence and commands 
are hateful and that wishes to see no one in chains.”128 Precisely because no 
words we have for music will ever be adequate to our experience of it—and, 
although we always strive to grasp music, we know our inadequacy as long as 
we do not deny it—does music serve as the model for a community not based 
on ressentiment.

128. WKG, 4-1, 310.
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Max Weber, Magic, and the Politics of 
Social Scientifi c Objectivity

If thou will weep my fortunes, take mine eyes. I know thee well.

Shakespeare, King Lear

I would gladly be moral but I have set my heart on honesty.

R. W. Emerson, Experience

some say the world will end in fi re,
Some say in ice.

From what I’ve tasted of desire
I hold with those who favor fi re.

But if it had to perish twice,
I think I know enough of hate

To know that for destruction ice
Is also great

And would suffi  ce.

Robert Frost, “Fire and Ice”

I N  T H E  P R E V I O U S  C H A P T E R ,  I  E X P L O R E D  N I E T Z S C H E ’ S  A N A L Y S I S  O F 

tragedy. In his book on that subject, Nietzsche raises the question of Wissen-
schaft , of the status of our learned and shared knowledge of the world. It was 
central to the status of the argument of his book because he sought there to 
understand what it meant for tragedy to have been born from the spirit of mu-
sic—at any time a complex matt er, all the more so in 1870, when only two frag-
ments of Greek music were extant. One reaction to the considerations in that 
chapter might be to reject Nietzsche’s enterprise and throw up one’s hands at 
the possibility of such an approach att aining to scientifi c objectivity and/or 
rationality. Against such a reaction I argued that the authoritativeness of 
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1. See my “In Defense of Rhetoric; or, How Hard It Is to Take a Writer Seriously: Th e Case of Nietz-
sche,” in Political Th eory and Rhetoric, ed. Keith Topper (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
forthcoming).

Nietzsche’s understanding came precisely from a phenomenological render-
ing of the experience of Greek drama—his experience, but not as a subjective 
matt er. Th e argument of the Birth of Tragedy is, thus, informed by, though not 
identical to, his understanding of Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment.

To further develop this matt er, I turn here to the consideration of Max 
Weber, a scholar whose work is oft en taken to stand for rationality and objec-
tivity and to be opposed to Nietzsche’s supposedly emotional rhetoric.1 It is 
the case that Weber has claim to being one of the founders of modern social 
science; he is also one of most acute diagnosticians of the conditions of mo-
dernity in the West. He is probably the last thinker in the world of whom it 
might be said without great exaggeration that he knew everything there was to 
know in the Geisteswissenschaft en. Th e fi ft y- six years of his life saw the writing 
of an astonishing array of works, not only in the general fi eld of political econ-
omy (over a time span that extends from ancient Rome, through the Middle 
Ages, to contemporary Europe), but also in philosophy, the methodology 
of investigation, musicology, the sociology of most all the world’s major re-
ligions, contemporary politics, and political science. Th is is a man who aft er 
the abortive 1905 revolution in Russia took six months to learn Russian so that 
he could read the sources in the original language. He was at the intersection 
of several dimensions of German and European intellectual, cultural, and ar-
tistic life.

Weber was born Karl Emil Maximilian Weber on April 21, 1864, the fi rst of 
what would be the eight children of Max and Helene Weber. His university 
studies at Heidelberg were interrupted in 1883 for a year of military service. 
He passed examinations for the civil service in 1886 and by 1891 took his Ha-
bilitation with a work on Roman agrarian history, thus qualifying himself as a 
university lecturer. In 1893, he was appointed professor of law and econom-
ics at the University of Berlin and was married to Marianne Schnitger, the 
daughter of the country doctor Eduard Schnitger and Eleonore Weber. Th e 
next year, he received a chair at the University of Freiburg in political science 
(Staatswissenschaft ) and delivered as his inaugural lecture an analysis of the 
German situation entitled “Th e National State and the Politics of the Social 
Economy.” Th e year 1897 saw the death of his father, from whom he had been 
estranged, and a move to a new position at the University of Heidelberg; the 
following year, he sank into a clinical depression and took leave from his uni-
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of other nineteenth- century thinkers, among them Novalis, Schiller, and Schopenhauer, summed up these 
developments in Twilight of the Idols.

versity duties. He did not begin to emerge from the depression until 1902.2 
On the occasion of a scientifi c congress at the 1904 World’s Fair in Saint Louis, 
he visited the United States. Accepting a position as “honorary professor,” he 
did not return to university duties, but writings nonetheless poured from his 
pen. Books and articles appeared continuously, including his most famous 
work, Th e Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, along with newspaper 
articles, reviews, and polemical exchanges. He was actively involved with sev-
eral political groups but never ran for or held offi  ce himself, despite the fact 
that, as his wife wrote in her biography, he had “always admired the captain 
of a ship, who held the destiny of so many in his hand.” He accompanied the 
German delegation to Versailles for the peace talks. On June 14, 1920, he died 
of a lung infection consequent to the infl uenza epidemic. He was, perhaps, the 
most infl uential intellectual in Germany at the time.

From early in his career, Weber was aware of the implications and the ne-
cessity of what I have termed a third- level critique.3 In 1893, two years before his 
assumption of his fi rst professorship, while delivering an address entitled “Th e 
Agrarian Labor Question,” he concludes his remarks by saying:

You will perhaps not completely have escaped the impression that I have 
spoken under the pressure of a certain resignation and that the challenges I 
have sought to pose here . . . are the products of this resignation—and this 
is indeed the case. . . . We cannot bring back to life the naive enthusiastic 
energy that animated the previous generation, for we are faced with tasks 
other than those our fathers had to solve. Th ey built us a mighty house, and 
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we are invited to take place there and be well therein. Th e tasks that con-
front us are of another kind.4

Not for him and those with him the mighty and comfortable house of 
nineteenth- century Europe. As Weber set it for himself, his task was to face 
this increasingly widespread Kulturpessimissmus—this incipient nihilism—
square on as he experienced it in politics, in culture, in science, and in philos-
ophy. Th e loss of a ground for meaning was for Weber a historical fact, central 
to the practice of social science, and would not go away if one simply turned 
one’s head or wished for something else. We know from the Jaspers- Arendt 
correspondence that the impact of Weber’s “Science as a Vocation” lecture 
(1917) was widespread and profound.5

In the previous chapter, I raised the question of the cognitive importance 
Nietzsche ascribes to the experience of being provoked, called out, of fi nding 
oneself in response to a particular experience. Th e important point for Nietz-
sche was that our truthful relation to the world was not limited to knowledge 
alone, at least not to what we most oft en mean by knowledge. Th is was not for 
Nietzsche (any more than it would be for Witt genstein or Heidegger or was 
for Kant) a failure of knowledge.6 As we saw, the roots of this understanding 
were laid in the kinds of considerations found in Kant, especially in his explo-
ration of the origins of the work of art and the fact that his very understanding 
of the problem required him to develop, albeit reluctantly, a theory of the ge-
nius creator. Th e point—as laid out in chapter 1 and recalled in chapter 2—of 
Kant’s analysis of the genius, and, thus, of an aesthetic experience of the world, 
was that it aff orded us a subjective experience that made a universal or com-
mon claim on us.

I saw the move in Nietzsche as an att empt to recover an essential feature 
of objectivity about the world, namely, an account of the actuality of a “world 
apart from me”7 in which that which I understand is, or, rather, can be, encoun-
tered. Kant gives us, one might say, the conditions of knowledge; he does not 
give us an account of the world, of that of which knowledge is possible. Th e 
realization is that, whatever our relation to the world as a whole may be, it 
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cannot be one of knowing, at least not of knowing in a (narrow) purely cogni-
tive sense. (Heidegger will express this as receptivity and understand truth as 
αλήθεια [alétheia], as unforgett ing or disclosedness.) Yet to what might such 
a relation be? When Weber spoke, famously, of what he took to be the fact 
that the world was for modern Western humans disenchanted (entzaubert), he 
meant that we no longer possessed a conception of the world other than one 
of lawlike relations between entities that in themselves had no meaning for us. 
Weber saw his role, as we shall also see, as teaching humans how to deal with 
a world from which all magic had gone and how to know what would or could 
count as the remagifi cation—call it the reanimation—of the world such that 
it might once again be a human world.

Such an enterprise had, from early on, been thought consequent to a prob-
lem in Kant. Th e account Kant gives (in the First Critique) of experience is 
based on a synthesizing constructed from and by the twelve categories of the 
understanding.8 What it does not do is provide an account—indeed, it denies 
that such an account is possible—of that in which we encounter objects of ex-
perience: call this the world. Th ose who came aft er Kant—I think here fi rst of 
the romantics—found in poetry and art a grasping of the world as a whole in 
which experience was possible. I am less interested here in the viability of what 
they advocated—which is considerable—then I am in the fact that they felt 
it necessary to argue for it.

I argued in relation to Nietzsche that his understanding of the spirit of 
music was an att empt to make available to human beings something like what 
Kant had called the noumenal realm, not as knowledge, but as that which al-
lowed one to att empt to make sense of the world of which sense could not 
be made. When Nietzsche cites the “Ode to Joy” in the context of its place in 
Beethoven’s last symphony—“Ahnest du den Schöpfer, Welt? [Do you sense 
the creator, world?]”—he is calling on the possibility of our having experience 
of coming on the world, of being open to it.9 I further argued that Nietzsche 
found in this (fundamentally aesthetic) experience the preconditions for the 
basis of a political commonalty that was itself the objective correlative to po-
litical identity. He thought that he was able to elaborate this because he had 
grasped the spirit of the music. As noted, however, this grasping and its elabo-
ration in his book raised important epistemological and methodological ques-
tions. How does one determine the spirit—of music, of capitalism, of any-
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thing? If it is precisely the critical operation—determining what has to be the 
case for something to be what it is—that requires that we establish the spirit 
of something, then the question of spirit is a more general scientifi c (wissen-
schaft liche) problem for any account of the world.10

I wish in this chapter to bring these considerations to bear on the thought 
of Max Weber. At fi rst glance, they seem out of place—Weber is, aft er all, the 
prototype of the social scientist, the man for whom facts and values were in 
apparently clearly separable realms, the paradigmatic proponent of the idea 
of scientifi c objectivity. My argument will be that Weber’s understanding of 
the world is modernist and, as such, best understood in terms that are made 
available to us aesthetically. Before dealing directly with Weber, it is impor-
tant to set those terms out more clearly than they appeared in the previous 
two chapters.11

A E S T H E T I C  J U D G M E N T

Hume had argued (in “On the Standard of Taste”) that aesthetic judgments 
are, ultimately, inherently subjective. To the obvious retort that we neverthe-
less distinguish between poorer and bett er judgments, he replied that that was 
simply a distinction that history had not obscured: “Th e same homer, who 
pleased at athens and rome two thousand years ago, is still admired at paris 
and at london. All the changes of climate, government, religion, and lan-
guage, have not been able to obscure his glory.”12 Hume, however, points us to 
a central fact about aesthetic judgments, one that was to be central to Kant’s 
achievement in the Th ird Critique. Th is was the fact that, as any judgment 
off ering in an aesthetic concept was necessarily framed initially in the fi rst-
 person singular, an aesthetic judgment could not be made on the basis of im-
partial and impersonal rules yet, nonetheless, had to express a collective re-
sponse to an aesthetic object. While subjective, it was not relativistic.

Th is means that it is objective—but it does raise the question of what that 
objectivity consists in and of how and by whom it is expressed. Hume gives a 
wonderful example, quoting from Cervantes’s Don Quixote:
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It is with good reason, says sancho to the squire with the great nose, that I 
pretend to have a judgment in wine: Th is is a quality hereditary in our fam-
ily. Two of my kinsmen were once called to give their opinion of a hogs head, 
which was supposed to be excellent, being old and of a good vintage. One of 
them tastes it; considers it; and aft er mature refl ection pronounces the wine 
to be good, were it not for a small taste of leather, which he perceived in it. 
Th e other, aft er using the same precautions, gives also his verdict in favour 
of the wine; but with the reserve of a taste of iron, which he could easily dis-
tinguish. You cannot imagine how much they were both ridiculed for their 
judgment. But who laughed in the end? On emptying the hogshead, there 
was found at the bott om, an old key with a leathern thong tied to it.13

Th e point is that the two cousins were entirely and objectively correct despite 
the fact that their knowledge could not be based on anything other than taste, 
that is, on who they were, that is, could not be anything other than subjec-
tive. How are we to understand true judgments based on a developed sense of 
taste? What is the basis for their objectivity? An aesthetic judgment does not 
automatically rule out another judgment in the way that a mathematical judg-
ment might. If you deny under ordinary circumstances that 2 + 2 = 4, the rules 
of addition rule you out of court. Th is is not so aesthetically, as Hume makes 
clear at the end of his essay. Th us, any aesthetic judgment is, in fact, a request 
to another to share my understanding. I say to her, in eff ect, “Can you see this 
painting like this?”14 It is an invitation—which may be refused, accepted, or 
questioned—to join me and share, perhaps alter or correct, the experience I 
have. Kant refers to this, as we saw, as refl ective judgment.

Th is invitation becomes more complex when we consider the case of mod-
ernist art. Here—meaning loosely since late Beethoven—not only do we re-
quest such a conversation, but in addition we no longer are conclusively clear 
what the conversation is about. As I indicated in the fi rst chapter, when con-
fronted with Duchamp’s Fountain or his Bott le Rack, for instance, we must raise 
the question of what a work of art has to do in order to be a work of art. Mod-
ernist art thus has the quality of raising the question of what art (sculpture, 
painting, music, etc.) is—of raising ontological questions. In doing so, that 
which is modernist, of necessity, must therefore engage its own history—or 
how it came to be what it is. Truly successful modern art, one can argue, has 
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the quality of engaging and, thus, exploring and coming to terms with its own 
past, of that which makes it possible for it to be what it is today. Yet it can do so 
on terms that must, since they have no generally accepted conventions to draw 
on, always be called into question. Th us, modernist art—indeed, modernity 
in general—automatically opens the door to pretense and fraud, to theatrical-
ization rather than being.15

W E B E R ’ S  P R O J E C T

Th ese concerns cast a light on Weber’s understanding of his own project. At 
the beginning of the collected texts that make up the Sociology of Religion, 
for instance, Weber places the author, and, by extension, all those who would 
write on matt ers of general concern, under the compulsion of their own his-
tory: “Problems of universal history will necessarily and properly be dealt with 
by the son of the modern European world of culture in the following formula-
tion: Which chain of circumstances has led to the situation where precisely on 
the ground of the West, and only here, there have appeared cultural phenom-
ena the development of which lies—at least so we like to tell ourselves—in 
the direction of universal meaning and validity?”16 As your past as “the son of 
the modern European world of culture” is the history of the West, then as the 
genealogical inheritor of that history the question you will have to ask your-
self will be why you (think you) can claim a universal validity for your under-
standing. Th is is a modernist position, analogous to that which I traced in art. 
It is also a question for all att empts at objective social science. Th e meanings 
that are the subject matt er of the social scientist are those he must investigate 
in response to and out of his own historicity, as a child of his world; one might 
be tempted to say that they derive from the particular thrownness of the in-
vestigator into the world. It is, thus, Weber intimates, impossible to do social 
science without acknowledging who and what one is in one’s own history—
a history that, however, appears simply to have been what it is (a “chain”) 
and not subject to any overall plan or necessity. More accurately, doing social 
science must at the same time also be an acknowledgment of one’s place in 
the history one is investigating. As we shall see in more detail below, the cen-
tral faults that social scientists can commit all come from the unwillingness 
or refusal to so acknowledge themselves, that is, to understand themselves 
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as occupying a particular place in a historical context. Furthermore, this his-
tory sets a problem for us—it tells us what counts for us as meaningful; it re-
quires that we account for our sense that cultural phenomena have, or appear 
to have, universal meaning and validity. What is it about us that we want to tell 
ourselves this story?

Weber, one might note, here shares a position broadly refl ective of those 
who sought to diagnose modernity, the fi rst of whom one might think of as 
Rousseau, the others including Kant, Tocqueville, Marx, and Nietzsche.17 But 
how does Weber go about engaging his own history, something he must do, 
he indicates, if he is to do social science? Th e fi rst part of the answer comes in 
his understanding of Geist. Toward the beginning of Th e Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, he poses what we might think of as a methodological 
question. Let me recall that citation. He writes:

Th e att empt to give anything like a “defi nition” of Geist brings out certain 
diffi  culties that are in the very nature of this type of investigation. If any 
object can be found for which this term can be used in a comprehensible 
manner, it can only be a “historical individual,” that is, a complex of con-
nections associated in historical reality, which we unite into a conceptual 
whole from the standpoint of its cultural signifi cance. Such an historical 
concept, since in its content it refers to a phenomenon that is meaningful in 
its own individuality alone, cannot be defi ned according the formula genus 
proximum, diff erentia specifi ca [in English (auf deutsch), diff erentiated], but 
must gradually be composed [komponiert] out of the individual parts that 
are taken from the historical reality to make it up. Th us the fi nal and defi ni-
tive concept cannot stand at the beginning of the investigation but must 
come at the end.18

Several elements of this construction are important to underline. First, the 
spirit of something is relevant only to a “historical individual,” that is, a grasped 
whole (e.g., capitalism). Second, the unity such a concept may have is the re-
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sult of human construction. Th ird, this entity cannot be understood as part of 
a larger logical scheme (i.e., “diff erentiated”) but must be “composed.” Fourth, 
while this procedure may give us a defi nition (e.g., of capitalism), it does not 
derive from one. In 1910, defending his approach in his journal, the Archiv für 
Sozialwissenschaft  und Sozialpolitik, Weber is quite clear that determining the 
Geist of something (he mentions, in passing, bureaucracy, trade unionism, im-
perialism, capitalism) is a matt er of the researcher determining a set of what 
one might, following Witt genstein, call family resemblances. Weber writes: 
“which . . . from their internal qualities [Gründen] appear to him to have elec-
tive affi  nity [wahlverwandt erscheinen]” with each other.19 Th e idea of a Geist 
is intended, not to set, as it were, “hard” boundaries, but to allow one to make 
sense of data that have family resemblances but no common element.20 Th us, 
Weber is clear that a Geist is itself a construct, designed for the purpose of elu-
cidating a complex of historical events; it is not invented but composed (Weber 
italicizes the word)—put together from nonnaturally related elements in order 
to bring meaning into being (as is music from sounds/ notes).

M A G I C  I N  A N D  O U T  O F  T H E  W O R L D

Why is such a composition necessary? Weber fi nds the world in which we live 
disenchanted. By this term he means that we have lost or are losing the ability to 
relate to the world, or parts of the world, as the world is. Instead, our relations 
have become rationalized and fi xed: they have no soul, one might say. Th is 
appears to humans to be desirable for it seems to correspond to an increase 
in their power: “It means that in principle, then, we are not ruled by mysteri-
ous, unpredictable forces, but that, on the contrary, we can in principle control 
everything by means of calculation. Th at in turn means the disenchantment of 
the world. Unlike the savage for whom such forces existed, we need no longer 
have recourse to magic in order to control the spirits or pray to them. Instead, 
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technology and calculation achieve our ends. Th is is the primary meaning of 
the process of intellectualization.”21

Weber’s well- known description of modernity (here and elsewhere) is, 
how ever, most oft en left  standing with an obvious question begged. If there 
is no enchantment in our world, what would a world with or of magic be or 
have been like? How might one reanimate the world? In a stunning passage, 
he writes:

Th e fruit of the tree of knowledge, which is distasteful to the complacent 
but which is, nonetheless, inescapable, consists in nothing else but this: to 
know about every contradiction and thus to have to see that every single 
important activity and ultimately life as a whole, if it is not to be permitt ed 
to slip on as an event in nature but is instead to be consciously guided, is a 
series of ultimate decisions through which the soul—as in Plato—chooses 
its own fate, that is, the meaning of its activity and existence.22

Th is is a complex quote. Overall, Weber’s point is that the acceptance of our-
selves as sinners (those who have eaten of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil) is necessary for the honest grasping of our condition. To be a 
sinner means that anything one does will of necessity be wrong and that one 
can do no more than acknowledge that fact. One can never know the world 
as it actually is.

Second, Weber’s understanding of the “fruit of the tree of knowledge” prob-
ably draws on Hermann Gunkel’s Genesis (1901) and Julius Wellhausen’s Pro-
legomena to the History of Israel (1878); we know from the footnotes to Ancient 
Judaism that Weber had read these men as well as many others in the fi eld.23 
Gunkel had argued that the tree was associated with humans att aining matu-
rity, Wellhausen that the knowledge associated with the tree was knowledge 
that permitt ed humans to imitate the work of God. Together, they form the 
picture of humans inevitably having to construct themselves as makers and, 
thus, as responsible (who else could be?) for their creation. What is inescap-
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able is the “fruit,” that is, the recognition that all our decisions exist as fruit and 
that, insofar as they are decisions, they are consequent to the fact of knowl-
edge and, thus, ultimate and cannot be taken back. We are responsible for 
them as we are them. (Nietzsche had made the same point by the teaching of 
eternal return.) What such choices give us is a fate (i.e., a meaning for our exis-
tence) to which the only alternative is to simply be an event in nature.

Th ird, the reference to Plato is breathtakingly bold. It is presumably to 
the end of the Republic, where, before the dead souls return to life aft er their 
choice of their next self, they must drink from Lethe, the river of forgetfulness. 
It is, thus, a choice that they will forget: Lethe (forgetfulness) is the precondi-
tion of life. Only Er does not drink and, thus, gains the unforgett ing/ disclo-
sure/ truth—a- letheia—of his next life, that is, of any life.24 In Weber, as with 
Nietzsche’s doctrine of eternal return, a life in truth has no forgetfulness: all 
the choices that one has made are to be there, once and for all. Th us, for Weber, 
as for Nietzsche, a person is identical with the facts of his or her life.25 In this, 
the person will be given, like a work of art.26

Weber’s concerns will be recognized as analogous to what Nietzsche was 
trying to do in and by the Birth of Tragedy. Nietzsche had found most of those 
around him to be rigid, overly rationalized, and unable actually to experience 
the world in which they lived. Th e paradigm for the modern man he had found 
in Socrates and Euripides, who required of themselves that they stay at a criti-
cal distance from aesthetic experience, constantly seeking from it a kind of 
knowledge that could not be had: “Off ended in [their] historical sense, relying 
as it does on strict psychological causality, [they] benevolently concede that it 
is intelligible to the childish, but alien to [them].”27 Such men, for Nietzsche, 
give us a progressively rationalized world.

W H A T  I S  I T  T H A T  I S  C A L L E D  O B J E C T I V I T Y ?

At fi rst glance, Weber might seem to welcome this (Socratic- Euripidean) de-
velopment that Nietzsche seems to lament. Aft er all, it appears to make objec-
tivity possible. Th us, it is in the context of a rationalized disenchanted world 
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that we must raise the question of what Max Weber meant by scientifi cally ob-
jective. It is only recently that scholars have been able to ask this question in 
its proper context. Until recently, for Anglo- American social scientists Max 
Weber has mostly served as the paradigm case of the detached and value- free 
social science.28 Th at this understanding responded to needs buried deep in 
the collective psyche of Anglophone social science now seems evident—it is 
simply not that case that even the writings available in what are oft en prob-
lematic English translations support the vision of Weber as the dispassionate 
social scientist that Americans sought to portray to themselves.29

In Anglophone contexts, Weber was generally read as developing a value-
 free social science, the kind of science that was (it was thought) necessary to 
avoid the ideological excesses that had betrayed much of Europe in the de-
cades before World War II. In what context, however, should one read Weber? 
I mean here that, while some att ention has been paid to the political and cul-
tural context in which he found himself,30 more importantly perhaps even less 
was paid to the company in which one read him. In the Anglo- American world, 
he was for a long time read as an opponent to Marx and as a prototransatlanti-
cist.31 It is with some bemusement, then, that one approaches texts such as that 
in which Weber suggested that any honest modern scholar must admit “that 
he could not have accomplished crucial parts of his own work without the 
contributions of Marx and Nietzsche.”32 When one adds to this the diff erence 
it makes to read Weber while thinking of Heidegger and Witt genstein (his 
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contemporaries), the picture changes. Part of the reason for the “new Weber” 
is that we have started to be able to read him in relation, not only to Marx and 
Nietzsche, but also to the European philosophical tradition in which he was 
educated and with a mind informed by the developments in the philosophy 
of language and epistemology of the last two decades.33

It is worth noting here that, even early on, two notable exceptions to the 
above Anglo- American reading could be found. In 1953, Leo Strauss, who had 
come of scholarly age in the milieu of which Weber had been a familiar, had 
writt en about Weber in his Natural Right and History.34 For Strauss, Weber 
was in a certain sense the prototype of the modern social scientist but distin-
guished from his more sanguine progeny by his self- critically honest accep-
tance of the nihilism of his position. He writes, thus, that, for Weber, “facts and 
values are absolutely heterogeneous.” He continues by noting that Weber fi nds 
himself constantly and unavoidably using value terms. He thus establishes a 
nonmoral idealism, and this becomes a kind of “noble nihilism” resting on the 
insight of the “baseless character of everything thought to be noble.” Strauss, 
let it be said, deeply admired Weber as the “greatest social scientist of the cen-
tury” and for what he called his “honesty” (even if he came to fi nd Heidegger’s 
a more impressive mind).35 I shall consider the nihilism verdict a bit later: 
Strauss did understand Weber to be fi rmly the son of the European philosoph-
ical tradition, even if he disagreed with the path that Weber had taken.

Strauss’s critique started from a philosophical stance. A few years later, 
Wolfgang Mommsen argued in Max Weber und die deutsche Politik that Weber 
had, in fact, laid the groundwork not so much for nihilism in social science as 
for what Hermann Rausching had called the revolution of nihilism, namely, the 
leadership politics that became characteristic of National Socialism. Momm-
sen saw in Weber’s “plebiscitarian Caesar” an anticipation of the vision of poli-
tics of the Th ird Reich.36 (It is worth noting that a torrent of criticism forced 
Mommsen to retract or at least temper his critique in the second edition 
of his book—a retraction that, as we shall see, perhaps went in the wrong 
 direction.)
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Both these books are admiring of Weber, and neither of them sees him as 
the kind of social scientist that Anglo- Americans thought necessary. Both of 
them—one politically and the other philosophically—see him as part of a 
general movement that led to or at least did not hinder the catastrophes of the 
1930s and 1940s. For both, his analysis and his acceptance of what he saw as 
modernity is the problem.

W H A T  H A S  M O D E R N I T Y  W R O U G H T ?

Most passed over in much of the secondary literature seems to me to be We-
ber’s constant and repeated focus on the fact that the development of modern 
social structure has produced changes in the available conceptions of what it 
means to be a person.37 Weber writes in Economy and Society: “Most generally 
one can only say: the development of rational ‘objectivity’ and of ‘men of call-
ing’ and of ‘professional experts’ with all of their extensive consequences is 
very strongly promoted by the bureaucratization of all authority.”38

Th is passage is about the fact that the modern world tends to produce be-
ings of a certain quality of character. In a world of such beings, all knowledge 
becomes instrumental and is no longer a standard for judgment. Knowledge is 
not “naturally” such, only such for beings like these. For these Fachmenschen, 
the only good reason to choose one action over another is that it works.39 It 
is with this point in mind that Weber argues that we confront a crisis in legiti-
macy and authority, in the sense not only that we no longer have (our old) cri-
teria available by which to recognize the correctness or judge the validity of a 
policy choice but also that the very availability of human beings has, in fact, 
come to be called into question. Th e question that confronts all serious think-
ers, no matt er of what political persuasion they may be, says Weber,40 has to 
do with the kind of justifi cation that can be advanced for political choices in 
a context in which the past no longer seems to provide relevant or valid crite-
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ria. Th e means cannot be justifi ed by the ends—a conclusion that, for Weber, 
means, not that one should use only moral means, but rather that morality 
does not prima facie apply to political decisions.41

How, then, to make judgments about action? One conclusion that tempts 
is to say with the Athenians at Melos that the “strong do what they wish and 
the weak suff er what they must.” But this is not Weber’s position, for it avoids 
consideration of what it means actually to act in a world about which one can 
come to no fi nal conclusions. To deal with this matt er, one must look at We-
ber’s social science. Th e premise of that science is that it must and can only 
deal with those objects that have meaning for human beings. In the essay “Ob-
jectivity in Social Science and Social Policy,” Weber designates this realm as 
culture and defi nes it as “a fi nite segment of the meaningless infi nity of the 
world process, given meaning and signifi cance from the standpoint of human 
beings.”42 Meaning thus does not lie in the world—indeed, meaning consists 
in what humans do to limit the “meaningless infi nity” of the world and, in giv-
ing limits to the world, render it comprehensible. Weber goes on to indicate 
fi rst that humans are “cultural beings,” that is, beings who can give signifi cance 
to the world. He establishes this, not empirically, but, in a conscious echo of 
Kantian metaphysics, by the assertion that this is the “transcendental presup-
position” (transzendentale Voraussetzung) of every cultural science.

A transcendental presupposition calls us to the idea of a transcendental de-
duction, the term by which Kant designated the elaboration of that which has 
to be the case for a given entity to have existence at all. A transcendental de-
duction cannot be directly demonstrated, but one can show that its supposi-
tion is required for sense to be made at all. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant 
showed (defi nitively, one may say) that we know there are things that are real 
through the forms of sense and the categories of understanding. We know the 
world that our mind constructs and makes available to us—there is nothing 
else, and nothing else is needed. Th ese categories are the transcendental pre-
supposition of our understanding.

Th is means that an investigation of the world through social science will 
also be for Weber an acknowledgment of who we are—of the fact that we are 
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beings with a particular cultural past and that it is only as cultural beings that 
we know the world. (If you realize that you are looking at the world through 
a lens, what you see in the world will eventually tell you something about the 
lens, even if you cannot independently examine it.) In taking over this lan-
guage, however, Weber has also historicized it. Th e passage cited above con-
tinues with the assertion examined previously that the possibility of social 
science is premised on the existence of a particular type of individual, namely, 
the historische Individuen, whose nature it is to lend meaning. Th ese individu-
als make meaning, and cannot help doing so, because they are human.

On the surface, Weber appears here to be making a distinction somewhat 
analogous to that made in Hegel and common among the neo- Kantians, some 
of whom had been his friends and intellectual allies.43 For such, the social or 
human sciences (Geisteswissenschaft en) are diff erentiated from the natural 
sciences (Naturwissenschaft en) in terms of the diff ering relations of the truth 
pursued to the activity of pursuing it. Th is distinction itself had its origin in 
Hegel’s distinction of the mathematical sciences, whose truth lay outside 
themselves, from philosophy, whose truth was part of its activity.44 For Weber, 
like Hegel and the neo- Kantians, the objects of investigation of the natural 
sciences are not built by theory: these objects do not aff ect us and have no 
scientifi c existence independently of our cognition of them as scientifi c enti-
ties. How we predict the tides does not aff ect what the tides are. Tides have 
neither intention nor purpose; since they cannot confer meaning on their ac-
tivity or on that of others, they are distinct from whatever we make of them 
scientifi cally. Hence, in the natural sciences, most centrally perhaps in mathe-
matics and physics, objectivity is a necessary part of the theoretical construct. 
One cannot imagine what one would call a natural science that would not be 
what one would call objective: objectivity poses no problem.45

In fact, however, Weber is making a somewhat diff erent point than that 
made by either Hegel or the neo- Kantians.46 For Weber, those who practice 
or pursue objectivity in the realm of social science and social policy have to 
be understood and have to understand themselves as “historical beings,” that 
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is, as never transcendent to the object of investigation. Th ere is no “view from 
nowhere”—all views are from some historical where. Furthermore, since so-
cial science is about human beings, that is, beings who confer meaning, and 
it is itself a conferring of meaning, it must in its activity refl ect the transcen-
dental presupposition of human culture, namely, that meaning has been and is 
being conferred. It must do so, not only prior to the social scientists’ activity, 
but also in that activity itself. Th is is the premise of Weber’s understanding of 
objectivity in the social sciences.47

In slightly humbler language, this means that Weber seeks a social science 
the standpoint of which does not claim to escape from the strictures it lays 
on the subject matt er of its own analysis. He does not want to develop a so-
cial science that somehow claims to escape the world of which it is a part and 
that gave birth to it.48 Th is means that he is, in the end, in no ways a positivist 
in his approach to social science. As we will see, this will have some surprising 
consequences for our picture of Weber, consequences that seem to fl y in the 
face of what is generally thought to be the case about him. Let me here briefl y 
identify three qualities of positivism, none of which, I will argue, is character-
istic of him.

Central to positivism are three claims. Th e fi rst is that there is a clear- cut 
conceptual separation between facts and values and that, in consequence, 
values are subjective, are not of the world, and can be kept apart from one’s 
analysis of social reality. Th is is not a denial that values are important, but it is 
a denial that values are objects of knowledge.49

Th e second claim is parent to the fi rst. It is a claim that propositions about 
the world can and should be made to speak for themselves—thus that propo-
sitions about the world should have a validity independent of he or she who 
advances them. One could and should clearly separate the speaker from the 
spoken, for, if one did one’s work right, not just empirical claims about the 
world but concepts themselves would stand independently of the speaker. In 
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its simplest form, the claim was that a statement like “mass equals force times 
acceleration” was true independently of who said it and of when and where 
it was said.

Th e third claim derives from the fi rst two. It holds that certain forms of dis-
course (claims to knowledge) should be responsible and responsive to the real 
world in ways that other forms (one might think of them as emotive or expres-
sive) are not.50 In the fi rst form, the world would (eventually) correct mistakes 
on the part of the thinker; in the second, anything (apparently) went.

T H E  P O I N T  O F  P O I N T  O F  V I E W

In the end, Weber does not accept as defi nite or defi nitive any of these pre-
suppositions. However, he constructs his social science so as to approximate 
them, to give a simulacrum of them. Th us, in “Science as a Vocation,” he does 
not remain with the distinction of Geistes- and Natur- Wissenschaft en but sug-
gests rather that there is a parallel between Kantian epistemology and early 
Lukácsian aesthetics, where the protagonist is an alienated seeker of the mean-
ing of life: at best the neo- Kantian distinction has pragmatic value. Having 
previously described the presuppositions necessary for one to be, for in-
stance, a doctor or a lawyer (life is to be preserved; the law is to be upheld, 
etc.), he then, without warning, turns to epistemological questions. He writes: 
“Kant . . . took for his point of departure the presupposition: ‘Scientifi c truth 
exists and it is valid,’ and then asked: ‘Under which presuppositions of thought 
is truth meaningful and possible?’ ”51

Note that, according to Weber, for Kant truth is made possible by a presup-
position. Th us, the “transcendental premise” of the social sciences cannot be 
truth; rather, it must be the fact that human beings give meaning from a “par-
ticular point of view,” that is, a set of (historical) presuppositions. It is not, 
however, from just any point of view, as if points of view were a matt er of free 
choice of which animal cage to get into in a zoo. Th e points of view in question 
are those that are available to us, and, while one could, in principle, always de-
velop a new one, there are only the points of view that there are.

Points of view—what Nietzsche would have called perspectives—corre-
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spond to the particularities of the human condition, to the forms of life that 
are available to us as humans. Among these, Weber says, some are “more 
meaningful” than others. It is the meaningfulness to human beings—that is, 
that we encounter them as important in our lives—that gives us subject mat-
ter to have a science about. Th us, Weber can refer to the question of “the scar-
city of means” as the “fundamental social economic problem.”52

None of this should be taken to imply that any source of meaning is in any 
way privileged in the sense of being universal. It makes an epistemological dif-
ference if one sees scarcity as a universal given of the human condition or as 
something that beings such as we are encounter and have to deal with when 
they encounter it. Meaning cannot, therefore, even in this case, be derived 
from the “facts themselves” (Weber places the expression in quotation marks) 
because all social science starts from the concerns that a social scientist has as 
a particular being in history. It follows from this that, for Weber, whatever we 
mean by objectivity cannot rest simply on the “facts” or on “being true to the 
facts” since the “facts” are always what has been selected from a world that in 
its chaotic multiplicity far exceeds any att empts we can make to exhaust it.53

To this Weber adds a number of claims. Even though social science must 
by its nature pursue “causal explanations,” it cannot pursue “general laws.” A 
general law would, in fact, require transcending the historicity of the investiga-
tor for the explanation of the “world as a whole” rather than explaining some-
thing that is individual.54 While Weber does not want to escape the historicity 
of the investigator, it is also important to note that, when he talks of an “inves-
tigator” and “meanings” that the investigator has, he does not mean meaning 
in what one might see as a narrow, subjective, individual sense.

Th is is, thus, not a position of relativism, if we mean by that propositions 
that are subjective. If you want to be scientifi cally objective, you have to em-
body certain qualities that defi ne what scientifi cally objective means. You are 
not free to att ribute meaning as you wish, any more than you are free to mean 
that that four- legged object on which my supper rests is a “pyramid.” I can say, 
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“It is a pyramid,” but I cannot mean those words.55 Th e position is not relativ-
istic, for relativism presupposes that each claim to truth has an equal right to 
that claim.56 Weber makes no such claim because, like Nietzsche, he argues 
that no position can claim truth as its right.

Much as Nietzsche would have had it, the social scientist in fact under-
stands the world only by what is most powerful in the present. In this anti-
 Hegelian mode—we know that Weber thought perverse the infl uence of 
Hegel on Germany57—Weber writes, still in the “Objectivity” essay:

Th e number and type of causes which have infl uenced any given event are 
always infi nite and there is nothing in the things themselves to set some 
of them apart as alone meriting att ention. . . . A chaos of “existential judg-
ments” about uncountable isolated perceptions would be all that the at-
tempt to reach a really “presuppositionless” knowledge of reality would 
accomplish. And even this result would only appear possible because the 
reality of each individual perception shows on closer look always unend-
ingly many particular components, which can never be expressed in judg-
ments of perception. Order is brought to this chaos only on the condition 
that in every case only a part of concrete reality is interesting and signifi -
cant to us, because only it is related to the cultural values with which we 
approach reality.58

Th us, without presuppositions, no knowledge is possible; without presuppo-
sitions, there would be only a world of disconnected perceptions, hence no 
knowledge. We cannot but approach knowing the world except as the beings 
that we are—and what we are makes a diff erence.

Th ere are two intertwined problems here. Th e fi rst has to do with the par-
ticular cultural values of which we are the issue and the second with the reason 
that those cultural values lead us to want to make sense of the world. I shall 
fi rst approach the question, “What, now, are the conditions that govern the 
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signifi cance(s) that we can att ribute to cultural phenomena?” It is clear that, 
while for Weber an infi nity of meanings is logically possible, it is not existen-
tially possible.59 It is equally clear and much more important to understand 
that this in no way implies to him that we are beings who can/ will give such in-
fi nite sense. If it is always the case, perhaps, that something else can be made of 
the world, the statement has no meaning until something else is actually made 
of the world. Th ere is, as I noted above, no reservoir of interpretations waiting 
to be fi shed from. Th e world for Weber, as for his contemporary Ludwig Witt -
genstein, is, and is only, everything that is the case.60

We are not logical beings for Weber but historical ones. Th us, understand-
ing our att ribution of meaning to cultural phenomena—doing social sci-
ence—results in Weber not so much in the discovery of ourselves, or in the 
revelation of ourselves to ourselves, as in the practical acknowledgment of 
who we in fact are, that is, of our position in history. Weber insists here that 
there are reasons for us to insist on self- ignorance.61 It is clear that, as histori-
cal beings, we are certain kinds of beings and do not have the choice not to 
be those beings. Th ough we might want to insist that we are not what we have 
been, that stance will not, for Weber any more than for Freud, make us other 
than who we are.

W H A T  K I N D S  O F  B E I N G S  A R E  W E 
A S  S O C I A L  S C I E N T I S T S ?

So the question one must fi rst ask is, “What kind of historical beings are 
we?” To this, the most general answer Weber gives is that we—that is, we 
“Westerners”—are creatures who live under the conditions of general ratio-
nalization of social relationships, namely, the “bureaucratization of all forms of 
domination.”62 By “bureaucratization of all forms of domination,” Weber does 
not mean simply the system of organization by which large institutions gov-
ern their day- to-day aff airs. In Economy and Society, he argues that the general 
nature of Herrschaft  (“authoritative power of command,” translated most oft en 
as authority or domination) designates “the situation in which the manifested 
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will (command) of the ruler or rules is meant to infl uence the conduct of one 
or more others (the ruled) and actually does infl uence it in such a way that 
their conduct to a socially relevant degree occurs as if the ruled had made the 
content of the command the maxim of their conduct for its very own sake.”63 
Th ere is more to this defi nition than might at fi rst appear. Weber immediately 
apologizes in a note for what he terms the “awkward” quality of the defi nition, 
pointing especially at the “ ‘as if ’ formula.” Th e reference to a “maxim of . . . 
conduct” also draws att ention to the Kantian resonances. Th e “as if ” in fact 
allows him to suggest that obedience occurs in a Kantian categorically im-
perative manner (“for its very own sake”) even though the command exists 
because someone has infl uenced the behavior of another64—the categorical 
imperative, Kant says, can be formulated as “Every rational being must so act 
as if he were through his maxim always a legislating member in the universal 
kingdom of ends.”65 Weber’s formulation clearly draws on this but modifi es it 
in accord with his historical- sociological point of departure. What is impor-
tant here for our purposes is the fact that, in the modern rational- legal state, 
authoritatively engendered behavior is presently experienced as if it were au-
tonomy. Th at is, it is the nature of the modern state that the ruled think that the 
rules under which they live are, in fact, rules for and by everyone, that is, their 
own rules. But what, then, is the autonomy experienced under the bureaucra-
tization of all forms of domination?

Bureaucracy, argues Weber, is a situation in which “obedience is thus given 
to norms rather than to the person.” (We have seen above the transforma-
tion in the sense of what it means to be a person.) Bureaucracy is the form of 
authoritative legitimacy entitled obedience that is due to and rests on norms 
rather than persons. It is, thus, a form of domination in which commands are 
linked, not to human beings, but rather to abstract and nonpersonal entities. 
Th ere is “ ‘objective’ discharge of business . . . according to calculable rules and 
‘without regard for persons.’ ”66
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In this, bureaucracy is set by Weber in opposition to the political, for poli-
tics, he says, “means confl ict,” that is, a relation between persons. “Bureaucracy,” 
he suggests, “failed completely whenever it was expected to deal with political 
problems.” Th e two forms are “inherently alien” to each other.67 In part, this 
seems to be because bureaucracy eff aces or disguises the fact that there is rul-
ing going on at all. Offi  cials, even at the highest level, tend, says Weber, to think 
of themselves merely as the fi rst offi  cial of their enterprise. Rules replace rul-
ing, and “it is decisive for the modern loyalty to an offi  ce that in the pure type, 
it does not establish a relationship to a person . . . but rather is devoted to im-
personal and functional purposes.”68 Here Weber att aches himself again to 
 Nietzsche and to the latt er’s anxieties about “all herd and no shepherd.”69

Th is situation, however, has not remained without at least the trappings of 
legitimacy. It has abrogated to itself, Weber seems to indicate, much of the aura 
that used to surround the old churches. In fact, the process of depersonaliza-
tion is not limited to politics. He writes:

Th e political offi  cial for instance—at least in the fully developed mod-
ern state—is not considered the personal servant of a ruler. Likewise, the 
bishop, the priest and the preacher are in fact no longer, as in early Christian 
times, carriers of a purely personal charisma, which off ers other- worldly sa-
cred values under the personal mandate of a given master, and in principle 
only responsible to him, to everybody who appears worthy of them and 
asks for them. In spite of the partial survival of the old theory, they have 
rather become offi  cials in the service of a functional [sachlichen] purpose, a 
purpose which in the present- day “church” appears at once impersonal and 
also ideologically sanctifi ed.70

P O L I T I C S  A N D  D E M A G I F I C A T I O N

Th ere are, however, political consequences for both individual and society 
when the procedures of bureaucratized domination supplant the choices of 
politics. Th is transformation diminishes what Weber sees as the presence of 
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the political. He argues that, to the degree that election (through some kind 
of voting, e.g., a plebiscite) plays no major role in the structuring of an orga-
nization, then that organization will more easily tend to rationalize its proce-
dures, that is, to make them rule governed. In fact, over the long term, bureau-
cratic organization must devalue any power obtained through election since 
that tends to lessen the claim to rational competence. It is precisely the nonra-
tionality of elections that makes them important as a counter to bureaucratic 
rationalization.

Weber writes:

Th e “separation” of the worker from the material [sachlichen] means of 
organization: the means of economic production, of making war, of public 
administration, of academic research in universities and laboratories, and 
fi nance in general is the common basis of the modern state, in its political, 
cultural and military sphere, and of private capitalist economy. In both 
cases, the disposition of these means is in the hands of that power whom the 
bureaucratic apparatus . . . directly obeys or to whom it is available in case 
of need. Th is apparatus is equally typical of all those organizations; its exis-
tence and function are inseparably cause and eff ect of this concentration of 
the means of operation. . . . Increasing public ownership in the economic 
sphere today unavoidably means increasing bureaucratization.71

A deadly process is initiated. Alienation encourages bureaucratization encour-
ages the sense of autonomy. Socialism would lead only to more bureaucracy. 
To the degree that rational competence becomes a basis for social organiza-
tion, the introduction of anything new to that framework (i.e., not legitimated 
in terms of that framework) will necessarily have to come from beyond that 
organization. Given bureaucracy, the political problem is to fi nd the sources 
of the new, sources that must come from outside the rationalized structure.72 
And for this the institutional structures in Germany were severely lacking. 
“Th e decisive question,” Weber proclaims in “Parliament and Governance in a 
Reconstructed Germany,” “about the future of Germany’s political order must 
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be: How can parliament be made fi t for power?” Th e reason this is now the 
central problem, he argues, is that “Bismarck had dishabituated [Germany] 
from worrying about public aff airs . . . [and] the nation [had] permitt ed itself 
to be talked into accepting something . . . which in truth amounted to the un-
checked rule of the bureaucracy.” He continues on to say that, under these cir-
cumstances, leadership qualities will never come to the fore. It is a matt er of re-
cruitment: since the “essence of politics is . . . struggle, the recruitment of allies 
and of a voluntary following,” it is impossible to get training in this diffi  cult art 
“under the career system of the Obrigkeitsstaat [the administrative state].”73

For Weber, over the long run, rationalization of social relationships runs 
counter to all forms of political democracy. At fi rst, he allows, political democ-
ratization tends to increase and enhance social rationalization, for it encour-
ages the notion that all individuals are to be treated on the same basis. But 
political decisionmaking procedures, he insists, are, ultimately, nonrational. 
Th e tendency to rationalization, therefore, will be to reduce the importance 
of practices such as voting in favor of more thoroughly rationalized and rule-
 governed processes. To the degree that this happens, specifi cally “human” so-
lutions (ones that involve persons and, thus, rest on ultimately nonrational 
choices) will be increasingly devalued.

Th ey will be att acked on the grounds that they are irrational, or nonra-
tional, means to an end. Th e att ack, however, will also be an att ack on the idea 
that the means for social policies should be human means. Rules that make, or 
appear to make, a claim to universality in eff ect deny the historical and human 
quality of decisions and policies. Weber writes: “It is decisive for the specifi c 
nature of modern loyalty to an offi  ce, that, in the pure type, it does not estab-
lish a relation to a person, like a vassal’s or disciple’s faith in feudal or patrimo-
nial relations of authority. Modern loyalty is devoted to an impersonal func-
tional purpose.”74 For Weber, there is a real danger that persons and, thus, the 
nonrational—magic—will be eliminated from the modern world.

S P E C I A L I S T S  W I T H O U T  S P I R I T

One should note at this point, however, that Weber is caught in a paradox. Th e 
historical nature of human beings in the present is to increasingly be without 



M A X  W E B E R ,  M A G I C ,  A N D  O B J E C T I V I T Y  — 117

75. It remains much more the case today than we oft en admit. On a small level, does one not feel a bit 
of resentment at those who go through the fi rst class line at airport security checks—or entitlement if one 
is so blessed?

76. Weber, Wirtschaft  und Gesellschaft , 661/ Economy and Society, 975.

a historical nature. Before exploring his approach to this paradox, a number of 
additional factors that complicate the world even more must be examined.

In relation to the conduct of political and social life, the entire quality of 
human relations is aff ected by the rationalization of society. Weber notes that 
rationalization tends to promote situations where business is discharged ac-
cording to calculable rules and without regard for persons. Furthermore, the 
notion of legitimacy that corresponds to this patt ern of authority tends to re-
inforce it in the minds of those subject to it. We think, for instance, that there 
is something wrong, unjust, if an individual waiting to pay his or her bill at 
the cashier’s is given special treatment (be it positive or negative) because of 
power, race, sex, gender, religion, or social origin (or any other category). In 
this case, the person would have been treated in terms of his or her particular 
characteristics, that is, not in terms of universal categories. Even one hundred 
years ago in the West, this would have been a common occurrence.75 What we 
want is for everyone to be treated the same—there are att ractive things about 
bureaucracy and the rationalized patt ern of authority, and one of them is that 
it makes situations predictable and, hence, controlled.

Th ese processes extend themselves into other realms. Th e discharge of 
business without regard for persons—sine ira et studio—is “also the watch-
word of the marketplace and, in general, of all pursuits of naked economic 
interests.” Hence, the bureaucratization of society means, in fact, the domina-
tion of those classes (defi ned in purely economic terms here) that will profi t 
from the market, that is, of the rich. Weber continues explicitly: “If the prin-
ciple of the free market is not at the same time restricted, [this] means the uni-
versal domination of the ‘class situation.’ ”76 Bureaucratization, in other words, 
tends to encourage the domination of the market over politics, or, more pre-
cisely, over what is left  of politics.

A Marxist analysis might have said that the domination of politics over 
markets encourages bureaucratization. Weber and Marx see the same things, 
but, as they arrive at their diagnoses from very diff erent paths, their conclu-
sions are correspondingly diff erent. In particular, Weber does not understand 
class consciousness as resulting from the obvious domination of politics by 
economics. Rather, he argues, no common consciousness is formed. When 
persons are eliminated and replaced with roles, there is no need for a common 
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consciousness: “In its specifi c qualities, so agreeable to capitalism, bureaucracy de-
velops the more perfectly the more it is ‘dehumanized,’ the more completely it suc-
ceeds in eliminating fr om offi  cial business love, hatred, and all purely personal, and 
in particular all irrational and emotional elements which escape calculation. Th is 
is appraised as its special virtue by capitalism.”77 Th e word for dehumanized is 
entmenschlicht, which also carries the sense of “brutalize.”

Bureaucracy is, thus, the front of a great historical process of rationalization 
that has as its consequence the increasing destruction of aff ective or status re-
lations between individuals and the progressive domination of the economic 
over the political.78 Th e bureaucrat is, in fact, the vanguard of history, implic-
itly a participant in a vast revolutionary process that has totally transformed 
all relationships. Weber sketches this out in the last pages of the “Bureaucracy” 
section of Economy and Society. Th e democratic ethos is tied in with specifi c 
substantive questions (on rights, e.g.) that are not a necessary part of a ra-
tional legal system.79 As a rational legal system is instrumentally oriented, it 
can make use of rights and so forth, but rights are clearly only instruments 
to its instrumentality. In fact, Weber claims, instrumentality has become the 
world- historical Zweck for the West. Where there arises a confl ict between the 
substantive parts of the democratic ethos—treating an individual, not only 
fairly, but also with dignity, for example—there also arises an incompatibility 
between bureaucratic procedures and democracy. Th is incompatibility will 
most especially be of importance to those in the lower classes since, by what 
we noted above, they will be increasingly subject to those who have money, to 
those classes, that is, who will naturally come to dominate the bureaucracy.

Th is is a litt le- known part of Weber where, although in no ways Marxist, he 
deals with the same constellation of circumstances as does Marx. He writes: 
“In particular, the propertyless masses especially are not served by the for-
mal ‘equality before the law’ and the ‘calculable’ adjudication and administra-
tion demanded by bourgeois interests.”80 Th us, for Weber, those who suff er 
the most under the bureaucracy from the historical process are the working 
classes. Th is is a far more complex argument than most standard arguments 
about the rise of mass society. It is a mistake to see Weber’s position as not-
ing with a sad gray regret the decline of the aristocracy and the rise of the 
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plebs and faceless anonymity. He is, rather, reasserting an argument that he 
had made elsewhere against Gustav Schmoller, Wilhelm Roscher, and others81 
to the eff ect that, although it is in the nature of the bureaucracy to be “neutral” 
and instrumental, it is not and cannot be the practice of the bureaucracy to so 
remain. In fact, Weber argues that the practice of bureaucratic domination 
goes “hand in hand with the concentration of the material means of manage-
ment in the hand of the master”82 and that this process occurs in both business 
and public organizations.

Th is is the central development of modern society. As Robert Eden has 
pointed out, to live by the division of labor as a member of the bureaucracy is 
to partake of the most widespread revolutionary process in the world.83 Marx 
had argued in the Communist Manifesto that it was in the nature and to the 
glory of the bourgeoisie that it wipe out all structures that threatened to be-
come permanent. “All that is solid melts into thin air,” he wrote, signifying by 
that that the Faustian urge of the bourgeoisie would tolerate nothing to re-
main in the form it was in, neither human relations nor commodities.84 We-
ber’s vision is a cousin to Marx’s, but with real family diff erences. It is also 
true for him that, as expressed socially in rationalized structures, bourgeois 
society tends to eliminate anything that is solid. But the “solids” that melt—
love, friendship, passion, hatred, marriage, honor, and so forth—are specifi -
cally human relations, not just those of the stages prior to the full realization 
of the bourgeoisie. For Weber, the bureaucracy leaves nothing as it was and 
transforms previous orders into its own rational vision. To be a bureaucrat is, 
not only not to be a person, but also to participate in a world- historical trans-
formation of the world, far more extensive than any that particular political 
groups or parties could advocate. Bureaucrats are the locomotive of the train 
of historical rationalism, destroying all other structures of domination. Th is 
is the struggle between the “specialist” type of man and the “cultivated man.” 
Th e former is in the process of replacing the latt er.85
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Rationalization and bureaucratization are ensured both an objective and a 
subjective basis of perpetuation. As Weber remarks at the end of Th e Protes-
tant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: “Th e Puritan wanted to work in a call-
ing; we are forced to do so. For when asceticism was carried out of monastic 
cells into everyday life, and began to dominate world morality, it did its part 
in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern economic order.”86 In such 
conditions, ruling is impossible without a bureaucracy.87 Furthermore, Weber 
tells us, since bureaucracy bears no necessary relation to any given political 
economic system, the drive toward perpetuation will take place under both 
socialist and capitalist states.88

Weber implies—indeed, asserts—that under no foreseeable conditions will 
life in other than a rationalized society henceforth be possible. Here, his att i-
tude toward the division of labor is importantly diff erent from that of his other 
two great social scientist contemporaries, Marx and Durkheim. Th e dream of 
doing away with an enforced division of labor that had att racted Marx as well 
as the utopian socialists seems to Weber pointless. Th ere was no hope for what 
Lenin was at about the same period to foresee, the slow reemergence of “the 
elementary rules of social life that have been known for centuries.”89 We live, 
rather, in the image made famous at the end of Th e Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism, in an “iron cage,” or, in a bett er translation, a “steel casing” 
(stahlhartes Gehäuse) outside of which there is nothing we can see.

Nor does Weber think, as did Emile Durkheim, that the social division of 
labor is necessary because society and justice are found on it.90 Rather, Weber 
thinks, as does Marx, that the historical process and not the functional basis 
of society is the most important thing to look at in understanding the human 
world. He thinks that rationalization—a form of theodicy—is the force that 
is the animation of history and that no one has a choice, if they are honest with 
themselves, but to acknowledge themselves as a subject of that force. Th us, 
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what Marx had seen as the source of our alienation—the socially forced and 
necessary division of labor—is, in fact, for Weber the fundamental precondi-
tion and characteristic of our life.91 It is still alienation for Weber, but with the 
diff erence that there is nothing else to in fact be alienated from. Th us, we can 
no more live without the division of labor implied by bureaucracy than we can 
get off  the track of history.92

Th ere is no way around this problem. Th e inevitability of bureaucracy has 
nothing to do with its power or potential power. Indeed, Weber wrote to his 
friend and student Michels in November 1906 that “indispensability in the 
economic process means nothing, absolutely nothing in the power position 
and power chances of the class.”93 Th e importance of the bureaucracy derives 
solely from the fact that it comes to structure alterations in its own image, and 
the ruler, Weber says, is helpless unless “he fi nds support in Parliament,” that 
is, from an outside and nonrational source.94

We have been examining the historical characteristics of the world that 
govern the signifi cance we can att ribute to cultural phenomena. How, then, 
do beings such as those described above—ourselves—understand the world 
while fully acknowledging their position in it? If, as noted above, the world 
for Weber is inexhaustible chaos, then the source and validity of the under-
standing of this world must be derived, not from “facts” about the world, but 
fr om the quality of character of the person of knowledge. Th is is Weber’s rejection 
of the positivism I described above. What kind a person must one be—what 
must one have acknowledged about one’s historicity—in order to be able to 
make, to be entitled to make, objective claims about our condition? It is a 
question that he will also ask about the person who truly has politics as a vo-
cation: “What kind of a human being must one be to have the right to grasp 
the spokes of the wheel of history?”95



C H A P T E R  T H R E E — 122

96. Weber, Wissenschaft slehre, 191/ Th e Methodology of the Social Sciences, 90.
97. Ibid., 192/ 91.
98. See Th omas Kuhn, “A Function for Th ought Experiments,” in Th e Essential Tension: Selected Studies 

in Scientifi c Tradition and Change (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 240– 65.

H O W  T O  S E E  T H E  W O R L D  O B J E C T I V E L Y

Th e answer is best approached by an examination of the ability to elaborate 
what Weber calls ideal types. Much has been writt en both for and against this 
notion, but the role of the ideal type in establishing the right to make claims 
about the world has generally been overlooked. Th e ideal type is, for Weber, 
an artifi cial construction—like Geist, of which it is the paradigmatic form, it 
is not found but built. Th erefore, he says, it is a “utopia,” intended, not to de-
scribe or refl ect reality, but rather to provide for an “unambiguous means of 
expression to such a description.”96 Weber seems to mean by this that there 
has never been in history any set of circumstances that looked just like capi-
talism—at most we can have a picture of the spirit of capitalism. Rather, We-
ber’s elaboration of capitalism derives from his own ability to understand and 
accept himself as a historical being, under the compulsions of his age. Th e 
spirit of capitalism is, thus, the assemblage “into a unifi ed ideal picture” of all 
those traits that “in their singularity draw upon and respond to [entnommen] 
their truth from the signifi cant [bedeutungsvoll] traits of our culture.”97 It is a 
thought experiment98 that has as its aim to make sense of all our experiences 
that we are able to acknowledge. At the beginning of Th e Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber had found himself placed under compulsion to 
investigate the rationalization process. Th e whole rhetorical structure of the 
book has as its aim to allow him at the end hermeneutically to close the circle 
of his thought and reaffi  rm the compulsion with which he had started the 
book. Th e Puritan had had a choice, but we moderns are compelled to live in 
the rationalized world.

From this conclusion, three claims follow. First, to the degree that we are 
aware of the inchoate complexities that make up who we are, our construc-
tion of ideal types will be bett er. Self- knowledge is the prerequisite for doing 
good social science in that it allows us to know what parts of our self construct 
the world we encounter. It is the case, not that we factor our subjectivity out, 
but that we know that we have it in. Th is was not a trivial matt er for Weber. 
When, aft er the “Science as a Vocation” lecture, the jurist Richard Th oma 
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asked Weber why he learned so much and what his vast knowledge meant, he 
responded: “I want to see how much I can bear.”99

Second, the ideal type has a moral intent integral to Weber’s scientifi c one. 
It compels the acknowledgment of one’s own stance and status and, thus, 
keeps one from pretending to a transcendence to which one is not entitled. In 
“Science as a Vocation,” speaking of the origins of the ideal type, Weber writes 
that there appeared “in Greece, for the fi rst time, a handy means by which one 
could put the logical screws on somebody so that he could not come out with-
out admitt ing either that he knew nothing or that this and nothing else was the 
truth.” “Th us,” Weber continues, “if we are competent in our pursuit . . . we can 
force the individual, or at least we can help him, to give himself an account of 
the ultimate meaning of his own conduct.”100

Finally, the criterion for a “bett er” ideal type will be power and not truth. 
“Th ere is,” he notes, “only one standard: that of success in the recognition 
[Erkenntnis] of concrete cultural phenomena in their interdependence, their 
causal determination [ursachliches Bedingtheit] and their signifi cance.” By 
power, Weber means here how many observations about the world can be 
brought under discipline as “facts.” Th e tool for this, the ideal type, is a “clearly 
thought out” construct:101 it is this clarity that allows it to construct for us a 
historical and human realm that functions in the same manner as a transcen-
dent noumenal realm would. In Kant, in order to account for the fact that we 
make sense to each other (as we clearly do), the existence of the noumenal 
realm had to be accepted, despite the fact that direct apprehension of it was 
not possible. In Weber, the ideal type plays the role of the noumenal realm; its 
status, however, is completely “this- sided.”

Th e knowledge we obtain from using the ideal type will be objective as an 
ordering of the world in categories whose power it is to show ourselves to our-
selves as meaningful beings. It functions in a transcendent manner in that it 
shows us why it is our necessary human burden to make sense. We do not, as 
with Kant, make sense because of qualities that we have naturally. Rather, in 
Weber, the equivalent of the noumenal realm is itself a historical product and 
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can be grasped only through his kind of historical sociology. Toward the end 
of the “Objectivity” essay, Weber writes: “Th e objective validity of all knowl-
edge of experience [Erfahrungswissen] rests on and only on the ordering of 
given reality according to categories which are subjective in a specifi c sense, 
namely as presenting the presuppositions of our knowledge and are tied to 
the presupposition of the value of that truth which the knowledge of experi-
ence alone is able to give us.”102 Objective knowledge thus rests on a “presup-
position.” What is this presupposition? To be capable of gaining objective, 
thus common, knowledge, Weber notes, we must share this presupposition, 
which can only be a presupposition given or made available to us by our his-
tory. He goes on immediately to make an extraordinary assertion. To anyone 
by whom “this truth is not valued—and the belief in the value of a scientifi c 
[wissenschaft licher] truth is the product of a given culture and not given in 
nature [Naturgegebenes]—to him we have nothing to off er of the means [Mit-
teln] of our science.”103

Th us: To be able to have accepted objective truth as a criterion for one’s own life 
means to be a man of science; however, as Weber informs us in “Science as a Vo-
cation,” that also means having accepted what historical sociology enforces on us: 
the permanence of the division of labor, the necessity of specialization, the demagi-
fi cation of the world, the end of amateurishness. To have accepted and acknowl-
edged as oneself these qualities of the modern world means to have accepted 
as oneself the position of member of the professional middle classes, of the 
bourgeoisie. Th erefore, to have understood and acknowledged oneself as a bour-
geois is a precondition for being able responsibly to make a claim to scientifi c truth. 
Only such a person can face what Weber calls the “fate of the times,” which he 
enjoins us to “bear like men.”104

But what is it, one should ask, that the (bourgeois) truth seeker bears? It is 
precisely not the dispassionate image of the social scientist, such as that pre-
sented by Edward Shils in the introduction to his translation of the Methodol-
ogy. It is a demand that one take on oneself the various and now irreconcilable 
fragments into which the modern world has been shatt ered. It is, for Weber, as 
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if our world had returned to a state before there was coherence, not that it had 
moved to a new and diff erent one:

It is as it was in antiquity before the world had been divested of the magic of 
its gods and demons, only in a diff erent sense. Just as the Greek would bring 
a sacrifi ce at one time to Aphrodite and at another to Apollo, and, above all, 
to the gods of his own city, people do likewise today. Only now the gods 
have been deprived of the magical and mythical, but inwardly true qualities 
that gave them such vivid immediacy [der mythischen, aber innerlich wahren 
Plastik jenes Verhaltens]. . . . Th e destiny of our culture, however, is that we 
shall once again become more clearly conscious of this situation aft er a mil-
lennium in which our allegedly or supposedly exclusive reliance on the glo-
rious pathos of the Christian ethic had blinded us to it.105

For Weber, as for Nietzsche in Beyond Good and Evil,106 and contrary to a mil-
lennium of Christianity, we must refuse to make sense of the whole world and 
must take that meaninglessness on us as far as we can. Since for Weber the 
world does not and cannot of itself cohere, the danger that confronts us is that 
we are going to be tempted to make it cohere and that we will do so with in-
suffi  cient self- knowledge, in, as it were, an uncontrolled fashion. While Nietz-
sche and Weber are oft en—indeed, usually—taken to be the opposites of 
each other, Nietzsche representing an excess of subjectivism and self- creation, 
Weber standing in as the poster child for the dispassionate social scientist, dis-
tanced from his subject matt er and unaff ected by who he is, the fact that they 
both give center stage to the encounter with a world for which one can iden-
tify no fi nal meaning means that their starting points are much closer to each 
other than the standard caricature would have it.

If we move to the realm of politics, important consequences follow from 
this position. Th ere is fi rst of all a political dilemma: the demands of the time 
require that all people take on themselves what is properly theirs to do and 
seek no meaning beyond that. Th is, of course, will not link them together—
they will not be a true people. A politically “mature” people, he tells us at the 
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end of “Parliament and Governance,” is a “masterly people” (Herrenvolk). Th is 
is a people that has “in its own hand the control of the management of its cir-
cumstances and through its elected representatives a decisive voice in the se-
lection of its political leader.”107 Today, most of this is lacking. From the end 
of “Science as a Vocation”: “Nor is it a matt er of chance that today it is only in 
the smallest groups [Gemeinschaft skreise], between individual human beings, 
pianissimo, that you fi nd the pulsing beat that in bygone days heralded the 
prophetic spirit that swept through great communities like a fi re storm and 
welded them together.”108

Weber’s analysis of the social and economic conditions of advanced in-
dustrial societies and of Germany in particular had indicated, fi rst, that an 
increasingly large group of people will suff er economically under the struc-
tural developments in such societies—the working class being especially op-
pressed—and, second, that, as the world becomes demagifi ed, there will de-
velop an increasingly large group of those who suff er from that process and 
for whom any integrated sense of their world will suffi  ce. Hence, the problem 
that fundamentally shapes modern politics—not necessarily for the good—
becomes that of theodicy, to fi nd an answer to the question, “Why do I suf-
fer?” As we will see in chapter 6, there are the elements of a political theology 
in Weber analogous to that in Carl Schmitt .

Weber must pay special att ention to the dynamics of how new communi-
ties get formed, for get formed they certainly will. His understanding is that 
the only dynamic available to modern society is the political “prophet,” the 
charismatic leader who can resolve the epistemological nihilism in which hu-
mans fi nd themselves.

Much has been writt en in criticism of Weber on this count, with, as noted, 
the most extreme version being that by Mommsen, who accused Weber of lay-
ing the groundwork for fascism.109 Weber certainly holds out a hope for the 
charismatic plebiscitarian leader, but he also, I think, establishes such strin-
gent criteria that such a leader must meet as to make the actual acceptance 
of such a leader close to impossible. What is oft en ignored here is that, on 
this score, his mode immediately becomes Augustinian. In 410, Augustine had 
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with great circumspection come to the conclusion over the course of his con-
fl ict with the followers of Bishop Donatus that under certain conditions co-
ercion should and could be used in the name of Christian love. Th e salvation 
of souls was of an importance so paramount that humans could be coerced 
against their immediate (and misunderstanding) wills to accept baptism. Th is 
raised immediately the question of who should do the coercing, that is, of the 
qualities that a prince must have. Augustine argued that only those who were 
acting from true love could be entitled to use such coercion.110

In a similar manner, in “Politics as a Vocation,” Weber discusses the per-
sonal characteristics—the character—that the political leader must have in 
order to be entitled to act so as to weld people together into a community. 
Under what conditions does the political leader exist? Th e answer is that he 
exists under the same as everyone else, except that he has the ability to “bear” 
it. In “Politics as a Vocation,” Weber spends much time describing both the 
bureaucratization of the world and the necessity of accepting it while con-
comitantly insisting on the reality that we are “placed into diff erent life- orders, 
each under diff erently understood laws.”111 Th e premises of the political sphere 
are, thus, approximately those of the scientifi c one. Any action, including a 
political action, will constitute an att ribution of meaning; we know that all 
general claims to meaning are invalid; yet the world is fi lled with those who 
have not the self- discipline to hold unto themselves the world in all its chaos. 
We must make something of the world and not take our action as other than 
it is. “Seeing how much I can bear” is the premise of facing both the scientifi c 
and the political worlds as they are.

What, then, do we make of the rage of those who claim that they love (in 
Weber’s list) “the future of socialism,” or “international peace,” or “fatherland” 
more than their souls?112 Th is formulation gives us, according to Weber, the 
problem as it now stands: What are we to make of those who claim to be able 
to use violence in the name of a transformation of the chaos of the world? At 
a slightly more conceptual level, this is, for Weber, the problem of those who 
claim to be morally justifi ed in their political actions.

For Weber, it is in the nature of morality that any particular claim must be 
subsumable under a general claim. For instance, the claim “I promise to meet 



C H A P T E R  T H R E E — 128

113. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, introduction to From Max Weber, 41– 42.
114. “Man is born free and is everywhere in chains. How did this situation come about? I do not know. 

How can it be made legitimate? I think I can provide an answer” ( Jean- Jacques Rousseau, Du contrat social, 
in Oeuvres complètes, 5 vols. [Paris: Pléiade, 1961– 95], 3:351).

115. See Stanley Hoff mann, “Rousseau on War and Peace,” American Political Science Review 57, no. 2 
( June 1963): 317– 33.

116. See Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Gesammelte Politische Schrift en, 557/ Vocation Lectures, 89. 
See also the analogous recognition in Arno Mayer, From Wilson to Lenin: Political Origins of the New Diplo-
macy, 1917– 1918 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1959), chap. 1.

117. See John Schaar, “Legitimacy in the Modern State,” in Power and Community: Dissenting Essays in 
Political Science, ed. Philip Green and Sanford Levinson (New York: Pantheon, 1969).

you at four o’clock” must be derivable from a general and abstract claim that 
“one ought to keep one’s promises.” Among other things, ethical situations 
have the characteristic of requiring of their players that reasons be off ered 
when ethical principles are infringed. If I do not meet you, I must off er an ex-
cuse as to why not. Th at excuse will very likely be an explanation of what kept 
me from meeting you such that it was not my fault that I stood you up. Politics, 
however, cannot, for Weber, be the realm in which the failure to complete a 
particular action (or the unintended consequences of a particular action) can 
be excused. No true leader can ever plead intentions or off er eff ective excuses. 
Th e exchange he held with General Quartermaster (of the defeated German 
armies) Ludendorff  aft er the First World War in which Weber calls on Luden-
dorff  to sacrifi ce himself for events that were not his “fault” makes this plain.113 
It does no good in politics to plead that one did not mean it, and, since politics 
is the legitimate use of violence, the only question can be, “What might make 
it legitimate?” Politics is not the province of the immature.

When Rousseau had famously confronted this question in the beginning 
of the Social Contract,114 his answer had been to elaborate the boundaries of 
legitimacy in volitional time and space, that is, to lay the ground for the le-
gitimacy of the modern state. Weber seems to suggest that this solution has 
come to an end. Before, legitimacy stopped at borders and was recognized as 
doing so. (Th is is why international politics was such a threat for Rousseau.)115 
In the modern age, however, where borders are of less importance and ide-
ologies transcend national boundaries,116 the very possibility of legitimacy is 
central. Weber does not, I think, argue, as some commentators claim, that the 
legitimate is what people accept.117 Weber’s fear, rather, is precisely the fact 
that there is nothing that the people will fi nd to be legitimate, that they will 
not have the criteria by which to recognize legitimacy, and, thus, that they 
will turn to almost anything. (In somewhat the same spirit, Oswald Spengler 
suggested, aft er Hitler’s rise to the chancellorship, that “Wir brauchen einen 
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Helden, nicht einen Heldentenor.”)118 Th e course of legitimacy must come, in 
politics as it had in religion, from “true” prophecy.119

H E R O E S  A N D  H Y P O C R I T E S

Weber’s account here is both frustrating and enticing. Th e true political leader, 
who is entitled to lead a state (i.e., to make reality for others), must “become 
conscious of these ethical paradoxes and of his responsibility for what can be-
come of himself under their pressure.”120 Th e danger that threatens is that of 
succumbing to the “diabolic.” Indeed, anyone will be “helplessly taken over” 
(hilfl os preisgegeben) by the devil unless “he sees him.” (It is an old Teutonic 
belief that the devil will get you unless you see him before he sees you.)

Th is is a matt er of grasping the consequences that will befall one from one’s 
actions. Here, the focus in Weber moves to the notion of maturity. Th is ability 
to see what may become of oneself derives, not from age, or from even experi-
ence, but from a kind of Aristotelian notion of maturity. “A man, whether old 
or young in years,” is how Weber refers to him, drawing on and revising Aris-
totle’s Nicomachean Ethics.121 Weber, however, sees the maturity in terms dif-
ferent from those in which Aristotle had. It is a kind of “trained relentlessness” 
(geschulte Rucksichtlösigkeit) in looking at the realities of the world, a refusal 
to avoid anything. It is an insistence that all possible targets, be they obscure 
social scientists or the top political leaders of Germany, be ruthlessly att acked. 
(Th e only exception that Weber will make to this is for friends, such as Rob-
ert Michels.) We will see the same approach in Lenin, but without the excep-
tion for friends. But, just as “historical materialism is not a cab to be taken at 
will,”122 so also is the lot of the historical sociologist to deal with all aspects of 
the world that his science makes available to him.

Tellingly, this trained relentlessness gives one the ability to face the reali-
ties of life and “bear and be adequate to them inwardly as an adult” (sie zu er-
tragen und ihnen innerlich gewachsen zu sein). Weber’s metaphor is important 
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and telling here. Anyone who cannot so do is still a “political infant.” Indeed, 
“nine out of ten” of those whom Weber meets are such, even when—perhaps 
especially when—they claim to be “mature.”

It is at this point that Weber introduces his term for those who cannot face 
the realities of the world as a grown-up. In the political realm, they are Gesin-
nungspolitiker, a word oft en translated as politicians of conviction,123 but bet-
ter rendered as politicians of disposition or ideologists. Th ese are those who in-
terpret the world in such a manner so as to avoid facing the realities of their 
position in and especially the consequences that their actions will entail for 
the world. Th ose who claim that they are going to eradicate the “false and the 
base,” says Weber, are “spiritual lightweights” who have “become enraptured 
with romantic sensations.”

For Weber, maturity—being an adult—is the recognition that any action 
taken is taken under circumstances where the consequences of that action, not 
only are not apparent, but also do not over the long term add up to make sense 
(as Hegel had thought they would). Th e acceptance of this, and the avoidance 
of the plea of good intentions, no matt er what the outcome, is what distin-
guishes an adult from a child. Mistakes are to be att ributed to insuffi  cient skill 
and commitment. Politics, as Hannah Arendt remarked in a similar vein, “is 
not the nursery.” It does no good to say “I didn’t mean it.”124

What, then, does it mean to be mature? Weber presents the following as 
his summary of the qualities of character of those who have faced up to their 
historical position:

It is immeasurably moving when a mature [reif ] man—whether old or 
young in years—who truly feels this responsibility for consequences and 
acts with a whole soul in terms of the ethic of responsibility, arrives at some 
point where he says; “I can do no other; here I stand.” Th is is something 
truly moving [ergreift ]. For this situation truly must be possible at some 
point for each of us who is not inwardly dead. Insofar as the ethics of dispo-
sition and the ethics of responsibility are not absolute contraries, but com-
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plements, which only in combination constitute genuine persons [echten 
Menschen], one who can have the “calling for politics.”125

It is the condition of one’s soul that allows one to respond to, to be open 
to, a certain quality of action. Such action can be understood only in terms 
of itself: it makes no reference to anything outside itself. Th ose who deny 
themselves the possibility of such a reaction—say they are like Nietzsche’s 
Socrates—are not living human beings. Beyond this, a central point of this 
extraordinary paragraph is that one must act with “a whole soul” in terms of 
the ethics of responsibility. Th at means that all those components of one’s ac-
tion that are not done in terms of this ethic must be simply cast aside and not 
be part of one’s self. In other words, everything that I am must be expressed 
in terms of what I do.

One can see here, then, why Strauss might accuse Weber of nihilism. One 
can also see why Mommsen worried about the political consequences of We-
ber’s stance. What both fail to realize, however, is that such a response—a 
true aesthetic response—cannot or should not be taken easily. Th is is a choice 
somewhat analogous to the exhortation of the English Puritans (citing Josh. 
24:15) to “choose ye this day which God you shall serve.” Th at their English 
brethren insisted on deferring this choice was only a cause for disdain and re-
inforcement in the belief that, as Puritans, they were doing it right. To return 
to the Methodology passage already cited above, note that Weber insists on the 
choice: “Th e fruit of the tree of knowledge, which is distasteful to the compla-
cent but which is, nonetheless, inescapable, consists in nothing else but this: 
to know about every contradiction and thus to have to see that every single 
important activity and ultimately life as a whole, if it is not to be permitt ed to 
slip on as an event in nature but is instead to be consciously guided, is a series 
of ultimate decisions through which the soul—as in Plato—chooses its own 
fate, that is, the meaning of its activity and existence.”126 Here, we see the aes-
thetic basis of the Weberian notion of maturity. Th e person is a work, a con-
scious delimiting of the world so as to make possible its perfection, and the 
choices of one’s fate that make up that person constitute, if done with ruthless 
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self- honesty, an ideal world by which to judge the present. As noted above, the 
fi nal justifi cation of the leader with a calling for politics who is entitled to lay 
hands on the “spokes of the wheel of history” are Luther’s words before the 
Diet of Worms, understood here, not religiously, but aesthetically. In “Parlia-
ment and Governance,” some three years earlier, he had extended this under-
standing to the “politically mature people” he called a Herrenvolk. Only such 
“have the vocation to place their hands on the spokes that govern the devel-
opment of the world.”127

W H A T  A R E  T H E  I M P L I C A T I O N S  O F  T H I S  S T A N C E ?

It is clear that, for Weber, the man in this position has the entitlement to go be-
yond, or perhaps to do without, the demands and calls of morality. His actions 
are justifi ed simply in terms of his ontic self—the fact that he exists and is, 
thus, a being who has a claim to be understood. Most actions, Weber is quite 
clear, do not spring from this level. Th ough we are all beings that are, our ac-
tivity responds to a “higher” or more “superfi cial” level, in the sense that the 
actions correspond, not to how we are, but to something like how we would 
like to think of ourselves or who we would like to think ourselves to be. Th ese 
are the ethics of disposition.

It is also clear that Weber does not think that the possibility of having a call-
ing for politics is available to anyone, for any reason at any time. Th e Augus-
tinian emphasis on character, here appearing as the idea of maturity, requires, 
not only that certain tests be met if one is to claim such entitlement, but also 
that one be suspicious of any claim that one may make of oneself.128 Weber 
is, here, the modernist Protestant, a position not the less powerful for being 
identifi ed in older terms. He immediately warns his audience in “Politics as a 
Vocation” that a test of the justifi cation of making such claims will take at least 
ten years of passage through the “polar night of icy darkness and hardness,” 
through which few have passed without succumbing to temptations. To have 
succumbed to these temptations means, for Weber, not to have “measured up 



M A X  W E B E R ,  M A G I C ,  A N D  O B J E C T I V I T Y  — 133

129. Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Gesammelte Politische Schrift en, 560/ Vocation Lectures, 93.
130. Ibid.
131. Ibid., 505/ 32. Entt äuschen permits the double meaning of “take away illusions” and “disappoint.” I 

give it here as fr ustrate, the excellent fi nd of Rodney Livingstone, the translator of the Vocation Lectures.
132. Indeed, Weber is inversely explicit: “Why should we not do this?” (“Science as a Vocation,” in 

Wissenschaft slehre, 601/ Vocation Lectures, 20).

to the world as it really is in its everyday routine,”129 that is, in its tedious, un-
heroic, slow, alltäglich quality—precisely those qualities of the person I have 
called bourgeois.

Th e important and oft en missed point here is that, for Weber, for most hu-
mans life is, or should be, routine; the most dangerous thing that people can 
do is to think that they can do more than what is before them—to have a mod-
ern version of hubris or original sin. He notes that, since most of us are not 
“sober [schlicht] heroes,” we must go about “our daily work”—which is to be 
the rationalized beings that we are and are becoming.130

Weber is, rather, concerned to distance his audience from their desires, 
much in the manner that the man who truly has the vocation for politics must 
have a distance on himself. Th is concern manifests itself especially in the way 
that Weber’s texts refuse to engage the expectations of their audience. He gave 
the lecture “Politics as a Vocation” to an audience in Munich in early 1919. 
It was an audience caught up in the Bavarian revolution. Th e Soviet was in 
power. Th e lecture was a major event of the time. In the aft ermath of the de-
feat, Weber had, perhaps, more prestige than any other German fi gure. In the 
audience were, not only heady young students and distressed bourgeois, but 
also notables such as Rilke and Jaspers.

Weber begins this lecture by asserting that he is going to disappoint his au-
dience, that what they expected will not be forthcoming:

Der Vortrag, den ich auf Ihren Wunsch zu halten habe, wird Sie nach verschie-
denen Richtungen notwendig entt äuschen.

Th e lecture I shall give in response to your wishes will necessarily frustrate 
you in a number of diff erent ways.131

Weber fi nds his audience possessed with the need and the desire for an 
answer to the question of what is to be done.132 (Likewise, in the compan-
ion lecture, “Science as a Vocation,” he will address the audience’s desire to 
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overcome their anxieties about what can be known.) To make people come to 
terms with the actuality of their position in history—with what it means to 
be who they are—he cannot simply tell them that they are wrong; he must 
disillusion (entt äuschen) them.133 He will immediately give a defi nition of the 
state as “the monopoly of the control of the legitimate means of violence 
over a given territory.”134 Th is defi nition has passed almost canonically into 
English- language social science. What is generally not noticed is that Weber 
indicates that this is what we have to say “today” and that he insists on the 
question of territory. He is, in other words, opposing his defi nition to the 
kind of nationalism that started from a German Volksgeist and the sense of 
Germanness—the secret Germany of which fi gures like Stefan George and 
Ernst Kantorowicz sang and spoke. Th e defi nition of the state is part of his 
Entt äuschung—Eff ekt.135

Th e self- knowledge to which Weber’s text enjoins his audience as a prereq-
uisite does not take them out of the world. Instead, it throws them back into 
it and places their feet on their own ground. Contrary to Marx, who hoped to 
escape from the everyday minutiae of the division of labor, and contrary also 
to Emile Durkheim, who suggested that happiness was to be found in the di-
visions of labor, Weber seeks neither escape nor happiness.136 But he does fi nd 
in this world, as it is given to us as our history, the only possibility for human-
ness. It is worth noting here that similar considerations were at the basis of 
Nietzsche’s insistence that we are doomed by our genealogy to pursue truth. 
Where Nietzsche had concluded that this fate ends in nihilism, Weber tried, 
quite consciously,137 to counter these nihilistic conclusions.138

One may object to my portrait of Weber as presenting a man without sal-
vation and a world without redemption. What, then, one might retort, has be-
come of the portrait of the hero who appears seemingly so oft en in Weber’s 
writing? It would seem that, if Weber tries to show us how to “set to work to 
meet the demands of the day,” as it puts it at the end of the “Politics” lecture,139 
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he also and importantly gives us a portrait of a responsible Caesar who may 
make all things new.140

It is clear that there appears to be something correct in this portrait. Con-
sider the end of “Politics as a Vocation”: “It is absolutely true, and our entire 
historical experience confi rms it, that what is possible could never have been 
achieved unless people had tried again and again to achieve the impossible in 
this world. But the man who can do this must be a leader, and not only that 
he must be a hero—in a very literal sense.”141 Some actions do escape the ev-
eryday, the alltäglich: they are the actions of those who truly have the calling 
for politics, and they are, for Weber, something like works of art. Th ey provide 
the terms of their own justifi cation. Weber, however, is concerned to make 
sure that no one is able to claim this aesthetic entitlement easily, without, as 
it were, having earned it. Th e choice he gives us is one of fi re and ice—with 
no possibility of honestly being able to claim the fi re. For most of us, the truly 
honorable course consists in fi nding/ doing what is ours to do—our “damned 
duty”—with the recognition that this and only this can constitute an accep-
tance of our human condition. Knowing oneself is, for Weber, as much an im-
perative as it was for those pre- Platonic Greeks whom he seems to have ad-
mired. External conditions gave one multiple selves: the only answer was to 
restrict the self to that which could be controlled and refuse the rest.

In practice, this is the source of Weber’s insistence on specialization and 
professionalism. Th is insistence is on solving a problem for a self whose multi-
plicity and essential contestability has now become historically unavoidable. 
Weber is centrally concerned to avoid the easy claim to be able to act in the 
name of an other. In doing so, he gives us a very stark world that does not 
allow for action based on probable surmise or assured continuities. Sartre 
once wrote that probability is the necessary predicate of that which comes 
to be, meaning by this statement that all volitional activity is based on the 
proposition that what will be can be. Weber suggests that this claim does not 
hold, that the world has become demagifi ed—disenchanted—and petrifi ed. 
Only magic will change the structures, and, while we may hope for a magician, 
Weber is careful to make sure that we can never claim to be one and probably 
not claim to recognize one.
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And yet Weber’s language throughout the “Vocation” lectures becomes 
progressively more and more infl aming: he starts out with self- conscious ped-
antry and gradually develops distant rumbles and fi nally full- throated thun-
dering. Karl Löwith later recalled being shaken by Weber’s appearance: “His 
face, surrounded by an unkempt beard, reminded me of the somber glow of 
the prophetic fi gures of the Bamberg cathedral. . . . He spoke without notes 
and without pause. . . . Th e impact was stunning. Th e experience and knowl-
edge of a lifetime was condensed into these sentences.”142 Immanuel Birn-
baum likewise remembered that the “Science” lecture became a “confession” 
that “burst from the speaker’s breast in jerky explosions.”143 Th e eff ect of the 
lecture on an audience of students has to have been at least complex. On the 
one hand, Weber seems to be saying hold back. To the question, “What is to 
be done?” his answer was, “Probably nothing.” On the other hand, there is an 
existential excitement in the culminating crescendo of each lecture. Th e audi-
ence is urged to fi nd the demon that “holds the very fi bers” of one’s life. To 
bring this matt er more to light, I turn to a brief comparison between Nietzsche 
and Weber on the relation of morality to the political realm.



I N T E R LU D E

“What Have We to Do 
with Morals?”

Weber and Nietzsche on the Politics of Morality

You are . . . men of sin, whom destiny . . . has caused to belch you up.

Shakespeare, Th e Tempest

I N  M Y  D I S C U S S I O N  O F  N I E T Z S C H E ,  I  P L A C E D  L I T T L E  E M P H A S I S  O N 

what he has to say about morality. Indeed, a tacit theme of that chapter (to be 
developed more fully as this book goes along) concerns Nietzsche’s profound 
ambivalence about the moral point of view. It is not that he thinks we should 
rob and rape and kill but that he thinks that the reasons that we (Western-
ers) have given ourselves for not doing so are in themselves dangerous. If one 
thinks in a moral structure aft er the death of God, one can, Nietzsche argues, 
justify anything. And the history of the past century (and, alas, this one) tends 
to confi rm that.

To pursue this question further, I want here to confront Weber with Nietz-
sche specifi cally on the question of morality. Th is is not a trivial matt er as 
Nietzsche has oft en been and still is designated a forerunner and enabler of 
fascism; the same is true for Weber. Th e matt er is made more complex for I 
have argued in the preceding chapters that in the last two decades the English-
 language study of Max Weber has been transformed. Th e Weber I presented 
was, I might say, Nietzschean in that I read him as responding both episte-
mologically and politically to Nietzsche. Weber sought to grasp the full sig-
nifi cance of his historical thrownness into the world as a Western bourgeois 
without ever seeking to escape from his historical condition. He understood 
the world to be ultimately chaos that had to be tamed by the person of knowl-
edge; he was a man who had only scorn for those who could not face the moral 
nihilism of the present like men.
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But there is also in this a kind of curious hanging back on Weber’s part: “It 
is true that the path of human destiny must break on those who gaze on a por-
tion of it with heartrending dismay. But anyone so aff ected would do well to 
keep his small personal commentaries to himself, as one does before the sight 
of the ocean and the high mountains, unless he knows himself to be called 
and gift ed for an artistic formation or a prophetic claim [zu künstlerischer For-
mung oder zu prophetischer Forderung].”1 Weber is oft en compared favorably to 
Nietzsche for precisely this kind of remark. It may be that he was conscious of 
the dangers to and of Western civilization in the fi n de siècle: but (it is said) 
he showed a sense of proportion, an “inner distance.”2 And, indeed, just at the 
moment that the force and logic of his argument have led him to the space in 
which the prophetic or artistic voice is appropriate, he pulls back. Th e tension 
here is one we have seen—it is between what his learning has enforced on him 
and the fi nding of words suffi  cient to that understanding. At this moment, and 
at similar moments at the end of the “Vocation” essays, Weber expresses a cau-
tion about saying more, as if anything that he might say would necessarily be 
wrong, or irresponsible, or misunderstood. His stance seems to be that of one 
who is not entitled to such speech. If he spent his life in part coming to terms 
not only with Marx but most especially with Nietzsche,3 what is it that leads 
him at junctions like this to be so resistant to sounding like Nietzsche?4

Wolfgang Schluchter has explored this topic in a preliminary manner. His 
essay on the “Wissenschaft  als Beruf ” address is a central contribution, it seems 
to me, to the understanding of the relation and diff erence between Weber and 
Nietzsche.5 I should like to explore it somewhat further in the context clos-
est to it, namely, each writer’s major “metaethical” (dare one use such a term 
with these men?) writing. “Die Wirtschaft sethik der Weltreligionen” and Zur 
Genealogie der Moral are the obvious texts to question here. Nietzsche’s pres-
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ence in the former text has oft en been remarked on, but there has been, to my 
knowledge, no real comparison of the two writings, with the partial exception 
of two pages in Bryan Turner’s For Weber.6

Let me briefl y assert here about Nietzsche what I have argued at greater 
length elsewhere.7 Th e Genealogy of Morals presents its reader with a picture of 
the developmental structure of what Nietzsche understands as the moral way 
of grasping the world. It is not for him the case that morality is bunk, a fake. It 
is, rather, (all too) real. Aft er a servile moral way of being- in-the- world made 
it impossible for the masterly moral way to continue, it came to dominate the 
world, if only out of lack of opposition. Morality is, in fact, the way that we 
grasp the world, Nietzsche says, and we will continue to do so for the reasons 
that we fi rst did. It allows us to make sense of the world; it justifi es our position 
in the world to us (including our unhappinesses). If we did not experience the 
world morally, Nietzsche asserts, we would run the risk of not experiencing it 
at all—we lose the selves that we are. We think, Nietzsche suggests, that any-
thing is bett er than the loss of one’s self.

Th e polemic—he calls the book a Streitschrift —in the Genealogy is, thus, 
not a facile “morals is bunk” approach. Rather, Nietzsche is desperately con-
cerned that, in a day and age aft er the death of God, that is, in an age in which 
moral self- justifi cation is even less restrained by a nonhuman dimension than 
it has been in the past, humans who approach the world morally will come 
to justify anything. It is precisely because Socrates had it right—no one does 
what he or she thinks is evil—that anything will be declared and justifi ed as 
good.8

Where does Weber stand in relation to considerations such as these? I want 
to argue that his apparent moderation may be more of a source of anxiety 
to us than appears at fi rst glance. Th e article known as “Die Wirtschaft sethik 
der Weltreligionen,” or “Th e Economic Ethic of the World Religions” (given 
in the Gerth and Mills translation as “Th e Social Psychology of World Reli-
gions”), appeared in the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft  in separate parts, starting 
in the year 1915. In it, Weber sought to explore in the various world religions 
the “direction giving elements in the mode of life [Lebensführung] of various 
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social strata” that have given the practical ethics of those strata their most dis-
tinctive elements.9

His initial focus appears to be classifi catory: Weber identifi es the principal 
strata in six creeds whose styles of life have been at least predominantly deci-
sive for certain religions. Religion, it appears, is a particular type of account 
that one might give to oneself to explain one’s position and being- in-the- world. 
It is, thus, quite similar to what Nietzsche means by morals, morals, too, being 
a particular way of making sense of how one is in the world. Soon, however, 
the essay shift s away from its apparent typological approach. Weber speaks 
increasingly of “development” and of “steps along [a] path.” And, within a few 
pages, he has switched his att ention to a basic distinction having to do with the 
approach to the “evaluation of suff ering” and the consequent diff erent forms 
of “legitimation” of “fortune [Glück].” Th e concern with suff ering, it appears, 
is the key experience that makes Weber’s subject matt er religion. Th e existence 
of suff ering leads to two responses.

First are those who do not suff er, who are “fortunate.” Weber distinguishes 
between the religion of “honor, power, property and health” and suggests that 
the religion of those with such att ributes is “positive.” For such individuals re-
ligion (or morality) is the account they give to themselves of the world such 
that their happiness in the world is justifi ed. In contrast, he then asserts that 
“the paths which lead to the subversion of this stand are complex: they lead 
to the religious transfi guration of suff ering.”10 Th ose for whom suff ering is so 
transfi gured are said to be “in need of salvation.” A “professional organization 
[Berufsmässigenbetriebes]” grows up around the care of souls and in the ser-
vice of “specifi cally plebeian motives.” Next, “a signifi cant further step along 
this path was taken when, under the pressure of a typical and ever- recurrent 
distress, the religiosity of a savior developed itself.” Th is view is itself natu-
rally linked, Weber asserts, to a “rational world- view”; this, in turn, “not rarely 
furnished suff ering with a positive valuation, something which originally had 
been quite foreign to it.”

It does not take much to see that Weber has here at least partially repro-
duced the schematic of the fi rst essay in the Genealogy of Morals. He has pre-
sented two diff erent forms of valuation and suggested that the fi rst “positive 
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one” (which corresponds to Nietzsche’s “master morality”) is relatively simple 
and that the second (“slave morality” for Nietzsche) not only is more “com-
plex” but also brings about a transvaluation of suff ering.11 Nietzsche had, of 
course, also argued that slave morality was by far the more complex morality 
and that, through “ressentiment” and the activities of the ascetic priests, suf-
fering would be transvalued. Th is distinction provides the energy for the rest 
of the essay. Various practices of various religions are used to illustrate the 
ramifi cations of this central distinction. Th e transvaluative or transfi gurative 
mode is associated with “plebeian motives.” Th e next step is the development 
of the idea of a savior, and that, in turn, Weber indicates, presupposes a “ratio-
nal world- view.”12

Weber makes clear that he is elaborating on and to some degree correcting 
Nietzsche’s analysis when he continues (in a passage simply mistranslated in 
Gerth and Mills):

Th e power of this particular confi guration of aff airs grew greatly because of 
the increasing need to come up with an ethical “meaning” for the division 
of fortunes between men along with the growing rationality of this con-
ception of the world. Th e increasing rationalization of the ethicoreligious 
understanding and the elimination of the primitive made for ever greater 
diffi  culties for this theodicy. Individual “undeserved” suff ering was all- too-
 common. Good things [das Beste] happened all- too- oft en not to the best 
but to the bad [die Schlechten], not only in terms of a “slave morality” but 
also in the terms of a masterly stratum. . . . Th e development of a rational re-
ligious ethic has positive roots in the inner conditions of those social strata 
that are less valued.13

Nietzsche’s analysis has been parallel, and, at this stage, Weber makes a key 
move. Nietzsche, too, had argued that one of the components of slave mo-
rality is to render the world calculable, rational. (If there is a savior, then one 
knows that, if one does such- and- such acts, forgiveness or redemption will be 
att ained: the world makes sense.) Nietzsche additionally suggests at this point 
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(along with Marx and Hegel) that, in the struggle between the two world-
views, the victory is to the slaves. Th e thirteenth chapter of the fi rst essay of the 
Genealogy sets out the mechanism, and the rest of the book is writt en to a con-
siderable degree as if master morality is no longer a factor.14 Weber does here 
allow that ressentiment (the driving force in Nietzsche’s progression from 
guilt to bad conscience to ascetic ideals) can play a role. He even allows a role 
for what Nietzsche would call ascetic priests, those for whom the energy of res-
sentiment has provided a means to “control and direct masses of people.” But 
all this is true only alongside of “other factors.”15

So no apparently single- factor explanation will be permitt ed by Weber, but, 
at the same time, he will indicate that there might be a common element to ap-
parently very diff erent forms of behavior. His basic move here seems intended 
to complicate the Nietzschean categories so as to make them disappear under 
the accumulation of historical specifi cs. For instance, a veritable litany of dif-
ferent desires for salvation appears. Nine sequential sentences start with “One 
could wish to be saved from . . . ,” and the conclusion fi rst appears to be that 
there are many more varieties of hope for redemption, still uncharted. How-
ever, having said this, Weber reasserts the actuality of a general stand: all the de-
sires for salvation derive from the experience of the “senseless,” and all of them 
imply a demand that the world should “somehow be a meaningful  cosmos.”16

Th us far, the parallels with the Genealogy remain strong. Both Nietzsche 
and Weber fi nd the origins of morality/ religion in the inability of people not 
to make sense of the world. Morality/ religion show themselves in several dif-
ferent forms as a way of making the world make sense.17 Here, however, Weber 
begins to diverge from the thrust of Nietzsche’s essay. Whereas  Nietzsche takes 
up the question of what happens when the will to truth (to make sense of 
the world) becomes conscious of itself (i.e., aft er the death of God), eventu-
ally to conclude that we are without logical recourse against our condition, 
Weber suggests that it is the nature of religions to produce stratifi cation and 
strata diff erentiation: “Th e important fact of experience of the unequal reli-
gious qualifi cations of individuals stands for us right at and as the beginning 
of the history of religions. . . . From this there develops in all intensive reli-
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gions a tendency towards a kind of status stratifi cation.”18 Weber fi nds him-
self caught. In the name of historical intellectual honesty, he fi nds it necessary 
to correct the thrust of Nietzsche’s essay, an essay he himself has called “bril-
liant” (glänzend). At the same time, he is caught up in the torrent unleashed by 
Nietzsche’s polemic. Each time he uses the word nevertheless it is a sign both of 
his being swept along and of his perceived need to resist the consequences of 
Nietzsche’s grasp of the world.19

Weber, however, is determined to resist Nietzsche’s fi nal conclusion that 
the logic of the moral realm is that one would rather “will the void, than be 
void of will.”20 In order to make it possible for value to be (re)introduced into 
the world, Weber now takes the argument in a new direction. Th is new direc-
tion rests on the centrality that the analysis of redemption has accorded to 
rationality and to the progressive rationalization and disenchantment of the 
world. Weber wants to make use of the energy behind the desire for redemp-
tion. Nietzsche, on the other hand, at the same point of his analysis devoted an 
entire chapter of Zarathustra to the demonstration that the idea of redemption 
was something to be moved away fr om.21 Th e motivation of the whole thrust 
of the rest of Weber’s essay is to move religion and religious energy as much as 
possible into the world, or, more accurately, to show that religion can be moved 
into the world and, with Protestantism, has been so moved. In this manner, as 
we shall see in chapter 6, Weber anticipates and informs Carl Schmitt ’s “po-
litical theology.”

Th is motivation, in fact, controls all of the Religionssoziologie: “Th e son of 
the modern European civilization [Kulturwelt] will unavoidably and properly 
handle questions of universal history by asking himself the following: which 
concatenation of circumstances has led to the fact that precisely and only in 
the world of the West have appeared cultural phenomena which—at least we 
like to think—lie in a patt ern of development that has universal meaning and 
value.”22 Each of the major studies of diff erent religions comes back to the 
point in this paragraph. How and to what degree do developments in that re-
ligion lie in a patt ern that has universal meaning? Th e logic of the sociology of 
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religion, both in the text that we have been considering and in the long section 
of Economy and Society devoted to this topic, moves from “religious needs” to 
a consideration of the secular realm. Th us, at the end of the “Economic Ethic” 
essay, Weber asserts that we are to be interested in religions insofar as they are 
“related to economic rationalism.”23 And he proceeds rapidly to introduce the 
basic forms of legitimate authority and to discuss them in terms familiar from 
several other places in his work. In fact, the words religion and religious do not 
appear in the last fi ve pages of the essay at all and appear only once (in a dis-
cussion of traditionalism) aft er the discussions of charisma and rational- legal 
authority are introduced.

What has happened? I can only point at an answer, but it must contain 
something like the following. Weber, no less than Nietzsche, sees humans as 
historical beings. Th e central characteristic of Western humans (and he thinks 
this characteristic is increasingly universal to all humans) is that they live in a 
disenchanted, rationalized world. Th e analysis of this world—sketched out in 
the “Economic Ethic” essay and elaborated throughout his work—is, thus, a 
coming to know ourselves, an acknowledgment of the kinds of beings that we 
are. What do we fi nd? As argued in my discussion of Weber, we fi nd that we are 
creatures who live under the conditions of the general rationalization of social 
relationships, what he calls “the bureaucratization of all forms of domination.” 
In general—this is the conclusion of the two “Vocation” essays—there is no 
alternative but to accept this lot and take it on ourselves. It is the destiny the 
sea has tossed up.

However, there are limits. As noted in chapter 3, by bureaucratization of all 
forms of domination, Weber does not mean simply the system of organization 
by which large institutions govern their day- to-day aff airs. Rather, he notes, 
bureaucracy is the typical expression of the forms of legitimacy in which obe-
dience is due to and rests on norms rather than on persons. It is, thus, the form 
of Herrschaft  in which commands are linked to and are experienced as coming 
from abstract and nonhuman entities, from roles, not from persons. Indeed, 
the elimination of irrationality in the world is also the elimination of relations 
between persons as a basis of society.

In a world that is disenchanted, politics has been lost. From his inaugural 
lecture to the end of his life, Weber sought to recover the political, that is, the 
magical, the nonrationalized. What he saw in his studies of religion, I think, 
is that religious needs had secularized themselves. Th ey had done so in two 



“ W H A T  H A V E  W E  T O  D O  W I T H  M O R A L S ? ”  — 145

ways: one was by empowering rationalized institutional structures, but the 
second was to have legitimated ethically the salvation/ redeemer desire. Th e 
main reason why Weber cannot accept Nietzsche’s demand for a complete 
transfi guration of the structures of morality is that he hopes that, in the desire 
for a redeemer that a secularized religious ethic may still induce, a people will fi nd 
the energy to respond to a new leader.

If this is true, one must then ask oneself whether Weber’s vision is not in 
the end more dangerous, more permissive, open to more temptations and to 
greater self- dishonesty, than was Nietzsche’s. Nietzsche was not crazy to have 
found the moral impulse dangerous in our day and age. Incremental reform 
may fail to meet the demands of the day.



4

Sigmund Freud and the 
Heroism of Knowledge

Th e new development for our age cannot be political for politics 
is a relationship between the community and the representative 
individual. But in our time, the individual is becoming far too 

refl ective to be satisfi ed with being merely represented.

Søren Kierkegaard, Journals

Was du von deinen Vätern ererbt hast, erwirb es um es zu besitzen.

Earn what you have inherited from your forebears, 
so as to make it your own.

Goethe, Faust I

I  A R G U E D  I N  T H E  P R E C E D I N G  T W O  C H A P T E R S  T H A T ,  T H O U G H  M A X 

Weber shared much with Nietzsche, he had always held in reserve the possibil-
ity that a true leader—a “plebiscitarian Caesar,” he calls him—might be pos-
sible. He was fully aware that most of those who had pretensions to be such a 
leader were “windbags”—but the possibility was necessary for him. Only then 
would the magic of the political be reintroduced into human life. Likewise, 
whatever one makes of it, Nietzsche’s language about Übermenschen seems 
to license a similar vision of great men. Additionally, both thinkers, however, 
start from and seek to deal with the reality of the unavailability of any tran-
scendent grounding for their judgments.

In this chapter, I want to turn from Weber to another of the major thinkers 
of the early twentieth century who shares these concerns even if he is not one 
normally identifi ed with the idea of a leader, of someone so extraordinary that 
he stood above and diff erent from other human beings—a hyperanthropos, 
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the designation Lucian used and from which Nietzsche took the Übermensch.1 
Th at person is Sigmund Freud.

While many commentators have commented on possible relations between 
Freud and Nietzsche,2 the relations between Freud and Weber have gener-
ally gone unremarked. (Indeed, an Internet search appears to show that most 
oft en they are the subject of “compare and contrast” essay topics.)3 Yet their 
mutual debts to the structure of Kant’s thought (we shall see that in Freud 
below) means that they share an approach to that which they seek to under-
stand. Freud himself remarked on the parallelism of his understanding of the 
unconscious to the noumenal realm in Kant. More importantly, they are both 
concerned with the authority of the understanding that seeks to give sense to 
a world that is, ultimately, chaos.4

Freud was, in fact, eight years older than Weber. He was born in Příbor, in 
the province of Moravia in the Austrian Empire, on May 6, 1856. (Th e area is 
now part of the Czech Republic.) His father, Jakob Freud, was a Jewish wool 
merchant who, aft er the death of his fi rst wife, had remarried a woman twenty 
years younger than he. Th ey named their fi rst- born Sigismund Shlomo. Th e 
year aft er his son’s birth, Jakob lost his business owing to an economic de-
pression, and the family moved to Leipzig, only to move some years later to 
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Vienna. A brilliant student in high school, Freud entered the University of Vi-
enna Medical School and was eventually trained as a doctor in neurology.5 We 
know that he read philosophy widely during his fi rst year and was particularly 
infl uenced by Feuerbach’s anthropological and antimetaphysical critique of 
idealism.6 As a student, he was exposed to and became an enthusiastic adher-
ent of the doctrines expounded by Ernst Wilhelm von Brücke, the German 
physician who held the chair of physiology at the University of Vienna, and by 
Hermann Helmholtz, the polymath professor of physiology at Berlin, as well 
those as of several others, all of whom maintained that the body was a dynamic 
organism governed by the laws of the conservation of energy.7 As we shall see 
below, however, the infl uence of Kant and Kantianism on Freud was at least as 
great as that of Helmholtz.8 Aft er experiments with hypnosis as a form of ther-
apy, Freud gradually developed what came to be known as the talking cure. Th e 
talking cure rested on the fact that responsibility for a nondestructive relation 
of one’s words to one’s acts rested, in the end, on the speaker. Self- destructive 
distortion (not actually meaning what one said) was consequent to the fact 
that the world would not in and of itself correct such a divergence. Th e task of 
the analyst was to make it possible for the patient actually to mean what and 
only what he or she said. (A neurosis is a distortion of ordinary language.)9

From the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) through the 
analysis of Dora (1905) and Three Essays on Sexuality (1905), Freud devel-
oped both the clinical and the metapsychological theory of psychoanalysis. 
His work is noteworthy for its constant revisions and for the tentativeness 
with which he oft en advanced his conclusions. He worked hard and oft en with 
considerable ruthlessness to establish psychoanalysis as a wissenschaft lich dis-
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cipline and medical practice. In 1930, he received the Goethe Prize for his work 
both medical and literary. Aft er 1933, his work was banned and burned in Ger-
many by the National Socialist regime, and, aft er the 1938 Anschluss and oc-
cupation of Austria, he was in an immediately dangerous situation with the 
Nazis. He was eventually allowed to leave Vienna and moved to London in 
June 1938; he died there from a metastasized mouth and jaw cancer in Septem-
ber 1939, three weeks aft er the beginning of World War II.10

: : :
When Freud advances an interpretation of a dream or an analysis of a neurosis, 
what is the status of his analysis? What are the criteria by which we might rec-
ognize him as correct? What are the implications as to his authority to make 
such judgments? What is the import of such a claim of authority?11

In chapter 2, I examined the status of Nietzsche’s claim to be wissenschaft -
lich—the epistemological status, that is, of his work. In chapter 3, I examined 
the work of Max Weber, most specifi cally his response to the need and pos-
sibility of being scientifi c and objective. I argued that the basis for his claim 
to scientifi c objectivity came from the construction (or, to use Weber’s word, 
composition) of a realm that provided the criteria by which to make sense of 
the historical particularity that he was examining—sometimes he calls this 
the spirit (Geist) and later, in a more formal way, an ideal type. Th e choice of 
what to examine was properly given by virtue of the acknowledgment of what 
kind of person one was, a choice that was thrust on one by virtue of one’s his-
torical thrownness.

In doing so, I found that Weber rejects three central tenets of what is typi-
cally taken to be the basis of social scientifi c objectivity. First, while he thinks 
that facts and values are conceptually separable, in life they must necessarily 
come together in the end, in the thought and action of what he calls a mature 
man. Second, this meant that propositions about the human world did not 
have a validity independently of the individual who advanced them. I do not 
mean here that the validity of an argument reduces itself to the character of 
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the person espousing it—I am, rather, saying that the validity of an argument 
is refl ected in and by the person who makes it. Stealing here an argument that 
Stanley Cavell makes against Charles Stevenson’s Ethics and Language: to the 
claim (here Stevenson’s) that an “ethical disagreement about the desirability 
of free love between an oversexed emotionally independent adolescent and 
an undersexed dependent one cannot be ‘rationally’ sett led,” Cavell responds: 
“It makes a diff erence whether the argument in question is conducted by an 
oversexed emotionally dependent adult like D. H. Lawrence or an undersexed 
and sublimated emotionally independent adult like Freud. . . . It is part of the 
life of the subject that not every opinion has the same weight, nor every dis-
agreement the same signifi cance. . . . For these are questions which any moral 
theory must undertake to answer if they are understood to mean ‘What gives 
someone moral authority’?”12 So also was Weber centrally concerned with the 
qualities (one might say) of soul that the person for whom politics was truly 
a vocation must have.

Th ird, it is not the case that the alternatives are fi nally between something 
that is objective and something that is subjective. Th e emphasis on compo-
sition in Weber means that that understanding is best that controls (makes 
sense of) the greatest amount of information—inconvenient facts, as Weber 
once called them. An ideal type is subjective only in the sense that Weber of-
fers it publically as a way of making the best sense possible of the world to 
which it is directed.

In the rest of this chapter, I want to take up these points in relation to Freud. 
In doing so, I implicitly contend that many of the contemporary debates that 
have, in recent years, surrounded the appreciation of Freud are mistaken.13 I 
am not worried about falsifi cation; I do not bother myself about whether he 
sprang from the thigh of his world or simply appeared like some autochtho-
nian monster. It bothers me no more than it bothered Freud that many of his 
patients were middle- class Viennese female hysterics.14 I assume that one no 
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longer has to deal with the accusation that Freud was a pan- sexualist.15 I do not 
think that the fact that Freud oft en spoke in the language of the biology of his 
time reveals anything less or more about his work than does the fact that those 
philosophers who proceeded from ordinary language spent most of their lives 
in Oxbridge common rooms.16

What I do contend is that Freud’s work shares multiple perspectives with 
most of the other authors considered in this book, perspectives that constitute 
a more general and critical att itude toward various aspects of modern political, 
social, and human matt ers, an att itude that is shared by many of those who 
came to maturity on the knife edge between the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury and Nazism. In this, Freud, along with Nietzsche, Marx, Weber, and many 
others, provides much of the grammar for the thought and action of the mod-
ern era. And, though we may not think the thoughts they did, we have to some 
considerable degree no choice but to think in the manner they did. Indeed, 
that we must be under their compulsions (if we want to make sense to each 
other at all) is part of what both exhilarated and disturbed them. Whether or 
not there was such a thing as the human unconscious before Freud and the 
others,17 what Freud showed us is that, at present, we are ignorant of our indi-
vidual pasts, that we have repressed that knowledge, and that, in order to avoid 
that knowledge, we have erected barriers against it. So Freud will speak of to-
tems much as Nietzsche had spoken of idols and Marx of fetishes.

T H E  C O M P L E X I T Y  O F  T H E  ( P S Y C H I C )  W O R L D

Central to Freud’s achievement is to have convinced the Western world of 
something like what Russell said about Witt genstein’s work in the latt er 1920s: 
it meant that the world was “far more complex than [he] had previously sup-
posed.”18 Freud designates a whole realm of human existence that not only 
was previously unknown but also remained unknowable even aft er having 
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been identifi ed. He called this realm the unconscious, or, when he wanted to 
make a claim about it, the system Uncs. Like the Kantian noumenal realm, this 
was a realm that human categories could not describe, for it did not admit of 
categorical thought. Freud, in fact, compares the unconscious to the thing-
 in-itself.19 Andrew Brook has identifi ed over twenty- fi ve instances in Freud’s 
work in which he refers to Kant favorably.20

Th ere is a certain ambiguity, or, more properly, an evolution, to Freud’s con-
sideration and understanding of the unconscious. But, by 1915, in the article 
“Th e Unconscious,” Freud includes both the conscious and the preconscious 
(that which can come into consciousness) in a realm that has been “trans-
formed” such that “one can know something about it.” He is consistent in de-
nying that that which is known is the unconscious or what is in the uncon-
scious: “Just as Kant warned us not to overlook the fact that our perception is 
subjectively conditioned and must not be regarded as identical with the phe-
nomena perceived but never really discerned, so psycho- analysis bids us never 
to set conscious perception in the place of the unconscious mental process 
which is its object.”21 Dreams, for instance, are never said to be “in” the uncon-
scious or even to “come out” of it: they are, rather, the “royal road” to it. And, 
when Freud wrote Th e Ego and the Id (Das Ich and das Es) in 1923, he found 
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that he could “easily bring the concepts into order” (bequem wirtschaft en) con-
cerning the relation of the conscious state to that which is preconscious. He 
argues that everything that is preconscious and conscious can be placed in the 
realm of the “I” (the ego; Das Ich) and that the rest of the psyche—which be-
haves as “if it were conscious”—can be called the it (the id; das Es). While it 
is fair to say that even aft er this writing Freud’s use of the word unconscious re-
tains both an ordinary and a more technical meaning, by and large, aft er 1923, 
when he refers to “the unconscious,” as opposed to something being uncon-
scious, he means the “it” (the id).22

While Freud quite properly recognized in the concept of the unconscious 
a genealogical relationship to Kant’s vision of the human as partaking of both 
the noumenal and the phenomenal worlds, and while there is much fruit in 
the pursuit of the relation between Kant and Freud, it is also the case that there 
are diff erences. For Kant, the noumenal realm escapes direct human appre-
hension: indeed, it is precisely this limitation on apprehension that permits us 
to have understanding at all. Our understanding of the world that we can ex-
perience is constructed in terms of the categories of the understanding. Th ese 
are not innate but the formal terms that determine what understanding is. If 
we understand something (which is our experience), we do so in these terms. 
Th ese structures—to use a non- Kantian word—or categories are given and 
universal (Kant does not exclude the possibility of others, but these are the 
ones there are for us as we are now). And, indeed, it is the universality of the 
noumenal even though unknowable that gives hope to Kant’s moral vision.

Freud is also clear that the concept of the unconscious is an assumption 
that is required in order to make possible the explanation of events that would 
otherwise be ignored or deemed meaningless. On the simplest level, he has in 
mind dreams and parapraxes (slips of the tongue) but extends the concept also 
to neuroses, psychoses, and mental disturbances of all kinds. “It appears,” he 
writes, “that the assumption of the unconscious helps us to construct a highly 
successful practical method. . . . We become obliged . . . to take up the position 
that it is both untenable and presumptuous to claim that whatever goes on in 
the mind must be known to consciousness.”23 Again, we fi nd the theme of ob-
ligation. Th e paradox here is that the assumption of an unknowable is neces-
sary for us to be able to give an account of what can be known—and in this 
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Freud again rejoins Kant, as had Nietzsche. In that this move responds to an 
“obligation,” he, like Nietzsche here, operates under the compulsion of his ex-
perience. What is important here is to remember that the “it” does not have 
specifi c content that is then expressed. As Jean- François Lyotard notes: “Th e 
disguise does not result from the alleged deceiving intent of desire; the work 
itself is disguise. . . . Th ere is no need to imagine that the id has an idea at the 
back of its head.”24

For Freud, on the other hand, and in parallel with Kant, in any particular 
individual the unconscious has no knowable structure but can acquire (appre-
hend or come into) shape as a particular form resultant from and in transfor-
mations experienced over the time of an individual’s experience. Any form to 
which the unconscious is transformed is a particular form, and it is, thereby, no 
longer unconscious: there is no universal given form in or of the unconscious. 
Freud emphasizes that his “mental topography has for the present nothing to 
do with . . . anatomical locations.” He goes on to indicate that there is no uni-
versal unconscious, that each Uncs system results in particular cathexes and 
repressions. Th e Uncs is never “something fi nished with.”25

What interested Freud the most was the process by which a patient (or 
a group, a civilization, even the entire human race) acted so as to transcribe 
the nonapprehensible into the understandable and understood, the process 
he calls work in the Traumdeutung (translated as Th e Interpretation of Dreams, 
though a literal version is Dream- Meaning). Note that we do not understand 
the unconscious: we understand precisely what is not unconscious. Freud is not 
interested—indeed, given the above, how could he be?—in what one might 
incorrectly call the contents of the unconscious. Rather, he is interested in the 
process—the work—whereby the unconscious comes into form, is trans-
formed, constructed, made apprehendable. Analysis is the deconstruction of 
a construction (the “work”), made possible because what one can apprehend 
about the psyche has been constructed.

T H E  P L A C E  O F  M O R A L I T Y

Th us, as with Weber and Nietzsche, in this perspective, human beings are be-
ings that give meaning. By their actions, they always renew for themselves the 
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structure by and in which they live. Humans are, in Maurice Merleau- Ponty’s 
phrase, “condemned to meaning.”26 Freud was concerned with the particu-
lar meaning that a person gave to him- or herself: “Why is it that this person 
makes this sense out of that?” He cannot fi nd it suffi  cient to say simply that 
we all give ourselves structures to live in and by. Everyone does do that. It is a 
matt er not of having a rule—even psychotics do that—but of analyzing (and 
making a judgment) about the particular rules given. Freud’s analysis is, thus, 
inherently a critique, that is, an att empt to determine what has to have been the 
case for something to be as it is.27

It follows that one of the central features of Freud’s understanding must be 
the fact that the past (at least an individual’s past) need not have been as it was. 
I am who I am in and because of the sense I have made and make. Th at sense 
is the result of activity and accident; this means that something else could 
have been done or happened. For Freud, I thus do not have to be as I am. Not 
only that, but no meaning inheres in what was done or happened. Th ere is no 
necessary sense that one must make of experience—the interpretive ground 
is, so to speak, open. Th erefore, fi nally, to know oneself means at least at fi rst 
to have recovered the sense that one has made of the past or, for instance, the 
sense that one is making in dreams or parapraxes. “Must one,” writes Freud, 
“hold oneself responsible for the content of one’s dreams?” To this the an-
swer was, for him, perfectly clear: “Obviously. In what other way can one deal 
with them.”28 Who but I makes my dreams? Th at dreams are sense and that 
one makes sense and is morally responsible for that sense is to Freud almost a 
consoling fact: “Th e ethical narcissism of humanity should rest content with 
the knowledge that the fact of dream distortion . . . aff ords just as clear evi-
dence of his moral nature as dream interpretation gives of the existence and 
the strength of his evil nature. If anyone is dissatisfi ed with this and would like 
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to be bett er than he was created, let him see whether he can att ain more in life 
than hypocrisy and inhibition.”29 Th is citation should give one pause. If I read 
it correctly, Freud says that the natural condition of mankind is generally one 
of moral behavior, of good and evil. (Certainly, this is what Phillip Rieff  seizes 
on as the centerpiece of his well- known Freud: Th e Mind of the Moralist.)30 But 
there is also a challenge to see whether one can rise above the human condi-
tion and, thus, above the world of good and evil: “If any one . . . would like to 
be bett er than he was created. . . .” Freud challenges us—he does not say it is 
possible, and, in any case, he is clear that it is not easily possible—to become 
more than what we are created as.

What, however, would such a condition be? To what are we being chal-
lenged? From his earliest correspondence, and in his public writings from 
about the beginning of the First World War on, Freud is increasingly pessi-
mistic about the human condition and its prospects. In the later writings, for 
example, Civilization and Its Discontents, he seems to hold out to humanity 
a never- ending cycle of sublimation and aggression, a cycle becoming ever 
more dangerous as it winds up over time. One should note here that Freud’s 
pessimism does not result from a conclusion that humans are unable to live 
happily in society. Th e problem is what human society is. If morality is a given 
and particular way of making sense of the self, of others, and of the world, the 
answer to the central question of Civilization and Its Discontents—“Why are 
human beings unhappy?”—comes in the claim that human live in a society 
that they have built and that the structure of this society corresponds to and 
is structured by apparently irreconcilable psychic divisions preexisting in the 
self. Neurosis seems to inhere in the very act of making or manner by which 
human beings make sense of the world. Th e antagonism is internal to and con-
stitutive of social life itself: it is not consequent to an opposition between the 
self and “reality” or society.

Freud would, then, be saying that morality, at least in the sense of social 
morality as human beings have constituted it, is by its very nature incapable of 
adequately regulating the life of the community.31 In “Th e Economic Problem of 
Masochism” (1924), recalling Nietzsche’s dictum that the “categorical imper-
ative reeks of cruelty,” Freud fi nds that the Kantian categorical imperative—
the basis of a powerful understanding of morality—has its direct source in 
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the dreadful and cruel domination of the Over- I over the I.32 Morality can 
maintain a precarious balance for a time, perhaps, but it must always in the 
end yield to a semantically inexhaustible “it”—the not- self.33 Here, Freud’s 
understanding lies on a plane that must appear to be hostile to humanity, or at 
least to the “ethical narcissism” by which it has constituted itself. Freud oft en 
speaks of the “resistances” to psychoanalysis and advances a number of rea-
sons for them. Th ere is, for instance, the general and very real matt er of being 
Jewish and the clear suff ering and discrimination that he had endured.34 He 
also advances, however, reasons that are far more encompassing. He insists a 
great deal on the fact that he was revealing “forbidden” territory. Th e deepest 
resistances to psychoanalysis are not those that have historical and social, or 
even ethnic and religious, roots; they do not even derive from a general human 
dislike for the new. Rather, Freud argued:

If we cast our eyes once again over the various resistances to psychoanal-
ysis that have been enumerated, it is evident that only a minority of them 
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36. See Norman Malcolm, Witt genstein: A Memoir (New York: Oxford, 1967), 44– 45; and Lud-
wig Witt genstein, Lectures and Conversations (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1967), 42ff .

37. Freud, “Th e History of the Psychoanalytic Movement,” 302.
38. Jacques Lacan, “L’instance de la lett re dans l’inconscient, ou la raison depuis Freud,” in Ecrits (Paris: 

Seuil, 1966), 524: “La où fut ça, il me faut advenir.” See also Lacan’s “La chose freudienne,” in Ecrits, 416– 17.

are of the kind that habitually arise against most scientifi c innovations of 
any considerable importance. Th e majority of them are hurt due to the fact 
that powerful human feelings are hurt by the subject material of the theory. 
Darwin’s theory of descent met with the same fate, since it tore down the 
barrier that had arrogantly been set up between man and beast. I showed 
how the psychoanalytic view of the relation of the conscious ego to an over-
powering unconscious was a severe blow to human self love. . . . I described 
this as the psychological blow to human narcissism, and compared it to the 
biological blow delivered by the theory of descent and the earlier cosmologi-
cal blow aimed at it by the discovery of Copernicus.35

Freud insists perhaps a bit too strongly on the derring- do of his Coperni-
can Revolution—not because it was not daring and heroic, but because, as 
Witt  genstein pointed out, the unconscious has its seductions too.36 Th ere is, 
 however, a point of basic importance in Freud’s claim, independent of his world- 
historical posture and posturing. His claim is that the resistances to psycho-
analysis must have something to do with the fact that most of us want to deny 
something about our origins, about the ground of our being. Most of us need to 
repress, to keep origins secret. Dream distortion, in fact, Freud writes, is a “kind 
of inward dishonesty.”37 Nothing, we might say, is more human than for dishon-
esty to repress that which one, in fact, can know about oneself, and nothing is 
more human than the need not to admit to resisting the fact that this is what 
one is doing. What is the activity by which beings become human, and what 
are the consequences and dangers of doing so?

In a passage more cited than analyzed, writt en by Freud for an audience 
that he would never be able to face directly, Freud closes a “lecture” with the 
watchword of his vocation: “Wo es war, soll Ich werden.”38 Th e passage is not 
easily translated into English—and certainly not by the conventional scien-
tizing Stracheyian vocabulary, where it is given as “Where id was, there shall 
ego be.” It seems to me important that Freud did not choose in the passage 
to repeat even the objectifying formulas of his book title, Das Es und das Ich. 
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39. Freud, New Introductory Lectures, in Standard Edition, 22:100/ Studienausgabe, 1:516.
40. Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, 33.
41. Carlo Ginzburg, “Clues,” Th eory and Society 7 (1979): 273– 88. Ginzburg brings up the Bertillon par-

allel and mentions Holmes. See his nn. 16 and 19.

(What a diff erence, however, here already from the scientifi c bad conscience 
of Th e Ego and the Id!) Instead, “it,” without the benefi t of any identifying ar-
ticle or even the uppercase, must be displaced from its place and replaced by 
“I,” by the self that, as coming into being, will occupy the place that before was 
in the possession of the nameless. “Where it was, there shall I come to be.” Or, 
in Jacques Lacan’s formulation, “Where there was it, I am supposed to hap-
pen.”39 It is this “I” that will have replaced “it”—the non- I—that Freud sees as 
entitled to the dominant place in a nonneurotic world. In a telling metaphor, 
he closes his lecture with the indication that this matt er is a task “of and for 
culture” (eine Kulturarbeit) and is comparable to the drying out of the Zuider 
Zee—that is, to the fi nding of fi rm ground on which to build human dwelling. 
Earlier, he had drawn a parallel between the “I” and the charioteer in Socrates’ 
story in the Phaedrus. It is this “I” that is to replace the being that can at best 
be moral, that will att ain more in life than “hypocrisy and inhibition.”40 How 
might such a being come about?

T H E  N A T U R E  O F  E V I D E N C E

To approach this, let me pull back a bit to a broader perspective. Th e Italian 
historian Carlo Ginzburg has drawn att ention in a more general context to the 
fact that, in his essay “Th e Moses of Michelangelo,” Freud cites the infl uence 
that the work of one “Ivan Lermolieff ” (actually the nom de plume of an Ital-
ian art critic and patriot, Giovanni Morelli) had on him in his preanalytic pe-
riod. Morelli had revolutionized the fi eld by identifying paintings, not from 
large, important material (e.g., subject matt er), but from litt le and apparently 
insignifi cant details, clues left  unconsciously by the work of the artist. Th us, 
the turn of a hand was central in the establishment that a given Virgin was 
by Giorgione. At about this same time, Ginzburg points out, the French bio-
metrician and law offi  cer Alphonse Bertillon was transforming criminology 
with the claim that fi ngerprints were the soundest way to establish diff erences 
between people (a claim that Mark Twain was to make central to the resolu-
tion of his novel Pudd’nhead Wilson). Indeed, in fi ction, as Steven Marcus has 
pointed out, Sherlock Holmes was proceeding through his cases in a manner 
remarkably akin to that Freud used in his.41
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43. See here the analysis in Michael Goldman, Th e Actor’s Freedom (New York: Viking, 1975). For 
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Th ese developments correspond to an epistemological break in the notion 
of what a person is; Ginzburg sees here the beginning of what he calls a semi-
otic paradigm. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, investigators, philos-
ophers, detectives, and scholars from all fi elds came together in the common 
pursuit of “signs,” that is, of pieces of information that do not by themselves 
carry defi nitive semantic content but that, when put together into a construct 
with other pieces, become meaningful in that construct. Nietzsche’s discus-
sion of anágnórisis (the recognition that produces transformation) is premised 
on the force of the gnorisma or sêma (a mark or a token)—the sign—that pro-
duces recognition (so is Odysseus recognized by his ability to string the bow). 
Weber had made a much similar claim for the ideal type and the idea of a Geist, 
as we saw in the chapter 3. It is, thus, to the constructing act—the work—that 
the central focus of the investigation should turn. Meaning is a poem, is an act 
of the mind, and nothing else will suffi  ce.

In the context of Freud’s enterprise, Ginzburg’s insight can be developed in 
fruitful directions. Th e epigraph to the study that followed Die Traumdeutung 
is from the “Midnight” section of act 5 of Goethe’s Faust II:

Nun ist die Luft  von solchem Spuk so voll,
Daß niemand weiß, wie er ihn meiden soll.42

Now the air is so fi lled with spooks
that no one knows how he might keep clear of them.

Well, why not? Th e insubstantiality of the world around us reminds Freud that 
we live in a state where that which appears to us has no more inherent mean-
ing or substantiality than does Hamlet’s father to Horatio.43 All that is, is also 
spectral. I take Freud to have placed this epigraph at the head of Th e Psycho-
pathology of Everyday Life for reasons like these: If we try to base our under-
standing on that which is imaged, then the substance and meaning we att ain 
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will be only that of immaterial apparitions. However, if this (what is seen) is 
apparition and, in some sense, illusion, then to what might we turn? Aft er all, 
an illusion has no meaningful component parts into which it can be broken 
down. Th e answer here is that we should not try to break appearances down 
into reality (which would turn Freud into some sort of neopositivist); rather, 
we should look at the acts by which nonmeaningful elements are given ap-
pearance and meaning—the mise- en-scène, as it were. Like a composer, like 
Weber, like Th oreau, the analyst asks, “Why do precisely those objects which 
we behold make a world?”44

In all three cases mentioned above (art, fi ctional criminology, psychoanal-
ysis), the unifying element is the action of an individual, or, more exactly, the 
hidden intention that is made available in the construction that is actualized. 
Freud’s premise, however, is that the intention of the artist, or of the patient, 
does not lie under or behind the apparent work (the dream, the artwork, the 
parapraxis, the neurosis) but that it is apparent in the work, as the work itself. 
It is worth noting here that those who accuse Freud of committ ing the inten-
tional fallacy, à la Beardsley and Wimsatt , are simply wrong. Freud is not try-
ing to go behind or under the Moses statue of Michelangelo or a dream: he is 
claiming that the intention that resulted in the work is in the work.45 Psycho-
analysis forms an understanding from a myriad of elements that have no sig-
nifi cance taken separately and that form something or someone only by virtue 
of the fact that they have been put together. Hence, Freud sees the structure 
of meaning at work in each element. Th is is why no one dream or parapraxis 
can possibly provide the basis of understanding but also why understanding 
is a possible act.

Th is, however, gives us a clue why it is to the litt le details to which Freud 
turns his att ention. Th ey are, presumably, the ones from which the ordi-
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nary human being, least aware of self- betrayal, protects him- or herself least. 
(Hence the analytic technique of urging the patient to say whatever comes to 
mind, without censoring.) Th ey are, in other words, that portion of human 
activity that has been less subject to repression or to what one might call ideo-
logical distortion. Th e same shaping act of the psyche is present in these details 
but not directly repressed. In his essay “Th e Uncanny,” the burden of which is 
to show the etymological and psychological affi  nity between the uncanny and 
the canny, Freud writes: “Th e Unheimlich [uncanny] is what once was heimisch 
[canny], homelike, old- familiar. Th e prefi x ‘un’ is the token of repression.”46

Note: Th e uncanny was once canny and has been repressed. Th e task is to 
make the familiar available—as if it were something that one wanted to avoid. 
Th e problem is that humans do not want to face the fact that they are the 
source of the familiar and that they have no other ground for meaning than 
that which they do. In the preceding chapter, we noted Max Weber’s insis-
tence, at exactly the same historical period, on the chaos that the world is and 
the fact that all human science should and might aspire to do is to understand 
the order that is brought into the world by human activity (including the ac-
tivity of knowing). As Weber wrote in one of his essays about the “pestilence” 
of methodology: “Life with its irrational reality and its store of possible mean-
ings is inexhaustible. . . . Th e light which emanates from those highest evalu-
ative ideas always falls on an ever changing fi nite segment of the vast stream 
of chaotic events, which fl ows away through time.”47 For Weber, the real (as 
opposed to apprehended) world is much as it is for Freud: ultimately, a chaos 
of drives and occurrences. It is only when the drives have been formulated 
and given a name (when, to use Freud’s metaphor from Traumdeutung, the 
“rebus” has been constructed) that meaning exists at all such that one has a 
text to read. Th ere are, of course, clear diff erences between Weber and Freud. 
For Weber, the task is to give a constituting meaning to historical and soci-
ological material, whereas, for Freud, the task of the analyst is to come ini-
tially to the act whereby the patient had constituted him- or herself from an 
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undetermined, “untranslated,” unconscious.48 Tellingly, Freud writes in the 
New Introductory Lectures: “Th e doctrine of drives is, so to speak, our mythol-
ogy. Drives are mythical beings [Wesen], wondrous in their indeterminateness 
[Unbestimmtheit].”49

Here is the source of the importance that Freud lays on the word word, 
that is, on the language formulation of a “drive” (Trieb). (Th e usual transla-
tion of Trieb as instinct is misleading in its implication that there is a Trieb to 
something in particular. Drive is bett er, properly neither deontological nor te-
leological: cf. the French pulsion.)50 It is, thus, to words and their usage that 
Freud pays the most att ention.51 It is not inaccurate to see a neurosis as the dis-
tortion of ordinary or normal speech acts. Certainly, the analysis of what we 
have come to call Freudian slips is dependent on the fact that words can be cor-
rectly used, that is, used as they are ordinarily used.52 Aft er all, what one does 
in analysis is to speak and make the word fl esh. It is by the speech act (thus 
the lógos) that the world comes into being from chaos and nondetermination. 
One should note that it is in the nature of the making meaningful, of Deutung, 
to take away from the nondetermined realm and, by naming, to overdeter-
mine existence.53 It is possible, therefore, to understand the unconscious as 
somehow taking the place of an unknown and unknowable realm, something 
like God or the noumenal. Living in a world for which God is dead, however, 
Freud did not replace him with a mysterious entity that would underlie and 
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oversee our acts. It is not because of the unconscious that we have no words for 
ourselves or have not the right words.54

Th e preceding paragraph points to a relation between Freud’s thought and 
that of another Viennese of his time, Ludwig Witt genstein. I will not develop 
here Witt genstein’s comments on Freud, interesting though they are.55 Th ey 
strike me as both insightfully critical and laudatory, albeit in an almost back-
handed way. Th e one thing clear is that Witt genstein understood the satis-
faction of a Freudian analysis to be the production of the feel of necessity, 
of the sense that a given meaning confi guration had to be the case. Without 
addressing Witt genstein’s critique of the way in which Freud produced such 
a conclusion, let me simply note that the task each man sets for himself is 
the same. Freud is concerned with the activity of giving names; Witt genstein 
is concerned with having a name. Freud remains content to analyze the use 
and misuse of language; Witt genstein is concerned with the activity of lan-
guage itself. But both of them aim at producing a certainty that lies beneath 
what is att ainable by (merely) logical discourse. As Cavell writes: “Belief is not 
enough. Either the suggestion penetrates past assessment and becomes part of 
the sensibility from which assessment proceeds, or it is philosophically use-
less.”56 Such clarity is what Nietzsche in the fi rst line of Th e Birth of Tragedy 
called the “direct certainty of vision”; it is also the nature of Deutung. As had 
Nietzsche, Weber, Freud, and Witt genstein all focus on those facts that one 
normally does not see because “they stand so close to us.” Weber tries to give 
an objectifi ed ideal order to them; Freud investigates the order that people do 
give, Witt genstein that which is used for order. But all three think that one is 
put in closer touch with the person involved in the process.57 Investigation en-
hances responsibility toward the self—a renewal of the Socratic endeavor.
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D A N G E R S  O N  T H E  P A T H

For Freud, this enterprise was dangerous. He saw himself as a “conquistador.”58 
His lett ers to Fliess are fi lled with volitional bootstrapping about the perils of 
the enterprise that he (and, at that time, Fliess) was engaged in. Courage is his 
watchword. To this one might well, as do Weber and Witt genstein, raise the 
question “Why?” What precisely is so shocking about both Freud’s new ap-
proach and his conclusions? It is quite true that he recognized that the only 
ground for meaning was in the fact that meaning was put into this world. For 
Freud, we were irreducibly this- worldly; the most one might hope for was the 
ability to live entt äuscht, disillusioned and disappointed. In the end, he thought, 
this was the only honest position and was forced on humans by the fact that 
it was no longer possible to have a credible belief in a realm that transcended 
human activity.

Now, our Geworfenheit, to adapt Heidegger’s term, may be hard to support, 
perhaps impossible. But it does not seem shocking in the almost moral sense 
that Freud ascribes to it. What precisely did Freud think he was doing that was 
so shocking? It is, of course, true that he talked to patients about sexual matt ers, 
that he “called organs by their names,” even that he refused to speak to an as-
sembly from which women were supposed to exit aft er he would have fi nished 
his preliminary remarks about “very general matt ers.” He does not, however, 
give off  the sense that his off ense was merely against the current standards of 
social decorum—and none of that would be the least bit shocking today.

One suspects easily—perhaps too much so—that something else is going 
on. Th is suspicion is quite naturally reinforced in a “Freudian” direction by fac-
tors such as Freud’s problematic identifi cation with and hatred of his father, by 
his anxieties as a Jew over the publication of Totem and Taboo and especially 
Moses and Monotheism, and so forth. It is hard to take this line of interpreta-
tion much further and much bett er than has Carl Schorske.59 I propose, how-
ever, to go here in a diff erent direction, although I shall return to Schorske.

Let us come back to “Th e Moses of Michelangelo,” published anonymously 
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in 1914. Freud published several papers in which he separated himself from 
himself, most especially “Screen Memories,” where he analyzed a memory pro-
jected back onto his childhood, and “A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropo-
lis,” which was concerned with the dichotomization of self.60 Such papers tend 
to be concerned with his selfh ood and vocation. In any case, the “Moses” essay 
is part of an ongoing concern with Moses, especially in his capacity as a law-
giver. With Oedipus, Moses is one of the two main fi gures to whom Freud re-
turns again and again for important reminder.61

Th e anonymous contributor is said in a footnote by the editors of Imago to 
be “known to them” and to have a “mode of thought” that has “in point of fact 
a certain resemblance to the methodology of psychoanalysis.” Th e “Moses” 
essay is, thus, not quite a usual analysis—it is of a statue (see fi g. 4.1), which, 
unlike a person, says, as it were, everything at once. Th e temporality is dif-
ferent: what might be expressed in and modifi ed by the resonance over nu-
merous analytic sessions with a human patient is always already present in 
its entirety in the statue. Th e author starts out by saying that there are some 
works of art that are clearly signifi cant but that we do not understand and that 
this one, in particular (Michelangelo’s Moses), makes him wonder whether 
he were not really part of “the rabble [Gesindel] which can hold fast no con-
viction, which has neither faith nor patience and which rejoices when it has 
regained its illusory idols.”62 Th e statue of Moses thus calls Freud’s separate 
identity into question and forces on him a recognition of the integrity of his 
vocation, or the lack thereof. Th e presence of the statue asks him whether he 
knows who he is, really.

Most other critics of the statue, continues the anonymous Freud, have not 
even seen what they were looking at, and he proceeds through a whole cata-
log of misdescriptions. “Some,” we are told, but these are not granted a name, 
feel “nothing at all.” He then runs through a series of critics who were on to 
something but start from faulty observation and premises. Th e motion of 
the text is between increasingly small details and increasingly large consider-
ations (such as the intended location of the statue in the midst of the tomb of 

60. Sigmund Freud, “Screen Memories,” in Collected Papers, 5:47– 69, and “A Disturbance of Memory 
on the Acropolis,” in Collected Papers, 302– 12.

61. One is tempted to say that the fi nal trip to London represents a triumph of the Oedipus tendency 
rather than that of Moses (exile rather than death). Th is could be tendered against what I see as Schorske’s 
overly narrow focus on the Oedipus theme—as opposed to that of Moses—which steers his discussion of 
Freud’s choices for and against politics in a particular direction.

62. Freud, “Th e Moses of Michelangelo,” 258, 260/ Studienausgabe, 10:199. All subsequent citations are, 
until further notice, from this text.
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63. Here, Freud and Marx part company as Marx had no use for the “ash- heap” of history.

Pope Julius II). We oscillate back and forth between the particular and the 
whole without doing anything except losing our clear errors. False interpreta-
tions do not lead to a correct one. At this point, Freud introduces the achieve-
ment of Morelli, the art critic mentioned above. Freud turns his att ention to 
what he calls the “rubbish heap” of our observation.63 His analysis starts with the 

Fig. 4.1. Michelangelo’s Moses, San Pietro in Vinculi, Rome.
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64. In 1927, Freud will publish a short note on the contribution of H. P. Mitchell, “Two Bronzes of 
Nicholas of Verdun,” Burlington Magazine 38, no. 217 (April 1921): 157– 66, about a medieval bronze statue 
of Moses, that Freud says confi rms his reading of the later Michelangelo statue. See also Sigmund Freud, 
“Nachtrag zur Arbeit über den Moses des Michelangelo,” in Studienausgabe, 10:221– 22.

position of the fi ngers in relation to Moses’ beard and, even more particularly, 
with the position of one fi nger that appears to hold half the beard on top of 
the other (see fi g. 4.2). Th is eventually leads to the general conclusion that 
the Moses in question (the statue) has come to the resolution of an impulsive  
action.64

What Freud does is to construct a story that accounts for all the details 
he observed; he gives a context that can make sense of everything observed. 
Nothing is there by accident. To the question, “Why not?” his answer is that, 
were we to think that the details of the statue were there for “arbitrary” or 
“purely formal” reasons, we would then have to think less of Michelangelo as a 

Fig. 4.2. Michelangelo’s Moses, detail.
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65. Freud, “Th e Moses of Michelangelo,” 289.
66. See Ernest Jones, Th e Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, 3 vols. (New York: Basic, 1953– 57), 2:367. See 

also Freud, “Th e History of the Psychoanalytic Movement,” 305.
67. “Denn da ist keine Stelle, / die dich nicht sieht. Du mußt dein Leben ändern” (R. M. Rilke, “Archa-

ischer Torso Apollos,” in Neue Gedichte [1908], available at htt p:// www .textlog.de/ 17730 .html).

creator and artist. Freud writes: “I cannot tell whether it is reasonable to credit 
Michelangelo—that artist in whose works so much thought is striving for ex-
pression—with such an elementary want of precision.”65 In other words, ei-
ther Michelangelo was confused, or he meant what he sculpted. And if he was 
confused—suff ering from a sculptural neurosis, one might say—then Freud 
has found him out. If he were not so confused, then he was a great artist. A rea-
soned resolution of this dichotomy cannot be fi nally achieved. Th is is, I must 
note, a strong claim—it is a bit like saying that there is nothing about da  Vinci’s 
La Gioconda (the “Mona Lisa”) that is not essential to that painting. It is like 
saying that every word in Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Eve-
ning” is exactly necessary to the poem and that no other word is. Or it is like 
Schumann’s response when asked, on fi nishing a piece, its meaning. His re-
sponse was to play it again, every note. If there is a progression of necessity 
from my fi rst example to the last, I am not clear where a statue lies.

Legend has it that, when Michelangelo fi nished the statue, he struck it on 
the knee with a hammer and commanded: “Now, speak!” Th e statue will only 
say to Freud (who stood in front of it every day for three weeks in December 
1913) what it always said, and there will never be any criteria by which to de-
cide the case. Th ere are only the two interpretive choices. In an analysis of a 
person, we might hope for something new; not so with the Moses, and, as we 
shall see, perhaps not even fi nally so with persons.66 With the statue, then, 
Freud must return again and again, putt ing himself in the statue’s presence, for 
in its presence, in Rilke’s words about another statue, “there’s not one spot that 
doesn’t see you. You must change your life.”67

Michelangelo is an insuffi  cient artist or a genius: this is the conclusion to 
which Freud’s method leads him. When one proceeds, as does Freud, from 
the small fact, the unnoticed incident, the sign, then the responsibility for the 
act of interpretation that gives life and being to the world must necessarily be-
come greater. Th ere is, as it were, no longer any real or interesting possibility 
for mistakes or that which is half right. If one did not make powerful and actual 
sense of all that one addresses, then the world that one engendered by the act 
that ascribes meaning does not escape the necessities and needs of a particular 
life. It has no actuality; it becomes what Marx would have called an ideological 
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68. Bernard Williams, Truth and Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2004), 5. Th e phrase occurs in J. L. Austin, How to Do Th ings with Words (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1975), 49, and occasioned much smoke about whether there was “one” cat on the 
mat. In my reading, the distinction is originally Nietzsche’s (Wahrheit and Wahrhaft igkeit) and was, before 
Williams, put to good use by Stanley Cavell in Th e Claim of Reason.

69. Williams, Truth and Truthfulness, 44ff .
70. For a list of articles concerned with the scientifi c status of Freud inside the analytic profession, see 

E. J. Hundert, “Review: History, Psychology, and the Study of Deviant Behavior,” Journal of Interdisciplin-
ary History 2, no. 4 (1972): 461– 62 n. 21. Hundert is basically hostile to Freud’s approach.

71. Freud, “Constructions in Analysis, III,” Collected Papers, 5:368.

compulsion and calls to mind Nietzsche’s strictures against the self- defenses of 
philosophers who need to protect themselves in some part of their thought. 
Th e choice is between being absolutely right and being self- indulgently wrong. 
One might, perhaps, recall here the problem that Kant had, as noted in chap-
ter 1, of distinguishing between the genius and the madman.

What, however, one might ask, are the criteria for deciding among these 
positions? How does one know what is right? Whether one is right? Indeed, 
what does it mean to be right here? Two things seem at stake and are worth 
bringing out starkly. First, it would seem that Freud’s position necessarily in-
volves a complex (and, for some, problematic) theory of truth. On one level, 
Freud clearly thinks that the validity of an analytic construction depends 
simply on whether it holds up; it is almost a sort of pragmatism. One should 
here distinguish between a concern for truth and a concern for that which is 
truthful. Freud is quite aware that he is discussing questions that do not admit 
of the everyday, “Dr. Johnson” kind of truth, what Bernard Williams calls the 
party of common sense (oft en epitomized by “Th e cat is on the mat”).68 What 
is required fi rst is truthfulness, which we might think of as necessary for the 
pursuit of truth. Th is comprises two virtues, as Williams calls them, “accu-
racy” and “sincerity,” which are qualities of character that must be cultivated 
for the pursuit of anything that one can properly call truth to be possible.69 It 
is in the spirit of these virtues that the determination of truth is to be arrived 
at only when the analysand fi nds his own words in the words conveyed by 
the construction of the analyst. Th us, the link in language between the two is 
paramount; there is no analysis that consists solely of the analyst saying what 
is the case.70

Second, however, analysis must produce in the patient “an assured convic-
tion” of the truth of the construction that achieves the same therapeutic result 
as a recaptured memory.71 I take assured conviction to mean something like the 
following: Th e validity of an interpretation means that there are no details that 
no longer fi t—no “inconvenient facts,” Weber would have said—and that this 
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produces a conviction that takes. Th is means that the analysis has so brought 
about the “I” and that the portion of the “not- I” that was impinging on self-
hood (the threat of chaos) is no longer extant. Th is is the analytic signifi cance 
of the watchword from the New Introductory Lectures.

Th is is a hard doctrine; it is no wonder that, at the end of his life, Freud 
worried increasingly oft en about the possibilities of a true termination of anal-
ysis.72 We are, thus, returned to the analysis he makes of the Moses, which can 
now serve as a centerpiece to my discussion here because, as the analysis of a 
statue, it can have no analytic future and can only be terminated, though not 
resolved.73 It is precisely in looking at what Freud has to say about works of art 
that we see the issues of Freud’s position posed the most starkly. All is there, 
always present.

We know from many texts and discussions that Freud admired Moses 
greatly. He identifi ed with him, oft en viewing himself as a stranger in a strange 
land, having brought the tablets of the law (here, psychoanalysis) to an unre-
ceptive and cowardly people. Th ere are other identifi cations, especially with 
Hannibal74 and Oedipus. (Arriving in America with Jung, Freud says to him: 
“Th ey do not know that we bring them the plague.”)75 As such, we learn litt le 
except for the image of Freud as conquistador. Two things strike me as more 
signifi cant in the Moses identifi cation. Th e fi rst is found in Freud’s vision of 
what Moses did. Moses’ accomplishment is, not only to have brought the law 
to the Hebrews, but also, and more importantly, to have thereby given them a 
self. Th e “self- confi dence and assuredness” of being God’s chosen is, for Freud, 
the central defi ning trait of the Jews. Most importantly: “It was the man Moses 
who stamped the Jewish people with this trait, one which became so signifi -

72. Compare esp. Sigmund Freud, “Th e Subtleties of a Parapraxis,” in Collected Papers, 5:313– 15, and 
“Analysis, Terminable and Interminable,” in Collected Papers, 316– 47.

73. Th is is true of the Moses essay on Moses but also, it seems to me, of the one on Leonardo. Despite 
the problems with this later work—the bird was a kite, not a vulture, etc.—most criticism seems to me to 
have missed what Freud was doing, namely, trying to show the limits of psychoanalysis. Such an accom-
plishment, of course, also lets one know something about what it means to do psychoanalysis. In a Novem-
ber 7, 1914, lett er to Strück (Th e Lett ers of Sigmund Freud, ed. Ernst L. Freud [New York: Basic, 1960], 307), 
Freud refers to the artist as a “special kind of being.” Th e most well- known of these critiques is Meyer Sha-
piro, “Leonardo and Freud: An Art Historical Study,” Journal of the History of Ideas 17 (1956): 147– 78. Sha-
piro had a minor cott age industry in going aft er “nonprofessional” art critics. See the devastating critique of 
Shapiro in Babett e Babich, “Th e Work of Art and the Museum: Heidegger, Schapiro, Gadamer,” in Words 
in Blood, Like Flowers, 199– 226.

74. See Freud’s tortured explanation of his own slips in the fi rst edition of Traumdeutung on the name 
of Hannibal’s brother/ father (Th e Psychopathology of Everyday Life, 217– 18) and the remarks on this in 
Schorske, “Politics and Parricide,” 337– 38.

75. Lacan (Ecrits, 403) says that he has this story from Jung.
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76. Sigmund Freud, Moses and Monotheism (New York: Vintage, 1957), 134, 135/ Studienausgabe, 9:552, 
553. Th e German for stamped is aufprägen, “to emboss, to leave one’s mark on.” Hanns Sachs (Freud, Master 
and Friend [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1944], 89) refers to Freud working “as if on wax on 
which he imprinted the seal of his will.”

77. Freud thus here rejoins the conception of cultural creation found in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. 
See Tracy B. Strong, “Philosophy and Cultural Revolution” 33, no. 2 Philosophical Topics (2008): 227– 47, 
reprinted in Nietzsche and Politics, ed. Tracy B. Strong (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008).

78. Although see Sigmund Freud, “Th e Unconscious,” in Collected Papers, 4:95, and Th e Ego and the Id, 
23– 24; and Sigmund Freud and Lou Andreas Salomé: Lett ers, 63– 65.

79. Freud, “Th e Moses of Michelangelo,” 279– 80/ Studienausgabe, 10:214 (my italics). Th e standard 
translation has the Tables as the subject of the last sentence, not Moses.

cant to them for all time.”76 Th e Hebrews are the clay Moses molded, the metal 
he made coin. Th eir self was created from that which was not them by his 
strength of will and forcefulness.77

Th is only carries us back a step. What is the nature of the Moses fi gure? 
Where does such a strength come from? In Moses and Monotheism, a strange 
Benjamin of a book, at this point Freud merely refers to the “father image.” 
He switches perspectives, that is, and adopts the position of those shaped and 
formed. But this explains only the strength to the “sons,” not the strength of the 
“father.” However, if one returns to the Moses statue that so challenged Freud’s 
sense of self, he is openly not constrained there by the problems of historical 
truth (with which he takes considerable liberties in Moses and Monotheism).78 
How are we to account for the strange posture of the statue? Freud writes:

What we see before us is not the inception of a violent action but the re-
mains of a movement which has already taken place. In his fi rst transport of 
fury Moses desired to act, to spring up and take vengeance and forget the 
Tables; but he has overcome the temptation and now he will remain seated 
and still in his mastered [gebändigten] wrath and in his pain mingled with 
contempt. Nor will he throw away the Tables so that they will break on the 
stones, for it is on their especial account that he has controlled his anger; it 
was to preserve them that he kept his passion under control [beherrscht]. In 
giving way to his rage and his indignation he had to neglect the Tables, and 
the hand which upheld them was withdrawn. Th ey began to slide down and 
were in danger of being broken. Th is called him to himself. He remembered 
his mission and renounced for its sake an indulgence of his feelings. His hand 
returned and saved the unsupported Tables before they had actually fallen 
to the ground. In this att itude he remained, and it is as such that Michelan-
gelo has presented him as the guardian of the tomb.79
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80. Ibid., 283/ 217 (my italics). New and Overhuman are nouns.
81. For a comparison of Freud’s analysis of this statue and Zarathustra, see Assoun, Freud and Nietz-

sche, 181– 82.
82. Freud to Fliess, September 21, 1897, in Masson, ed., Th e Complete Lett ers of Sigmund Freud to Wil-

helm Fliess, 264– 65. Th e lett er is also reproduced in Marie Bonaparte, Anna Freud, and Ernst Kris, eds., Th e 
Origins of Psychoanalysis (New York: Basic, 1954), 246ff .

To the objection that this is not, aft er all, the Moses of the Bible, who did throw 
the Tables down, Freud indicates that this new Moses rises to other heights:

Michelangelo placed a diff erent Moses on the tomb of the Pope, one supe-
rior to the historical or traditional Moses. He has modifi ed the theme of the 
broken Tables; he does not let Moses break them in his wrath, but makes him 
be infl uenced by the danger that they will be broken and calm that wrath, 
or at any rate prevent it from becoming an act. In this way he has added 
something new [Neues] and superhuman [Übermenschliches] to the fi gure of 
Moses; so that the giant frame with its tremendous physical power becomes 
only the concrete expression of the highest mental achievement that is possible in 
a man, that of struggling successfully against an inward passion for the sake of 
a cause to which he has devoted himself.80

Strong stuff , this. Th e statue presents Freud with the highest form of hu-
manity, a person whose defi nition of himself in his mission (which is who 
he is, his “I”) has so overpowered his aff ectual life that he has become an 
“Overman”—Freud uses the term that could only call up Nietzsche’s Über-
mensch.81 It is this quality that allows Moses to stamp a name on the rebus of 
the wandering Hebrews; it is, presumably, this vocational assurance that gives 
Freud the ability to make sense out of the welter of facts that each individual 
patient off ers him and to present them with an assured conviction of their own 
self. One hardly needs to call to mind similar passages in Max Weber.

It is important here to remember what Freud takes to have been the pur-
pose of his own self- analysis. It was undertaken, not in order to cure him of 
some particular neurosis, but to permit him to have the courage to carry out 
his mission. Freud specifi cally att ributes to himself no important neuroses.82 
Why then the analysis? It is required because it permits him to face up to the 
fact that the self has, in the end, no basis in nature: that which is shocking 
is, for Freud, the fact that, though the moral stance toward life is in no ways 
grounded in nature, most humans have neither the ability nor the courage to 
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go beyond it. But Freud also knows that the revelation that the moral realm 
has no justifi cation except the necessities of human neuroses is likely to be 
more dangerous than liberating. Whatever self there is in most people may be 
threatened by this revelation. Hence, his concern with the Moses fi gure is a 
concern that exemplifi es the sort of personality that was able to face the awe-
 full reality of human selfh ood and at the same time imprint on a world, or at 
least on a person, a new and viable self: a birth of the self out of the spirit of 
analysis.

Such considerations put the analyst into a particular moral position. Th ose 
who need analysis—indeed, by an extension that Freud undertakes very early 
in his writing, most of humanity—will only be an “I”—Ich—to the degree 
that they are able to perform something like the analytic act, that is, stamp 
their self on themselves, or, in Nietzsche’s words, “become what one is.” Most 
people, however, have neither the will nor even the desire to do this. Th ey are 
unhappy not only because they do not know what would make them happy or 
cannot get what would make them happy; they are also unhappy because they 
have to be. Being moral means having operative criteria for good and evil, but 
this meant to have a self that stands in contradiction to itself. Morality main-
tains this self. (Here, we get a glimpse of what Nietzsche was aft er when he an-
nounced that Kant’s categorical imperative “reeks of cruelty.”)

Freud is not here opposed to morality. Indeed, the argument of Civiliza-
tion and Its Discontents is precisely that morality is the only thing that allows 
most humans to continue to live together in society. But if morality is the pal-
liative for the “discontents”—the disquiet, the Unbehagen—of human culture, 
it does not, thereby, eliminate those discontents. Th us, Freud will indicate that 
every so oft en they will erupt no matt er what humans try to do to keep them 
tamped down. In this, he echoes Nietzsche’s queries about the purpose of mo-
rality. Th e self of morality is, for Freud, a self that is insuffi  ciently “I.” Th e an-
alyst is the person who knows that the self is not grounded in anything par-
ticular and is, in fact, an actualization arrived at in speech. Th e self has all the 
conviction that our language has but, in fact, no basis outside its usage and the 
lives that correspond to and exemplify that usage. Since the analyst makes this 
conviction available, he stands in a transmoral position, both unable to enter 
and destructive of a community of (moral) discourse with other human be-
ings. He constituted the presence and possibility of an exception to the rules 
that make up our moral life together.

Here, of course, we remember Moses and the Promised Land. More im-
portantly, we refl ect on the reasons for which Freud was led to insist repeat-
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83. Sigmund Freud, “Th e History of the Psychoanalytic Movement,” 304– 6.
84. Ibid. See also the discussion in Paul Roazen, Freud and His Followers (New York: Knopf, 1975).

edly on his isolation, on the necessity of being ill received, on his loneliness. 
In “Th e Origins of Psychoanalytic Movement,” writt en in the same year as the 
“Moses” essay, he remarked about himself that he “sacrifi ced at its inception 
[his] popularity as a physician” and noticed that “silence followed [his] talks,” 
that a “void” formed itself around him. He found, however, that his convic-
tion of “the general accuracy of [his] conclusions grew and grew” (no reason 
is given), and he “made up [his] mind that it had been [his] fortune to discover 
particularly important connections and was prepared to accept the fate which 
sometimes accompanies such discoveries.” Even more tellingly: “Whatever 
personal sensitiveness I possessed was blunted in those years, to my advan-
tage.” Th is enhances him in his conviction, for “psychoanalytical principles en-
able [him] to understand this att itude (of repudiation) in contemporaries and 
see it as the necessary consequence of fundamental premises.”83

We have here the self- portrait of either the paranoid or the heroic genius—
and, perhaps, the same diffi  culty in distinguishing between them that both-
ered Kant with the madman and the genius. Freud knows himself to be the lat-
ter; indeed, he uses the predicate heroic specifi cally about himself in this essay 
(though in quotation marks). It would seem that a person who is to do what 
the analyst must do needs to have the traits of total dedication to the cause. 
Th is was, in part, a reason for Freud’s apparently almost paranoid hostility to 
Jung, Adler, and the other defectors, who were regularly accused of putt ing 
their own self- aggrandizement before the cause.84 A retort that Freud identi-
fi ed the cause of psychoanalysis with his own self- aggrandizement is beside 
the point, at least from this point of view. Like Michelangelo’s Moses, when 
complete, each element of psychoanalysis will be necessary. What is threaten-
ing to Freud in the younger heretics is the self he has achieved, that is, the only 
kind of “I” that can survive in a world of civilization and discontent without 
succumbing to the psychic split that seems unresolved in almost everyone 
else. His critique of those who called his enterprise into question was fero-
cious.

Freud’s stance again calls to mind similar prises de position in other impor-
tant thinkers of the time. I examine some of them in the other chapters of this 
book, but a few additional comments here are necessary. Th ey point toward 
a general syndrome characteristic of those who thought deeply about mean-
ing and society in the early part of the century. Th e image presented by Freud 
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is obviously close to the men of vocation so important to the heart of Weber’s 
writing. Th ere, too, both the man of action and the man of knowledge (I use 
the male designation advisedly) confront a world that is, ultimately, chaos, 
into which meaning has been put only by the actions of men, be those of the 
mind or the body. Th ese activities have no signifi cance beyond themselves: 
they are convincing only if they convince. Yet, says Weber, the answer to the 
question of entitlement—“What kind of human being must one be to have 
the right to grasp the spokes of the wheel of history?”—is, in the end, he whose 
inner conviction and responsibility to that conviction run so deep that there 
is nothing that might be said to shake it.85 Weber fi nds this true as much for 
the hero whose vocation is truly for politics as for the man of knowledge. Th e 
justifi cation for the categories of understanding that the scientist imposes is, 
in the end, that they are powerful enough to shape and control all those incon-
venient facts, especially those with which Weber wants to surprise his liberal, 
socialist, and conservative friends.86

At roughly the same time, Witt genstein, in the Tractatus, comes to an end 
where he essays a division of the world into that for which one speaks and that 
of which one could not speak. He never denies the importance of the latt er 
world, any more than did Freud in his division of the world into the worded “I” 
and the unworded “it.”87 And later, though traces are already found in his Note-
books from this period, Witt genstein writes that the aim of philosophy is not to 
solve but to “dissolve” the perplexities that come when we compel ourselves to 
use language other than it is ordinarily used. So also Freud thought that a neu-
rosis would simply be eliminated from the mind of the analysand. In this “the 
philosopher’s treatment of a question was like the treatment of an illness.”88 
And Witt genstein suggested, too, that, at some ultimate point, the search for 
justifi cations came down to “riverbed,” such that there was no ground for an 
anthropological source of discourse, nor was there a need for one.89

Now the above paragraph is merely a set of suggestions that revolve around 

85. Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Vocation Lectures, 76. See the discussion in chapter 3.
86. Weber, “Die ‘Objektivität’ socialwissenschaft licher und sozialpolitischen Erkenntnis,” in Wissen-

schaft slehre, 193.
87. See Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin, Witt genstein’s Vienna (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1973), 

167– 201. Sigmund Freud, New Introductory Lectures, 300: “Mysticism is the obscure self- perception of the 
realm outside the ego, of the id.” See also Cora Diamond, “Ethics, Imagination and the Method of Witt gen-
stein’s Tractatus,” and James Conant, “Elucidation and Nonsense in Frege and the Early Witt genstein,” both 
in Th e New Witt genstein, ed. Alice Crary and Rupert Read (London: Routledge, 2000), 149– 73, 174– 217.

88. Witt genstein, Philosophical Investigations, par. 255.
89. Witt genstein, On Certainty, pars. 96– 100.
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90. See Carl Schorske, Fin- de- Siècle Vienna, introduction.
91. For Freud, one might say, a human being is a creation consequent to a particular structured inter-

action with a structured environment. Any study of epistemology ought to be a study of an actor- in-the-
 world. It is not clear that there is any ontology in Freud at all, beyond, perhaps, the claim that all human 
beings grow in a triadic relational structure (parent- child- parent), which is what he means by the Oedi-
pus complex.

92. It is noteworthy that Freud claims in “Th e History of the Psychoanalytic Movement” that he de-
nied himself the pleasure of reading Nietzsche and that, nevertheless, Civilization and Its Discontents is 
structured almost exactly along the lines of On the Genealogy of Morals, as is Weber’s “Th e Social Psychol-
ogy of World Religions.” See the interlude following chapter 3.

this fact: many of those who began to seek the source for understanding 
human society in the act of making sense of many apparently insignifi cant 
and diverse facts also found that the understanding of that act led them to a 
position that somehow escapes from ordinary human understanding. (Th at 
this is to some considerable degree true also of Witt genstein should come in 
his general evaluation of the perplexities of humankind as “not knowing its 
way about,” as “ill,” unable to live life in the “ordinary” present.) I suggest that 
all this is tied together by a common experience of the collapse of available 
structures of meaning that overtake Europe in the latt er part of the nineteenth 
century and the concomitant recognition that humans need, and, as a species, 
seem to require, that there be meaning.90 Th is posed a new problem of a moral 
and political nature: epistemology had become politics as well as the reverse. 
Th e recognition that meaning was given meant that meaning enjoyed neither 
more nor less status than the human being(s) who gave it. Worse yet, if there 
were no longer any generally available and apparently natural structures for 
meaning, then apparently any structure would do.91 Th is was, aft er all, the sig-
nifi cance of Nietzsche’s proclamation and reminder that God was dead: he 
meant that no human action would, henceforth, be understood to put us in 
contact with a world that transcended that activity; we are apparently unable 
to free ourselves from our prison, and every act we might take to do so merely 
enhances our shackles. In this, Nietzsche was rejoined by the world of Civili-
zation and Its Discontents.92

Th is meant that thinkers such as Weber, Nietzsche, and Freud, as some-
what earlier Marx, had concluded that there could no longer be found a moral 
justifi cation for determining the direction society ought to go in. Th ey are, 
in Paul Ricoeur’s term borrowed from Nietzsche’s Human, All Too Human, 
“masters of suspicion.” Morality itself is a manner by which a certain form of 
human existence tends to try and sett le the problems of its relations. Freud’s 
diagnosis is that, while useful, morality was doomed to failure. It is worth not-
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93. Sigmund Freud, “Th e Loss of Reality in Neurosis and Psychosis,” in Collected Papers, 2:277.
94. Schorske, “Politics and Parricide,” 347.
95. Sigmund Freud, “Dostojewsky and Parricide,” in Collected Papers, 5:223/ Studienausgabe, 10:271– 72. 

Compare to Freud, “Th e History of the Psychoanalytic Movement,” 324: “Psychoanalysis also brings to the 
surface the worst that is in man.”

ing the thinkers mentioned here—and to some considerable degree most of 
those discussed in this book—adopt a form of a “great man” theory to deal 
with the problem of entitlement and authority. Nietzsche’s doctrine of the 
Lords of the Earth (though not that of the Übermensch), Weber’s responsible 
Caesar, Freud’s Moses, indeed, Lenin’s Party and Gramsci’s New Prince, all 
are fi gures whose actions would impress a new structure of meaning and re-
cast a world increasingly hollow. Th eir justifi cation is the entitlement of the 
successful analysis: it convinces and eff ectuates a transformation in the world 
without ignoring it.93

W H I T H E R  P O L I T I C S ?

If this is so, then Freud’s thought was, though rarely directly about politics, 
deeply political. Carl Schorske has, in a brilliant article, argued that, over the 
last fi ft een years of the nineteenth century, Freud slowly solved his own Oedi-
pal relations and that his resolution took the form of a turning away from the 
political world and an adoption of a vocation that was a “counterpolitical tri-
umph of the fi rst magnitude. By reducing his own political past and present to 
an epiphenomenal status in relation to the primal confl ict between father and 
son, Freud gave his fellow liberals an historical theory of man that could make 
bearable a political world spun out of orbit and beyond control.”94

Th ere is important truth here: Freud did not involve himself directly in 
politics. But it also seems to me that Schorske is also slightly beside the mark. 
Psychoanalysts are intended not so much to avoid politics as in part to provide 
necessary replacements for it, in an age when politics no longer has a fi rm an-
chor. Psychoanalysis was designed at least to provide the possibility that there 
would be those who would be above the shift  and fl ow of politics as they were 
practiced; occasionally, as in the essay on Dostoevsky, Freud found a possible 
vocation to be a “teacher and a liberator of mankind,” to live an “apostolic” 
way of life.95 One should likely read Freud’s claim here in light of Kierkegaard’s 
essay, “On the Diff erence between an Apostle and a Genius.” Too briefl y: an 
apostle is a person associated with the absolute, whereas a genius is not. If this 
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is Freud’s source, his self- association is all the more telling. Th e validity of the 
assertion of the apostle depends on the authority associated with it.96

In this vision, the analyst fi gure transcends the ordinary run of humanity 
and, in some literal sense, att ains a stature so superior to it that he would be 
almost unrecognizable. In a late (1932) piece, writt en to honor a man whom 
he admired much of his life yet never met, one Joseph Popper, who wrote 
under the name Lynkeus, Freud returns to the problem of dream distortion—
the “royal road” to the unconscious, Dreams, he now writes, are the “normal 
psychosis of mankind”; our natural condition as humans is one of disease. 
Th e mind is itself compared to the modern state, in which there is a confl ict 
between the “mob” and the “prudent superior class.” Our instincts remain 
“ungovernable,” and, consequently, “we have developed organizations in our 
mind” that act as “an internal police force.” “Normalcy” in society comes to 
mean not allowing our “natural” selves to be expressed, except in sleep. Dream 
distortion is, thus, a sign that our moral self is in operation in that it prevents 
us from formulating to our mind anything that is too explicitly contrary to our 
necessary inhibitions—to those inhibitions that are the “transcendental” pre-
conditions for action that is human. In one of his stories, however, and, Freud 
indicates, to a great degree in his life, Popper- Lynkeus had given an example 
of a man in whom “no dream distortion occurred.” In this person, the self is 
not divided or in confl ict with itself. Th is self, in other words, is not like others. 
Popper, Freud indicates, tried to draw a parallel between the internal harmony 
of such a man and the social harmony that he, Popper, sought as a social re-
former. Freud immediately reminds us that there is no question of achieving 
this kind of harmony in society. But not only did Freud think it possible in an 
individual; he also associates himself with its achievement.97 Oedipus arrives 
at Colonus, aft er all. Here, then, we see an image of the analyst fi gure rising 
above the crowd. It is worth noting that Freud identifi es neither himself nor 
Popper with the “prudent superior class.” Th e kind of facile political reading 
of these passages that sees Freud identifying himself with the ruling elite is 

96. See Søren Kierkegaard, On the Diff erence between a Genius and an Apostle, in Th e Present Age (New 
York: Harper Torchbooks, 1962). See also Stanley Cavell, “Kierkegaard’s ‘On Authority and Revelation,’ ” 
in Must We Mean What We Say? 163– 79.

97. Sigmund Freud, “My Contact with Josef Popper- Lynkeus,” in Collected Papers, 5:295– 301. Lynkeus 
was, not so incidentally, one of the Argonauts and so sharp- eyed that he could see through the earth. He 
is mentioned in this vein in chap. 15 of Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. Compare also Sigmund Freud, “Jo-
seph Popper- Lynkeus und die Th eorie des Traumes,” in Gesammelte Werke, 18 vols. (London: Imago, 1991), 
13:357.
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98. Citations are from the opening section of Civilization and Its Discontents, 1ff ./ Studienausgabe, 
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99. Romain Rolland was a French man of lett ers (Nobel Prize, 1915). His politics were left - progressive 
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he would accompany Lenin on his trip to the Finland Station!

100. Freud to Rolland, March 4, 1923, in Gesammelte Werke, 14:553.

simply wrong. All civilized men partake of that class; it is the condition of 
their self- oppression. Freud and Popper (and Moses) have, rather, he seems 
to claim, a diff erent type of mind, one that does not share the structure of the 
ordinary mind.

A D U L T S  A N D  C H I L D R E N

Th ese thoughts are given even more grandiose expression in the opening 
chapter of Civilization and Its Discontents, writt en shortly before the Popper 
paper. In this book, Freud addresses the problem of civilization as a whole. 
He chooses to approach it through a comment on religion. Some years ear-
lier, he had argued in Th e Future of an Illusion that religion, as a form of group 
behavior, is a regressive form of behavior. All such behaviors, be they religion 
or politics, are manifestations of the (necessarily) insuffi  ciently developed “I” 
in most humans. For Freud, the person whose vocation is psychoanalysis has 
risen above all such forms of childhood.

“One cannot ward off  the impression,” writes Freud, opening under the 
compulsion of necessity, “that most men generally use false or impossible 
standards for themselves and others.”98 He then mentions power, success, 
and riches, three Faustian enterprises that have no conceivable point of sa-
tiation. Th en immediately he diff erentiates from the common run a group of 
“other” men, admired by the fi rst group, “it is true,” but whose “goals and ide-
als are completely foreign to the mob.” Freud establishes here fi rst two classes 
of people, distinguished in terms of their diff erent goals. But then, ominously, 
he indicates that the matt er is not as simple as it might have seemed. Goals, 
aft er all, are epiphenomena to repression.

Freud continues: “One of these outstanding men calls himself in his lett ers 
my friend.” “Calls himself . . . my friend.” He resists the simple opportunity 
to say that this person (Romain Rolland)99 is his friend, despite the fact that 
he had sent him a lett er on his sixtieth birthday praising him as an artist and 
an apostle of human love;100 at most, Rolland might be entitled to call himself 
Freud’s friend. Indeed, the reason appears quickly: Rolland had “expressed re-
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101. Freud, “A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis,” 302. See the discussion in David J. Fisher, 
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human (Freud, Master and Friend, 3– 5 and esp. 127ff .).

102. Fisher, “Sigmund Freud and Romain Rolland,” 22.

grets” that Freud should have in his book on religion misunderstood the nature 
of religion. (Six years later, in “A Disturbance of Memory on the Acropolis,” 
presented to Rolland on the occasion of his seventieth birthday, Freud will 
spend a paragraph saying that he can fi nd nothing to say about Rolland’s love 
of truth, courage in his beliefs, or aff ection and devotion to humanity.)101 Rol-
land, it turns out, thought Freud to be wrong on religion because he, Rolland, 
knew religion to be but the rationalization (for the populace) of a universal 
human trait, what he calls the “oceanic feeling.” Freud now claims to be both-
ered a great deal. He cannot discover this feeling in himself at all. He calls him-
self, rather, a “terrestrial beast” in an inscription of a gift  copy of Civilization 
and Its Discontents to Rolland.102 He does not, in fact, say that Rolland is mis-
taken (though Freud cites Rolland’s praise of poetry and illusion, even though 
Freud had proclaimed religion to be illusion). He simply says that he cannot 
fi nd this feeling in himself. He then proceeds to a discussion of the “I.” It turns 
out that, the more the “I” develops, the more it is detached from the world. 
Hence, by implication, the problem of those who have the “oceanic feeling” 
was that they were not suffi  ciently detached from the world. Th eir ego has still 
not taken a suffi  ciently extended place from the “it.” Th ey are still children.

Th us Rolland. In the next chapter, Freud promptly starts out to say what he 
(really) had said in Th e Future of an Illusion. He quickly establishes himself in a 
strange position: “Th e whole aff air [of religion] is so openly infantile, so hos-
tile to reality, that it becomes painful for one whose att itude towards human-
ity is friendly to think that the greater part of mortals will never be able to rise 
above this conception of life.” Again, Freud’s choice of locution is strange: he 
sees himself as one “whose att itude towards humanity is friendly.” He speaks 
of humanity as something almost external to himself; it is something by which 
he fi nds himself slightly repulsed; he is ambivalent about his association with 
it. He goes on to say that it is even more distressing to see with what rearguard 
actions men have simply replaced God by an impersonal abstract concept, 
presumably with a concept like the “oceanic feeling.” Th ese men did not even 
call religion what it is; it is almost enough, says Freud, to drive one to (reli-
gious) belief in order to criticize these pretenders.
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Th us, in relation to religion at least, we have, in fact, three classes of people: 
those who do not know that religion is an illusion; those, like Rolland, who 
do not know that they do not know that religion is an illusion; and, fi nally, 
those who know that religion is an illusion. Th is last group, for which Freud 
was, perhaps, the most clear candidate, is distinguished from the other two by 
its knowledge and is possibly allied to the lowest group in its honesty.103 We 
thus have here in Freud a category of what one might call maturity or adult-
hood. Authority properly pertains only to those who are mature or adult—
able to face the world as it is with all its confl icting and nonresolvable meaning 
manifolds. Th ose who cannot are still children (“the whole aff air . . . is so . . . 
infantile”).

Th e highest group has found a way to deal with the problem of the meaning 
of life. Freud’s problem thus becomes that of generating a group of men who 
would not subject themselves to the human- all- too- human of political society. 
Such “men” would have mental structures that would simply keep them from 
the dynamics that infect the rest of humanity, even and especially when, like 
Rolland, they pretend to have escaped from it. In a lett er to Einstein, Freud 
states that he is a pacifi st because he is obliged to be “for organic reasons.”104 
He “cannot help” rebelling against war, any more than others can help partak-
ing of it. He refers explicitly to the “notion that the evolution of culture is an 
organic process” and to “organic grounds” for the “changes in our ethical and 
aesthetic ideals.” We pacifi sts are such, says Freud, that our bodies will not put 
up with aggression.

Th is seems rather bizarre, this turn to biology,105 but it is not new in the 
thought of the period. Th ere are obvious cousins in Nietzsche; there are more 
disturbing parallels in the racial thought of the period. (One must note, how-
ever, that turning to biology need not imply turning to racism.) One could 
even fi nd elements of this kind of thought, in a much more metaphoric fash-

103. Note the parallel of Freud’s hierarchy to that which Socrates draws in Plato, Apology 21c– 22d.
104. Sigmund Freud to Albert Einstein, September 1932, in Freud, Collected Papers, 5:286. Compare 

Sigmund Freud to K. Abraham, July 8, 1915, in A Psycho- Analytic Dialogue: Th e Lett ers of Sigmund Freud and 
Karl Abraham, ed. Hilda C. Abraham and Ernst L. Freud (London: Basic, 1965): “Why I . . . have to be de-
cent is a mystery to me.”

105. Th is is the move in Freud that, in the end, bothers Habermas (see n. 20 above). I hope to have 
shown that it is a requirement of Freud’s thought, not an aberration. It also indicates that there is consider-
ably more unity to his sense of his project (as expressed in his 1895 “Project for a Scientifi c Psychology”) 
than is oft en thought. Late in life, Freud returned to the neurological question. See Sigmund Freud, “Some 
Elementary Lessons in Psychoanalysis,” in Collected Papers, 5:376– 82; as well as Solomon, “Freud’s Neu-
rological Th eory of Mind”; and Th omas Nagel, “Freud’s Anthropomorphism,” in Wollheim, ed., Freud, 
25– 52.
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ion, in Witt genstein’s remarks about redeeming the sin of the “sons of Adam.”106 
In the writings of his last few years, Freud tries once again to achieve what he 
had found unachievable in the 1895 “Project for a Scientifi c Psychology”: to 
rest his whole enterprise on neurobiology.107

It is important to realize that to end with such considerations is not an iso-
lated occurrence in the early decades of this century. Such endings also char-
acterize most of the other radical pessimists of the generations surrounding 
Freud. Freud, I suggested at the beginning of this chapter, takes the uncon-
scious as a fulcrum on which to lever an investigation of the activity of being 
human. But, the greater the understanding, the more the “I” takes the place 
of the “it.” “I” does not simply keep “it” down, push “it” into a corner. I dis-
place and replace it, but I do not “control” it. To the degree, then, that the “I” 
comes into being, the unconscious becomes an anachronistic vestige of man’s 
earlier self. I suppose this means that the ego becomes permanent and is no 
longer threatened by the tides of the not- I. Indeed, toward the end of the 1895 
“Project,” Freud seemed already to have indicated that the ego was a set of neu-
ronal connections that had achieved some kind of (temporary?) continuity.108

For such autopoietic individuals, if such there be, politics is simply unnec-
essary. Politics, aft er all, requires illusion: so much we learned, not only from 
Machiavelli, but also, indeed, from Plato. But, for Plato, there is never a ques-
tion of raising the roof of the cave; there is never a question of even wanting to. 
Th e life together is a life that depends on illusion. For Freud, while in philos-
ophy there was, perhaps, more than was dreamed by Horatio, in politics there 
was not. We might say against Freud that there is more than is dreamed of in 
his politics. He refuses to accept—perhaps there was good reason in 1920 to 
refuse—the claims that life together depends on illusions and that some illu-
sions are bett er than others. He insists on seeing face to face; thus, clearly, he 
cannot see most men. For him, there was never the persona; such he would 
not and could not know. Th e inevitability of Freud’s understanding was, per-
haps, given by the nature and source of our historical discontents. We have 
not seen the end of it.



5

Lenin and the Calling of the Party
Th e question whether human thinking can approach objective truth—

is no question of theory but a practical question. In praxis, man 
must prove the truth, i.e. the reality and power, the this- sidedness 

of this thinking. Th e struggle over the reality or non- reality of 
thought—if isolated from praxis—is a purely scholastic question.

Karl Marx, Th eses on Feuerbach

Lenin and the Party are twin brothers.
Who is more valuable for Mother History?

We say “Lenin,” and we mean the Party,
We say “Th e Party,” and we mean Lenin.

Vladimir Mayakovsky, “Vladimir Ilyich Lenin”

Th en one said unto Him, Behold, thy mother and thy brethren stand 
without, desiring to speak with thee. But He answered and said unto 

him that told him, Who is My mother? and who are My brethren? And 
He stretched forth His hand toward his disciples, and said, Behold My 
mother and My brethren! For whosoever shall do the will of My Father 

which is in heaven, the same is My brother, and sister, and mother.

Matt . 12:47– 50

I N  T H E  C H A P T E R  O N  W E B E R ,  I  C O N S I D E R E D  T H E  R O L E  T H A T  H I S  C O N C E P T 

of vocation plays in his thought. In the chapter that followed, I laid emphasis 
on the calling to psychoanalysis—the vocation—that I found in Freud and 
argued that it was the strength of this calling that underlay the possibility of 
psychoanalytic interpretation. In Freud, the notion of calling remained at the 
individual level, even if Freud was at great pains to prevent what he saw as dis-
torted understandings of it by others ( Jung and Reich are only two of those 
who come to mind). Both Weber and Freud held out the possibility and the 
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gether (somewhat against anything Lenin would have approved of) is Robert Service, Lenin: A Biography 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000).

2. See the useful Philip Pomper, Lenin’s Brother: Th e Origins of the October Revolution (New York: Nor-
ton, 2009).

3. Th e name is derived from the river Lena, in northeastern Siberia, in the area to which Ulyanov had 
been exiled.

necessity of a being who was in some sense “over” the ordinary run of human 
beings—in Weber the mature man who rests himself on that which he must 
do, in Freud the person who has remembered his mission and does not give 
in to impulse as children do. In this chapter, I propose to take up the ideas of 
calling and maturity in the context of another thinker, one who at fi rst glance 
appears to be a great distance from Freud, let alone Weber or Nietzsche. I hope 
to show, however, that there are important similarities in his approach to the 
question of understanding and acting in the world.

Th e son of a public offi  cial of politically progressive tendencies, Vladi-
mir Ilyich Ulyanov was born April 22, 1870, in Simbirsk, a town of some forty 
thousand inhabitants on the Western bank of the southern Volga River.1 His 
father died while he was still young; when he was seventeen, an older brother 
was arrested, tried, and hung for participation in a plot to assassinate the czar.2 
Ulyanov became politically active, studied Marxism, and in 1891 graduated 
with a law degree from the University of Saint Petersburg. His involvement 
with revolutionary groups led to his arrest in 1895 and exile to Siberia. His exile 
came to an end in 1900, and he traveled extensively in Russia and Europe, writ-
ing constantly. Around this time, he took the pseudonym Lenin, sometimes 
signing himself as “N. Lenin” or “V. I. Lenin.”3 Despite the Western press ten-
dency to refer to him as Nikolai (and occasionally “Old Nick”), he never used 
anything but the initial “N.” or his given fi rst names.

In 1903, following a split in the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, 
Lenin became a leader of the Bolshevik (majority) faction that was to become 
the Russian Communist Party. He participated in the unsuccessful 1905 revo-
lution and, aft er its defeat, went back into exile in Europe. When the First 
World War broke out, he moved to Zurich, Switzerland, highly distressed that 
the German Social Democrats had voted war credits for Germany’s participa-
tion. In February 1917, a social- democratic revolution led by Alexander Ke-
rensky overthrew the Russian czar. With the aid of the German authorities, 
Lenin arranged to go through Germany in a sealed railroad car, arriving at the 
Finland Station in Petrograd in April. Adopting a position of uncompromis-
ing noncooperation with the Kerensky government, the Bolshevik Party be-
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came the focus for all those discontent with the post- February developments. 
In October 1917, the Bolshevik Party overthrew the Kerensky government and 
assumed control of Russia. Lenin’s health began to decline aft er being seri-
ously wounded in an assassination att empt in 1918; although he suff ered sev-
eral strokes in the early 1920s, he continued to work even from his sickbed. He 
died on January 21, 1924.4

: : :
Th is history is well- known and oft en told. For the purposes of this book, it 
serves only to point out that, far more than any of the others considered here, 
Lenin was centrally involved in political action. What is of interest from the 
point of view of this book, however, is the epistemological understanding that 
gives meaning to the success of the revolution that Lenin achieved. Th e latt er 
part of the nineteenth century and the fi rst part of the twentieth had seen an 
exponential increase in the violence of class struggles both in Europe and in 
America. Th e result of those struggles, however, had not been revolution: at 
the most, it brought about some changes in working conditions, all of which 
served, in the end, to reinforce the economic and political system of industrial 
capitalism that had been the origin target of the activists.5

W H A T  I S  T H E  L E S S O N  O F  1 9 1 7 ?

Yet, in October 1917, Lenin and a small group of revolutionaries had succeeded 
in taking control of the insurrection that Kerensky and the others had ini-
tiated in February of that year and in transforming what had been a social-
 democratic movement into a state whose explicit aim was socialism and then 
communism.6 Against enormous odds, and contrary to all expectations, they 
consolidated their power over the next several years to create the Union of So-
viet Socialist Republics, exercising central control over what was now the larg-
est country on earth. To the general astonishment of Western observers, Lenin 
and his comrades managed slowly to bring the country back into some kind 
of order and to commence rebuilding the economic base. As Lenin famously 
put it in a 1920 address to the Eighth All- Russia Congress of Soviets: “Th ere is 

4. Good biographical accounts are Neil Harding, Lenin’s Political Th ought (Durham, NC: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 1996); and Hélène Carrère d’Encausse, Lenin (London: Holmes & Meier, 2001).

5. See James Weinstein, Th e Corporate Ideal in the Liberal State (Boston: Beacon, 1969).
6. Th e complexities of the journey to the Finland Station are well set out in the initial chapters of Piero 

Melograni, Lenin and the Myth of World Revolution: Ideology and Reasons of State, 1917– 1920 (Atlantic High-
lands, NJ: Humanities, 1989).
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only one way of undermining [capitalism] and that is to place the economy of 
the country, including that of agriculture, on a new technical basis. . . . Only 
electricity provides that basis. Communism is Soviet power plus the electrifi cation 
of the whole country.”7 While this was not accomplished in a month or a year,8 
signifi cant progress was made; the “White Russian” opposition forces that had 
fought a civil war were defeated, as were the various expeditionary forces sent 
by the United States and Great Britain. Trade with the West was reopened 
during the period of the New Economic Plan, and, by 1928, when Stalin aban-
doned that plan in favor of the First Five Year Plan, agricultural and industrial 
production had been restored to pre– World War I levels.9

How had the Bolsheviks managed this? For the progressive forces in indus-
trialized and even in Th ird World countries, in light of their domestic failures 
at seizing power and at best short- lived successes in inducing policy changes, 
the answer could not lie in superior force: that the Bolsheviks had not. Th e 
question thus became, What did Lenin know, and how can that knowledge be 
applied elsewhere? His secret had to be in the theory that gave rise to his poli-
cies, in his political science. Th e success of the Bolshevik Party thus raised the 
same kind of epistemological questions that we have seen in previous chap-
ters. What did the Bolsheviks know that allowed their success? What was the 
basis of their knowledge? What authority could it claim? For a book like this 
one, considered only from the point of view of his political achievements (no 
matt er how one evaluates them), Lenin would be of historical interest as a fi g-
ure but not of great political theoretical interest. However, over the course of 
his life and writings, he wrestled extensively with the conceptual and practical 
question of the relation of knowledge to political action—a theme we have 
already seen as central to Weber. He was constantly engaged in debates with 
his comrades (who oft en became opponents) as to the correctness of a partic-
ular policy proposal: whether to support parliamentarism; whether to make 
a separate peace with Germany; the degree of autonomy, if any, to allow the 
national republics of the new Soviet Union; the nature, degree of, and proce-
dures for the socialization of the rich and the middle peasantry, etc. He had to 
give reasons as to why his policies were preferable, and he worked those rea-
sons out into a coherent theoretical structure. He had to philosophize.

7. V. I. Lenin, address to the Eighth All- Russia Congress of Soviets, in Collected Works, 45 vols. (Mos-
cow: Progress, 1977), 31:516.

8. In fact, electrifi cation of the country was accomplished by 1931.
9. See Sheila Fitzpatrick, Alexander Rabinowitch, and Richard Stites, eds., Russia in the Era of NEP: 

Explorations in Soviet Society and Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991).
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And here Lenin seems to distance himself most dramatically from those 
considered in this book in terms of traditional notions of philosophy. Hannah 
Arendt once remarked apropos of the philosophical tradition that “no other 
activity appears as anti- philosophical, as hostile to philosophy, as political ac-
tivity in general and action in particular.”10 Whatever the truth of this claim—I 
shall explore it further in chapter 8—it is clearly not the case with Lenin. Th is 
can mean either that Lenin’s philosophical thought is irrelevant to his political 
activity or that the relation of the two in his work and life is characteristically 
diff erent from that of the tradition.

A constant and central concern was how one might correctly evaluate a 
proposed course of action. If the goal was clear—communism—the path was 
shrouded in historical complexities. Furthermore, while events required a re-
sponse, it was not at the time of policy choice automatically clear what the 
right response would be. As Lenin remarked at the time of the October Revo-
lution: “Th e seizure of power is the business of the uprising; its political pur-
pose will become clear aft er the seizure.”11 Th e aim is to win: what is to hap-
pen aft er that will be determined in the course of events. Here, Lenin repeats 
Napoléon’s “On s’engage et puis on voit.” Famously, “the locomotive of history 
takes many turns,” and the initial question was not so much to know what a 
correct turn was as to determine the authority of whatever group or person 
determined the turn. Th is was all the more a salient issue as the locomotive 
in question was the Party as Lenin conceived of it: a group of individuals, 
trained as revolutionaries, who claimed the right to speak for others under 
conditions of uncertainty, uncertain even themselves what was the correct path. 
It is important here to realize that the authority of the Party does not rest on 
the fact that it knows precisely what the path to socialism/ communism might 
be. It rests only on the fact that it is the Party that has decided. In this sense, all 
decisions that the Party makes are decisions about exceptional situations—a 
term we will explore more in the chapter on Carl Schmitt —to which no pre-
existing rules apply.

From a liberal point of view, the human costs could be substantial; from the 
point of view of the Party, they were epistemologically necessary. Th ere is a scene 
in Arthur Koestler’s fi ctional study of Bolshevism, Darkness at Noon,12 where 
Rubashov, the Party commissar, announces to Litt le Loewy, the responsible 
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Party person in Belgium, that he is to give up the Popular Front with the So-
cial Democrats. Richard cannot believe that, aft er several years of hard work, 
they are to take this sudden turn and resists; he is subsequently denounced 
by Rubashov. On what basis did the Party make this decision? Th e question 
is problematically—and to my reading somewhat dishonestly—resolved in 
Darkness at Noon, but it was a real question for those who followed Lenin. So 
with Lenin we are again faced with a question similar to that we found in pre-
vious chapters: what is the source and nature of authority for those for whom 
there is no transcendental standard to rely on?

T H E  E P I S T E M O L O G I C A L  B A S I S : 
M A C H  A N D  M A T E R I A L I S M

To understand Lenin on these questions, it is necessary to spend some time 
examining a major sustained piece of his more explicitly philosophical writ-
ing, the 1908 Materialism and Empirio- Criticism. Th e immediate cause for the 
book was a confl ict inside the Bolshevik Party between Lenin and Alexander 
Bogdanov. Bogdanov had helped found the Bolshevik Party in 1903 and was 
soon vying with Lenin for the leadership. A multitalented individual, he pub-
lished between 1904 and 1906 three volumes on “empiriomonism” in which 
he sought to bring the philosophical doctrines associated with Ernst Mach to-
gether with Marxism. Aft er the failed 1905 revolution in Russia, he became an 
advocate of immediate radical action and of the abandonment of participation 
in parliamentary politics. Lenin at that time, however, still advocated partici-
pation in the Duma. He thus had two reasons for opposing Bogdanov. Th e fi rst 
was one of narrow political rivalry. Bogdanov’s prestige as a theoretician was 
great: he was a serious competitor to Lenin for Party leadership. Th e second 
was that Lenin was convinced that Machism in fact led to disastrous political 
practices in great part because it was philosophically wrong.

Ernst Mach was a highly infl uential polymath who made signifi cant con-
tributions in physics, biology, psychology, and philosophy. Our unit for the 
measurement of the speed of sound comes, as can be seen, from his work. For 
the question that interests us here, his most important claim was to have dis-
tinguished between “physiological” and “geometric” space. Th e former is the 
space that is constructed by the manner in which we have cognition of the 
world. It is, thus, to some considerable degree dependent on the particular 
manner that we are in the world, one might almost say on our given historical 
situation. Geometric space, on the other hand, is an intentional construct for 
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a particular purpose (the purpose may be quite broad).13 While, at some level, 
this is the distinction between Geisteswisssenschaft en and Naturwissenschaft en, 
it is important to realize that, in both cases, nature is conceived as having no 
validity independent of the observer. Nature is, thus, a relative understanding 
(though not relativistic). Physics is, ultimately, referred back to our psycho-
biological status. It followed from this that Mach held an antirealist position 
on the nature of atoms, a position that involved him in a famous and bitt er 
dispute with Max Planck, who sought to base physics on constants that were 
independent of psychology and human perception. Planck held that the aims 
of science were fi rst and foremost science; Mach held that the aims of science 
were to bett er the human condition.14 In addition, the idea of a unifi ed self 
was, for Mach, simply an invention. Th e “I” was an assemblage of experiences, 
and the problematic of the relation of physiology to psychology was, thereby, 
given prominence.15

It is not hard to see why Machism might have att racted those convinced 
by Marx’s apparent claim that thought is epiphenomenal or “corresponds” 
to a particular historical situation.16 Although it has been argued that Lenin’s 
motives in writing Empirio- Criticism were narrowly political17—winning the 
theoretical fi ght against Bogdanov would greatly enhance his own prestige—
David Bakhurst has convincingly shown that this pushes the case too hard.18 
Whether or not he understood Marx’s materialism to have derived from 
Marx’s doctoral work on Epicurus and especially the atomist Democritus, 
Lenin had philosophical grounds for opposing Mach.

In Materialism and Empirio- Criticism, Lenin writes: “From the standpoint 
of Marxism, the limits of approximation of our knowledge to the objective, ab-

13. See Ernst Mach, Space and Geometry in the Light of Physiological, Psychological and Physical Inquiry 
(Chicago: Open Court, 1960), chap. 1.

14. See the relevant essays in Stephen Toulmin, ed., Physical Reality: Philosophical Essays on Twentieth 
Century Physics (New York: Harper & Row, 1970). See also the discussion in Steve Fuller, Th omas Kuhn: A 
Philosophical History of Our Times (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001).

15. We know that Nietzsche read Mach, in particular the Beiträge zur Analyse der Empfi ndungen (1886). 
Although Nietzsche does not discuss Mach anywhere, he did ask to have a copy of On the Genealogy of Mor-
als sent to him. See Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context, 94– 95.

16. See Karl Marx, German Ideology, in Marx/ Engels Collected Works, vol. 5. See also Karl Marx, intro-
duction to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, in Marx/ Engels Collected Works, 16:465– 71.

17. See Aileen Kelly, “Empiriocriticism: A Bolshevik Philosophy?” Cahiers du monde russe et soviétique 
22 (1981): 89– 118.

18. David Bakhurst, Consciousness and Revolution in Soviet Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1991), 123ff . David Joravsky (Soviet Marxism and Natural Science, 1917– 1932 [New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1961]) sees less of philosophical interest in Lenin’s work.
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22. Lenin, Materialism and Empirio- Criticism, 104.
23. Compare Lenin, “One Step Forward, Two Steps Backward,” 409.

solute truth are historically conditional, but the existence of such truth is un-
conditional, and the fact that we are approaching nearer to it is also uncondi-
tional. Th e contours of the picture are historically conditional, but the fact that 
this picture depicts an objectively existing model is unconditional. . . . [Th is 
is] the boundary between dialectical materialism and relativism.”19 Lenin here 
appears to wish to hold on to both sides of the duality Mach wished to reject. 
Objective truth exists (hence, there are diff erent kinds of realms) but is hid-
den from us because of our historical condition (hence, there is a kind of con-
structivism). It is, however, a possible quality of our historical condition to 
create, as it were, a bridge between the world of appearance and the world of 
truth. In “One Step Forward, Two Steps Backward,” Lenin remarks: “Genu-
ine dialectics . . . studies the inevitable turns. . . . One of the basic principles 
of dialectics is that there is no such thing as absolute truth, truth is always 
concrete.”20 Th e att ainment of truth is a given historical possibility. However, 
the achievement of this truth is a more complex matt er. In his book on Mach, 
writing at this moment against Victor Chernov,21 Lenin cites Marx’s second 
thesis on Feuerbach: “Th e question whether human thinking can approach 
objective truth—is no question of theory but a practical question. In praxis, 
man must prove the truth, i.e., the reality and power, the this- sidedness of this 
thinking. Th e struggle over the reality or non- reality of thought—if isolated 
from praxis—is a purely scholastic question.”22 He att acks Chernov for not 
understanding that to truth there corresponds concrete human activity and, 
thus, that truth is not att ained by rationality and logic alone. Truth is conse-
quent to human action: it is made. And, if truth is to be found in activity, the 
central characteristic of that activity for Lenin is struggle.23 It is a characteristic 
of any claim to truth that it will be opposed and, to be truth, must, therefore, 
be fought for. Having been fought for is a criterion for what is properly called 
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truth. In a much less intense manner, one fi nds the same thing in John Stuart 
Mill’s On Liberty in his argument that being challenged and being defended is 
an essential quality of anything that claims to count as true.24

T H E  H I S T O R I C I T Y  O F  T R U T H

Importantly, this means that there are no nonhistorical truths, no truths that 
transcend this world. Truth will be realized in history, but it does not mean-
ingfully exist outside that realization. It is, therefore, intellectually bankrupt to 
appeal to a timeless truth, or, indeed, to a principle of human nature, as jus-
tifi cation. Truth is a practical question—which is the lesson that Lenin drew 
from the year he spent analyzing Hegel’s Logic.25 A repeated focus in that work 
is the rejection of the Kantian thing- it- itself as an “empty abstraction” and the 
assertion that “Hegel was completely right as opposed to Kant” for he pro-
ceeded “from the concrete to the abstract.”26 Th ere is no transcendental realm 
to appeal to. (It was, of course, also the case with Kant that no appeal to the 
noumenal could be made.)

I am not interested here in whether Lenin’s reading of Kant is sustainable: 
as stated above, it appears to be an overly simplifi ed version of Hegel’s critique. 
In actual fact, however, Lenin’s appreciation of Kant seems to me to be, in fact, 
more complex. He is right to raise, as I did somewhat diff erently in chapter 1, 
the status of the thing- in-itself. We do know that, when in exile, Lenin spent a 
lot of time reading Kant,27 and, in the book on Mach, during an extended dis-
cussion of Kant and his relation to Machians as well as to nineteenth- century 
Kant criticism, he argued that the diffi  culty with Kant’s thought was that he 
was insuffi  ciently materialist—he should have been even more of a material-
ist. To have been so, however, Kant would have had to revise what appears to 
be his understanding of the thing- in-itself; in essence, if I interpret Lenin cor-
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rectly, Kant should have provided a transcendental deduction of the thing-
 in-itself and “grant [it] reality.”28

What is important is Lenin’s insistence on starting from the concrete world 
and moving “closer to the truth.”29 What, then, is the basis for an authoritative 
claim about the world or about what is to be done? From his extensive study of 
Hegel, Lenin drew a precise understanding of dialectic.30 Th is involves at least 
four separate eff orts. First, “true knowledge” of anything necessarily involved 
looking at all aspects of it—not discarding anything. As with Weber, no facts 
were so “inconvenient” that they could be ignored. While he was aware that 
this could never be completely accomplished, he called this “the rule of com-
prehensiveness.” Second, “dialectical logic requires that an object should be 
taken in development, in change, in ‘self- movement’ (as Hegel sometimes 
puts it).” He says that this is true even of a “tumbler” (i.e., a drinking imple-
ment): “It too is in fl ux and this holds especially true for its purpose, use and 
connection with the surrounding world.”31 Th ird, any understanding of any-
thing must include all of human experience “both as a criterion of truth and 
[as] a practical indicator of its connection with human wants.” Finally, he re-
fers approvingly to Plekhanov’s32 philosophical writings to the eff ect that truth 
is always concrete and never abstract.33

It is because of this that Lenin will constantly remind his audiences of the 
fact that mistakes are being made, will be made, and that this is because some-
thing is being att empted “for the fi rst time.” Take the following paragraph from 
his 1918 “Lett er to American Workers”: “Mistakes are being committ ed in the 
course of their revolutionary work by our workers, who have already, aft er a 
few months, nationalized almost all the biggest factories and plants, and are 
learning by hard, everyday work the new task of managing whole branches of 
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industry, are sett ing the nationalized enterprises going, overcoming the re-
sistance of inertia, pett y- bourgeois mentality and selfi shness, and, brick by 
brick, are laying the foundation of new social ties, of a new labor discipline, or 
a new infl uence of workers trade unions over their members.”34 Th e italics are 
Lenin’s: what is being att empted is something that has never been done before. 
Th ere is no past experience from which to learn—indeed, one is creating that 
experience. And, if this be so, the question that arises is how one knows that a 
step taken is in the right direction. Th ere does exist a formal test by which one 
may determine the correctness of a particular political line: “Does it become 
historically objective?” Th is means, of course, that the truth of a policy is at-
tested to by the fact that it becomes the policy of the proletariat.

Lenin appeared, at the end of his life, to think that this new society will re-
quire a complete transfi guration of being- in-the- world. Refl ecting on the New 
Economic Policy in January 1923, he wrote: “A number of economic, fi nancial 
and banking privileges must be granted to the co-operatives—this is the way 
that our socialist state must promote the new principle on which the popula-
tion will be organized. . . . [G]iven social ownership of the means of produc-
tion, given the class victory of the proletariat over the bourgeoisie, the system 
of civilized co-operatives is the system of socialism.” Two days later, he con-
tinues the thought: “Th e organization of the entire peasantry in co-operative 
societies presupposes a standard of culture among the peasants . . . that can-
not, in fact, be achieved without a cultural revolution. Our opponents told us 
repeatedly that we were rash in undertaking to implant socialism in an insuf-
fi ciently cultured society. But they were misled . . . because in our country the 
political and social revolution preceded the cultural revolution, that very cul-
tural revolution nonetheless now confronts us. Th is cultural revolution would 
now suffi  ce to make our country a completely socialist country but it presents 
immense diffi  culties of a purely cultural (for we are illiterate) and material 
character (for to be cultured we must achieve a certain development of the 
material means of production . . .).”35

Lenin thus foresees the need for a complete transformation of society (a 
“cultural revolution”). And, indeed, during the First Five- Year Plan, organizers 
were sent out to the villages (including the patriarchal tribal ones in Central 
Asia) with the strict instructions of bringing the rule of law to those societies, 

34. V. I. Lenin, “Lett er to American Workers,” in Collected Works, 28:73.
35. V. I. Lenin, “On Cooperation,” in Collected Works, 33:470– 71, 474– 75. On cultural revolution, see 

the very important Sheila Fitzpatrick, ed., Cultural Revolution in Russia, 1928– 1931 (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1984), esp. Fitzpatrick’s “Cultural Revolution and Class War,” 8– 40.
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thus of changing the culture found there (e.g., in relation to male- female hier-
archies). Th ey were oft en met with violent resistance: trouser- wearing female 
organizers would be sent back dismembered in a cart. It is oft en forgott en that 
there was a lot more to the First Five- Year Plan than the forced collectivization 
of the kulaks.36 Socialism will arise spontaneously neither from the proletariat 
nor from the peasantry. Indeed, Lenin’s writings of his last years are fi lled with 
discussions of the need to educate the working classes for which in turn the 
Party must “learn to govern.”37 In an April 5, 1920, speech to the Ninth Con-
gress, Lenin worries about the growth of the Party aft er the revolution and 
exhorts: “We must spare no eff ort to make this vanguard of the proletariat, 
this army of 600 000 members, capable of coping with the tasks that confront 
it. . . . Amongst [this army] we must not tolerate a single one who does not 
do his duty.”38 A considerable portion of What Is to Be Done? is, thus, focused 
on a subtle criticism of spontaneism, that is, the belief that the revolution will 
naturally arise from the aroused working class. Lenin never fully rejects spon-
taneism, but he is clear that it cannot be relied on.39

One might note that it is even possible, as Beatrice Rosenthal and Aldo 
Venturelli argue, that Lenin’s ambivalence toward spontaneism owed some-
thing to Nietzsche. We know that his library contained a 1909 German edition 
of Th e Birth of Tragedy and that it was quite marked up.40 Rosenthal argues that 
his “categories ‘consciousness’ and ‘spontaneity’ correspond to Nietzsche’s 
Apollonian and Dionysian impulses.”41 Indeed, Lenin will say that “revolu-

36. Th ere was a good deal of violent resistance to the att empt to bring something like the rule of 
law to feudal patriarchal tribes, especially when the cadres were women. Th e Five- Year Plan is much 
more  extensive and complex than the collectivization of the kulaks. See Moshe Lewin, La paysannerie 
et le  pouvoir soviétique, 1928– 1930 (Paris: Mouton, 1966); and Anna Louise Strong, Red Star in Samarkand 
(New York: Coward- McCann, 1929) (also cited by Lewin). See also Fitzpatrick, “Cultural Revolution 
and Class War.”

37. V. I. Lenin, “Speech in Petrograd” (1917), in Collected Works, 26:294. See the discussion in Moshe 
Lewin, Lenin’s Last Struggle (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), esp. xxix.

38. V. I. Lenin, “Speech Closing the Congress,” in Collected Works, 30:486– 90.
39. Indeed, it was precisely the failure of spontaneous uprisings that led certain portions of the 
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Seatt le General Strike of 1919. See Tracy B. Strong and Helene Keyssar, Right in Her Soul: Th e Life of Anna 
Louise Strong (New York: Random House, 1985), chap. 6.

40. Aldo Venturelli, “Eine historische Peripetie von Nietzsches Denken, Lenin als Nietzsche Leser,” 
Nietzsche- Studien 22 (1993): 320– 30, esp. 324.

41. Beatrice Rosenthal, New Myth, New World: From Nietzsche to Stalinism (University Park: Penn-
sylvania State University Press, 2002), 128 (and see chap. 5 passim). Th e American diplomat and historian 
Arthur Bullard knew Lenin before the Revolution and, in Th e Russian Pendulum: Autocracy- Democracy-
 Bolshevism (New York: Macmillan, 1919), 6, argues, but without specifi c proof, that Nietzsche’s Beyond 
Good and Evil was a formative infl uence on him.
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tions are the festivals of the oppressed.”42 Clearly, however, he is much more 
resistant to the dionysian/ spontaneism that Nietzsche had been. Th e role of 
the Party, aft er all, is to give consciousness and form to that which occurred: 
what is needed is Apollo.

Here, Lenin’s motif is the same as was Weber’s. He does not want the Party 
to hold up the idea of a revolution and concludes that, since the world does 
not match up to it, it is, in Weber’s words, “the world that is base” and not the 
Party. In politics, this would be precisely the kind of idealism masquerading as 
empiricism that Lenin att acked in Machian epistemology.43 In Left - Wing Com-
munism: An Infantile Disorder, Lenin remarks: “History as a whole, and the his-
tory of revolutions in particular, is always richer in content, more varied, more 
multiform, more lively and ingenious than is imagined by even the best par-
ties, the most class- conscious vanguards of the most advanced classes.”44 Th e 
world, in other words, is always more than even the most skilled and knowl-
edgeable agent can make of it. At any given time, the categories we have for it 
will be to some degree or another inadequate. Here, again, the epistemological 
position is like that we found in Weber.

A G E N C Y  A N D  T H E  P A R T Y

Th e agent that brings conscious form is the Party, and Lenin’s most extensive 
consideration of the nature of the Party is in What Is to Be Done? If we exam-
ine what he says there, we fi nd that, as Robert Eden has pointed out, Lenin’s 
starting question is actually, “What is to be done about the trade unions?”45 
Lenin writes: “Th e history of all countries shows that the working class, ex-
clusively by its own eff ort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness, 
i.e. the conviction that it is necessary to combine in unions, fi ght the employ-
ers and strive to compel the government to pass necessary labor legislation, 
etc.”46 Th is is all that can be achieved by the working class on its own. What is 
being essayed in Russia, however, is without precedent and must rely on what 
he calls “the most advanced theory”—and such theory, he hastens to add, can-
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not be derived from experience. Th e past is no guide—indeed, it will lead us 
astray.47 Once again: that which is and has been is no guide to the future. Han-
nah Arendt will point to the gap between past and future with a citation from 
René Char: “No will and testament give rise to that which is our legacy.”48 Th e 
stance in Lenin is the same.

In other words, the working classes, like the other classes, have no possibil-
ity of reaching a consciousness other than the one that refl ects their dialectical 
position in society. By itself, the working class can do nothing about the (false) 
consciousness that characterizes its historical and social position. Th e Party is, 
thus, necessary; however, Lenin does not argue that the Party is the possessor 
of the truth since, as we have seen, truth is to be att ained and cannot be derived 
from historical experience. Th e fi rst thing to be done, as follows from his fi rst 
principle of dialectics, is to make sure that all mistakes are stamped out im-
mediately. Much as Freud had relentlessly opposed those who disagreed with 
him, Lenin is concerned to att ack without mercy and with equal vehemence all 
possible targets, be they obscure socialists, short- lived publications such as the 
Rabocheye Dyelo, or the entire Menshevik movement. Th e Collected Works runs 
to forty-fi ve volumes, and a very signifi cant portion of it is made up of critiques 
of other people’s positions. It is important to stamp out all errors, for it is not ob-
vious that the passing of time will take care of them. If in 1848 it was correct for 
a German social democrat to highlight the question of a republic, in 1898 it was 
no longer so. As Lenin says (and more than once, as we have seen): “All things 
are relative, all things fl ow, and all things change. . . . Th ere is no such thing as 
abstract truth. Truth is always concrete.”49 If truth is always and only concrete, 
then there is no preexisting world that will set one straight if a mistake is made. 
It is, thus, up to the political theorist/ activist to make sure that all that is not 
truth is exposed as such, stamped out, and eliminated. But on what grounds?

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  C H A R A C T E R

Lenin was known from early on as a relentless and uncompromising fi gure. 
While some of his ferocity in annihilating opponents no doubt derives from 
personality traits, more signifi cant is the importance of confl ict and struggle 
in moving toward what can be called true. Unless the confl ict is clear and the 
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victory outright, vestiges of the other position will remain, and what is left  will 
be—well, an underdetermined mess.50 Importantly, therefore—and I shall 
return to this—his criticisms are oft en ones of character. Th us, in what has 
come to be known as “Lenin’s Testament,” he will write that Trotsky was “per-
sonally perhaps the most capable man in the present C.C. [Central Commit-
tee], but he has displayed excessive self- assurance and shown excessive pre-
occupation with the purely administrative side of the work.” Bukharin “is not 
only a most valuable and major theorist of the Party; but . . . there is some-
thing scholastic about him.” Stalin “is too rude and this defect, although quite 
tolerable in our midst and in dealing among us Communists, becomes intol-
erable in a Secretary- General. Th at is why I suggest that the comrades think 
about a way of removing Stalin from that post and appointing another man in 
his stead who in all other respects diff ers from Comrade Stalin in having only 
one advantage, namely, that of being more tolerant, more loyal, more polite 
and more considerate to the comrades, less capricious, etc.”51

Th e question of character will become important when I consider the qual-
ities that a revolutionary must have, the qualities, that is, that are necessary to 
entitle one to act as a (true) revolutionary. Here, it relates to the question of 
the concrete nature of truth. Th e insistence that a critique must be made of 
everything corresponds to an understanding that society is a whole and that 
one cannot pick and choose which elements one dislikes. As Weber put it, one 
cannot ignore “inconvenient facts” simply because they are inconvenient. As 
such, the move is a standard Marxist one, going back at least to Marx’s essay 
“On the Jewish Question” and to his suggestion in the introduction to the 
“Contribution for a Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right” that the proletariat 
has suff ered no wrong in particular but a wrong in general. If wrong in general 
has been suff ered, then everything must be criticized.

I N  W H A T  M A T T E R  I S  T H I S 
D I F F E R E N T  F R O M  L I B E R A L I S M ?

To grasp the importance of this unrelenting and general criticism, it is useful 
in passing to compare Lenin’s position to a more standard liberal view of so-
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ciety. John Rawls argued, in A Th eory of Justice, that, for an issue to be subject 
to the conversation of justice, one has to be able to say what harm one has, in 
fact, been subjected to. Most importantly, he argued that those who have a 
complaint about a given distribution of goods must be able to formulate their 
complaint in terms of how they have been injured. How so? He writes: “If we 
resent our having less than others, it must be because we think that their being 
bett er off  is the result of unjust institutions, or wrongful conduct on their part. 
Th ose who express resentment must be prepared to show why certain institu-
tions are unjust or how others have injured them.” In other words, if you make 
an accusation against some act of mine and cannot show what it is that I have 
done or what it is that I have participated in doing that has, with reference of 
a principle of justice, injured you, I may, in this case, hold myself to be “above 
criticism.”52 If I can relate my action to a principle on which we have agreed, I 
am invulnerable to any claim of justice by you. My human skin is, so to speak, 
impenetrable.

When Marx pushed these matt ers to an extreme, he wrote in critique of the 
liberal position that German emancipation depended on the “formation of a 
class with radical chains, . . . a sphere which claims no particular right because 
no particular wrong but wrong in general is perpetrated against it.”53 His claim 
here was that revolution will occur only when a particular class conceives of it-
self as being wronged, not in a particular way, but in general. One might imag-
ine a similar moment in literature, the moment at the end of A Doll’s House 
when Nora is questioned by her husband, Th orvald, as to what is wrong with 
her situation (there had been fi nancial problems, but they were resolved). As 
the interrogation proceeds, we fi nd that there is no particular thing that Nora 
can identify as wrong. She goes to her room—Th orvald thinks to bed. She 
comes downstairs in another set of clothes:

Thorvald: What’s this? Not in bed? You’ve changed your clothes.
Nora: Yes, Th orvald, I’ve changed my clothes.54
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And, as her clothes, so also herself. Everything is wrong—but nothing is 
wrong in particular. Th at is, her condition is wrong; in the terms of the world in 
which she lives, nothing particular is wrong. As the subsequent exchange with 
Th orvald reveals, she is or needs to be “before everything else” a human being, 
or at least she can/ should “try to become one.” Att aining this explicitly means 
in the world in which she lives rejecting marriage, parenthood, religion. Only 
if the unimaginable happens to Th orvald can he be saved, can she be saved 
with him. And she leaves; the door slams behind her. Th e point of these two 
examples is that for neither Marx nor Ibsen nor Lenin can some claims of in-
justice be referenced to rules or principles.55 If everything is at fault, everything 
must be critiqued.

T H E  P R O B L E M  O F  S P O N T A N E I S M

It is, thus, the case that any position that leaves some aspects of contempo-
rary society in place must be att acked. In What Is to Be Done? Lenin moves 
to a consideration of spontaneism. His point is that nothing other than ex-
isting class consciousness can emerge “spontaneously”—that is directly—
from the conditions in which the working class fi nds itself.56 Th e conditions in 
which people live and above which they cannot rise provide only false hopes 
for change. Th e problem with spontaneism is that it constitutes a false belief 
that there is something deeper than the structure of the world in which one 
lives and works, something that might constitute a springboard for change. 
For Lenin, the moment is not the source of what is to be done.57

Th e task, then, is to get away from the demands and drives of the mo-
ment—but to where? In “Wahlrecht und Demokratie in Deutschland,” Weber 
had writt en that “only the ordered leadership of the masses by responsible pol-
iticians can break the unruly [regelos] domination of the streets and the lead 
of the demagogues of the moment.”58 While it is true that Weber’s ultimate 
commitment is to the fatherland and Lenin’s is to socialist revolution, what is 
of import here is that, for both, this transformation can be accomplished only 
by a particular leader who responds, not to the demands of the moment and 
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the crowds, but to something else. For Weber, I argued that such responsibility 
was, ultimately, to a particular form of what one might call existential Luther-
anism, which transformed the question of justifi cation from moral and objec-
tive criteria to a form of aesthetic entitlement. Posing the same question now 
to Lenin, the question that arises is, “To what or to whom is the Party respon-
sible?” Given what I have just argued, the Party clearly cannot be responsible 
to the working classes—that is, it cannot do what they demand—insofar as 
these are living under working- class conditions, conditions that lead only to 
trade union consciousness.

Louis Althusser provides us with an entry into this problem when he com-
ments on the relation of philosophy to partisanship in Lenin: “We can say that, 
in [Lenin’s] view, philosophy represents the class struggle, i.e. politics.”59 For 
Althusser, philosophy “represents” politics in the domain of science, that is, in 
the domain of theory. For, although implicit in Lenin’s test of the correctness 
of a policy is the realization of that policy by the proletariat, it is still clearly 
the role of the Party to advance such policies—this is politics. I noted above 
that the truth of such a policy could not be derived from experience. What, 
then, is the nature of the test? A fi nal recognition will come in the act of revo-
lution. But that recognition will come only when it comes. One can always 
make mistakes or be overly optimistic. Th us it was a bit prematurely, perhaps, 
that Lenin welcomed the 1905 revolution:

We have lived to see the revolution. Th e time of mere literary pressure is 
gone; the time of parliamentary pressure has not yet arrived. It is only an 
uprising that can exercise eff ective, not paltry, pressure. When civil war 
spreads over the whole country, pressure is exercised by armed force, by 
giving batt le, and then any other att empt to bring pressure to bear amounts 
to hollow and wretched phrase- mongering. Nobody has yet ventured to 
assert that the period of insurrection has passed in Russia. And since that 
is so, any avoidance of the tasks of a rising, any argument against its neces-
sity, any “watering- down” of our demands to the bourgeois democrats that 
they participate in the uprising, means laying down our arms at the feet of 
the bourgeoisie, converting the proletariat into an appendage of the bour-
geoisie. Nowhere in the world has the proletariat as yet ever laid down its 
arms when a serious struggle has commenced, nor has it ever yet yielded 
to the accursed heritage of oppression and exploitation without measur-
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ing swords with the enemy. Such are now our means and hopes of bring-
ing pressure to bear. No one can foretell the outcome of the struggle. If the pro-
letariat is victorious—it will be the workers and peasants who will make 
the revolution, and not the Golovins and Struves. If the proletariat is de-
feated—the bourgeoisie will obtain new constitutional rewards for assist-
ing the autocracy in this struggle. Th en and only then a new era will be in-
augurated, a new generation will come forward, European history will repeat 
itself, parliamentarianism will for a time become the real touchstone of all 
politics. If you want to exercise pressure now, then prepare for insurrection, 
preach it, and organize it.60

Even in this text, Lenin does not take the present as defi nitive: “None of us 
can foretell the outcome of the struggle.” If the proletariat should win (this is 
1905), it will be the victory of the workers and the peasants. Should the bour-
geoisie win, “history will repeat itself ”; that is, the present stage will be inten-
sifi ed, and a further opportunity will reveal itself at some time to come. At that 
time, politics will acquire a more parliamentary focus—and that, too, will be-
come the focus of revolutionary action. Win or lose, however, what is impor-
tant is the exercise of violent pressure now—not for its own sake, but because 
it makes two paths possible. Not to exercise pressure will result in the czarist 
status quo, and any alternative is bett er than that.

Th e moment of revolution does, however, provide a clue as to the kind 
of validation that one must look for. It is a moment when, fl eetingly, every-
thing seems to fi t together and fl ow by itself.61 But these moments, which do 
occur in history, are precisely not what the Party seeks to bring about. Th ey are, 
rather, the touchstones by which the correctness of a policy can be seen in ret-
rospect. Th e Party and the revolutionary theoretician thus have, for Lenin, an 
aspect that is comparable to the role that Weber ascribed to the great political 
leader. Each acts in such a way that his actions have the aspect of coherence for 
others. Th e Party does not try and make the revolution: rather, it tries to make 
for as much coherence of understanding and action as may be possible at any 
given moment. Th is means that it must constantly adjust itself to the political 
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realities that are at any given time on the ground. One might even say that, for 
Lenin, the proletariat is the vocation—the Beruf—of the Party. Th e working 
classes are not the means or even the purpose of Party action, any more than 
a calling is a means of the goal of a life for Weber or than serving God was the 
means of the goal of the life of a Calvinist. (I might note here that this is pre-
cisely the source of the confusion in Trotsky’s notion of “permanent revo-
lution” with its implication either that one always knows what is making for 
the coherence of revolution or that one never knows. In Results and Prospects 
in 1906, and again in the 1931 Th e Permanent Revolution, Trotsky maintained 
that a single focus on the overthrow of capitalism on a worldwide basis was 
the prerequisite for socialism anywhere.)62

It is here that we see a diff erence—albeit never really explicit—with (at 
least some version of) Marxism. Lenin also has a dialectical understanding 
of the working of the world, but what diff erentiates him from Marx and even 
more from Hegel63 is that he conceives of the dialectic politically. Marxism 
claimed to be a scientifi c critique of capitalism, not the elaboration of a po-
litical or moral point of view. In calling it a critique, I am asserting that Marx 
sought to answer a fundamentally Kantian question: “What has to be the case 
for capitalism to be possible?” Th e enterprise of Capital (of which the sub-
title, one recalls, is “A Critique of Political Economy”) is to eff ectuate what one 
might call a kind of transcendental deduction of capitalism. Th e epistemological 
position that Lenin sketches out in his refutation of Mach and in his critique 
of Hegel makes the Kantian form of critique insuffi  cient in itself. To it must be 
added political struggle. Lives as they are lived must be changed, or we remain 
with a form of idealism. “Th e sickness of a time,” wrote Witt genstein, “is cured 
by an alteration in the mode of life of human beings, and it was possible for the 
sickness of philosophical problems to get cured only through a changed mode 
of thought and of life.”64 So also with Lenin.

Lenin is explicit on the political question. In 1921, he returns once again to 
the question of the trade unions:

It is strange that we should have to return to such elementary questions, 
but we are forced to do so by Trotsky and Bukharin. . . . Th ey have both re-
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proached me for “switching” the issue or for taking a “political” approach 
while theirs is an “economic” one. . . . Th is is a glaring theoretical error. . . . 
Politics must take precedence over economics. To argue otherwise is to forget 
the ABC of Marxism. . . . [Y]ou forget the ABC of Marxism when you say 
(or imply) that the political approach is equivalent to the “economic” and 
that you can take the one for the other.65

It is well- known that Marx never spent much time working out the logic of the 
politics of the transition to postcapitalism. What Lenin brings here to Marx is 
the claim that the practical process of “proving the truth” of thinking (to take 
up the words of the Second Th esis on Feuerbach) is political and, more precisely, 
a politics of struggle. A simply objective wissenschaft lich critique of capitalism 
is not in itself a suffi  cient preparatory condition for action leading to the de-
velopment of socialist freedom and liberation.

A D U L T H O O D  A N D  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y : 
T H E  T E M P O R A L  D I M E N S I O N  O F  P O L I T I C S

What, however, can one say about this struggle? For Lenin, those who are not 
capable of facing up to it, of accepting the fact that there are no external sup-
ports or guideposts for one’s action (no banister, as Arendt would say), lack 
maturity—they are not grown up. Aft er all, “left - wing communism” was an 
“infantile disorder.” Th e accusation of childishness comes up several times in 
Lenin’s work. In addition to the 1920 Left - Wing Communism, there is the 1918 
“Left - Wing Childishness and the Pett y- Bourgeois Mentality.”66 Additionally, 
arguing in early March 1918 to the Seventh Congress of the Russian Commu-
nist Party—in particular against Bukharin—for a peace with Germany, he 
claims that, while we “shall see world revolution,” now is not that time. “For 
the time being, it is a very good fairy- tale, a very beautiful fairy- tale—I quite 
understand children liking beautiful fairy tales. But I ask, is it proper for a seri-
ous revolutionary to believe fairy- tales?”67

A fairy tale is, for Lenin, an account of the world as one would wish it to be; 
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it is a turning away from the world as it is.68 And it is the stuff  of childhood. As 
we shall see below, immaturity is a repeated term of accusation. In what does 
such childishness consist? Most centrally, it consists in assuming that a theory 
or a process can do one’s work for one. In Left - Wing Communism, for instance, 
Lenin att acks left - wing communists for rejecting parliamentarism a priori. His 
opponents had argued that parliamentarism is “historically obsolete.” Perhaps 
so, replies Lenin, but that is “a far cry from overcoming it in practice.” Th e his-
torical actuality is that parliamentarism is not “politically obsolete”—and that 
is what has to be confronted directly. Th is means entering into compromises 
as they become politically and objectively necessary. Earlier in the piece, he 
writes: “To reject compromises ‘on principle,’ to reject the permissibility of 
compromises in general, no matt er what kind, is childishness. . . . A political 
leader who desires to be useful . . . must be able to distinguish. . . .”69 In the 
earlier piece, left - wing communists are att acked fi rst for the belief that science 
will bring about the socialist revolution and then for eschewing the impor-
tance of politics—here Lenin cites Clausewitz as the teacher of the impor-
tance of politics.70

Politics for adults is, then, central to Lenin, for politics is conceived as 
struggle, much as it will be for Carl Schmitt  and was for Max Weber. And it is 
only in struggle—ultimately, violent struggle—that disputes will be resolved. 
Lenin’s disdain for “bourgeois practices” is strong, as we see in a 1919 essay: 
“Th ose who worship ‘consistent democracy’ imagine that the extremely im-
portant political problems can be solved by voting. Such problems are actu-
ally solved by civil war if they are acute and aggravated by struggle.” His rea-
son for asserting the victory of the Bolsheviks in the 1919 elections, in which 
overall, by the fi gures that Lenin reports, they gained 25 percent of the total 
vote, is that, when broken down by region (regions corresponding loosely to 
proletarian [working class], peasantry, and bourgeois), the Bolsheviks “had 
behind them the vast majority of the proletariat, which included the most 
class- conscious, energetic and revolutionary section, the real vanguard, of that 
advanced class.” Since “the town inevitably leads the country,” the election 
shows that the Bolsheviks have “an overwhelming superiority of forces at the 
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decisive point at the decisive moment.”71 Th us, the 25 percent is a victory, for it 
shows that the Bolshevik Party is able “to prove by deed to the non- proletarian 
working people that the proletariat was their only reliable ally, friend and 
leader.” What is right—what is victorious—must, therefore, always be un-
derstood in a temporal or historical dimension, not statically in a one- time-
 only fashion. In terms of the movement of history, voting, taken only in itself, 
is static and does not take into account the dynamics of truth. Lenin concludes 
the essay by reminding his readers, as we have seen before, that this is why all 
those who wish to yield to the moment (“opportunist,” Mensheviks) must be 
“ruthlessly” expelled.72

T H E  N E C E S S I T Y  O F  V I O L E N C E ?

It is noteworthy that Lenin shares with Weber and Carl Schmitt  (and, one 
might add, Sorel, Pareto, and a host of others) the conviction that fundamen-
tal political matt ers are, in the end, resolved only through confl ict and oft en vi-
olent confl ict. While it is tempting att ribute this judgment to their hostility to 
liberalism—and some commentators do—it is more correct to understand it 
as simply an empirical judgment. If one looks at the history of political theory, 
it is clear that much, if not most, change takes place precisely at those times in 
human history when strife tips the balance of the day: Machiavelli,  Hobbes, 
and Locke are all cases in point, as, indeed, is the American Revolution. One 
could point back to Plato and the civil struggles that wracked Greece on a 
constant basis. Th ose contemporaries who might seem exceptions—Rous-
seau comes, perhaps, to mind—anticipate violence. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, Hegel and Marx continue the tradition. As noted, even John Stuart Mill 
endorses at the end of the second section of On Liberty a kind of att enuated 
confl ict as good for society. (Generally speaking, utilitarians are the closest 
to being exceptions, but utilitarianism never addresses the question of how 
much violence is hidden in the enforcement of the rule of the greatest good of 
the greatest number.) Refl ecting specifi cally on the early modern period but 
also more generally, James Tully has writt en: “Th e explanation of change and 
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persistence in European political thought and action is partly the force of ar-
gument but primarily the clash of political forces—the force of arms.”73

To this, one might add that there is in Lenin an implicit theory of moder-
nity. For the political and violence to have pride of place, society must have 
suffi  ciently diff erentiated itself such that other realms (the religious, the eco-
nomic, and so forth) can be understood independently. Hobbes was one of the 
fi rst to have understood this. Th us, the French Marxist anthropologist Mau-
rice Godelier will understand the operation of contradictions in “primitive” 
societies as refl ecting the fact that such diff erentiation has not yet occurred 
to the degree that it has in the West.74 Likewise, it is only when the dynam-
ics particular to the diff erent spheres of society line up, that is, have the same 
action implications, that one approaches the true revolutionary moment—
what Louis Althusser, following Jacques Lacan, calls “over- determination.”75 
Th e political order is created by human beings, if not just as they might want, 
nevertheless as they will. Politics for Lenin involves making: the question that 
confronts him is the validity of that which is made.

W H A T  T H E N  I S ,  I N  F A C T ,  T O  B E  D O N E ?

Lenin thus brings to Marxism the recognition that the transition away from 
capitalism will be a political one. How to determine what is to be done? Th e 
fi rst rule must be that whatever is to be done must be part of a choice against 
bourgeois capitalism on the grounds that anything that is not capitalism is 
preferable to capitalism, no matt er, as Maurice Merleau- Ponty once remarked, 
“whatever that may be.”76 Th e logic here is that, since one knows that what one 
does not want is capitalism, all that is destructive of capitalism makes progress 
possible. One must organize “the political exposure of the autocracy in all its 
aspects.”77 So, for Marx, even the rise to power of a non- class- based ruler like 
Louis- Napoléon makes possible a move in a progressive direction.78
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With this, Lenin’s original question (“What is to be done about the trade 
unions?”) is now transformed into, “What is to be done to bring political con-
sciousness to the workers?”79 Here, it is noteworthy that Lenin’s response es-
pecially avoids thinking of any one factor as somehow basic or key. Th e point 
is that the Party is to react to all situations and all aspects of each situation, 
most of which aspects will have been ignored by any other given group. It 
then brings all those aspects under the semantic control of the Party line. It is 
the ability to make sense of the whole and to ignore no occurrence, no matt er 
how apparently trivial, that distinguishes the responsibility of the Party. In this 
context, Lenin feels obliged to provide criteria by which to recognize those 
who are truly Party members. He proceeds by advancing an argument for re-
sponsibility not dissimilar to that which Weber had used. He lists the kinds 
of behavior by which one may recognize true members of the Party. Th e next 
several pages of What Is to Be Done? are fi lled with behavioral “we musts”: We 
must “be ahead of everybody”; “we must confront every general democratic 
problem”; we must “obtain all possible support of every opposition strata”; 
and so forth. Th e justifi cation of the Party is that it behaves along these lines: 
it is in its actions and not by its claims that it is recognized. Intentions matt er 
not—it is what you do.

Th us, specialization and expertise are the only answers. A Party that be-
haves in these manners will be, not “amateurish,” but rather “professional.” To 
be a Party member, to be a revolutionary, requires a particular training and sta-
tus. Being a revolutionary is having a profession, a job. Th e Party, writes Lenin, 
is to consist of “people who make revolutionary activity their profession.”80 
Th ere is, Lenin continues by asserting, no structural diff erence between being 
a revolutionary and being a worker. Both are jobs that require the meeting of 
certain criteria. When Lenin talks about eff acing the “distinctions between 
workers and intellectuals,” he means, not that intellectuals should become 
workers (or vice versa), but rather that the occupations of both should be un-
derstood in the same terms, as professions or callings, neither of them superior 
to the other.

Lenin is quite explicit about the qualifi cations necessary. Revolution re-
quires a “stable organization of leaders maintaining continuity”; second, the 
broader the mass of people drawn into it, the “more urgent is the need for such 
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an organization”; third, such an organization must consist of and be confi ned 
to “people professionally engaged in revolutionary activity”; fourth, in an au-
tocratic state, such a restriction is all the more necessary.81 What is important, 
then, is the integrity of the person, his or her acceptance of the terms of the 
vocation. Organization is the keystone. Without the organization the Party 
provides, those who have revolution as their vocation—their job—will be 
laughed at:

Our worst sin with regard to organization consists in the fact that by our 
primitiveness we have lowered the prestige of revolutionaries in Russia. A person 
who is fl abby and shaky in questions of theory, who has a narrow outlook, 
who pleads the spontaneity of the masses as an excuse for his own sluggish-
ness, who resembles a trade union secretary more than a people’s tribune, 
who is unable to conceive of a broad and bold plan that would command 
the respect even of his opponents, and who is inexperienced and clumsy in 
his own professional art—the art of combating the political police—such 
a man is not a revolutionary but a wretched amateur.

Th e great danger is amateurishness—lack of devotion to the cause and lack of 
the skills and att itude necessary to pursue it. Amateurs are “fl abby,” “sluggish,” 
“clumsy,” and so forth. Th e disciplining of such individuals must be left  to “pro-
fessional standards,” not those of “toy democracy.” Th e att ribution of profes-
sionalism is as politically important to Lenin as it had been to Weber and all 
those who call on the idea of vocation. If, for instance, one had an incompetent 
auto mechanic, one would deal with him on professional grounds and never 
think of putt ing it up to a vote. Such att itudes, says Lenin, are “something more 
than democracy”: they are the “responsibility . . . derived from experience in 
the organization.”82 In 1922, Lenin will ask Molotov to read a lett er to the Cen-
tral Committ ee about the training of Party members. It is necessary, he says, 
to lengthen the probation period for admission; to defi ne in “great detail” the 
“concrete and practical” tests that are to be passed; to determine a “qualifi ed ma-
jority” who will decide on new admissions. Lenin is concerned with the lower-
ing of professional standards consequent to the success of the revolution.83 As 
we saw above, part of his accusation against Stalin is that he is boorish.
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It was not only a matt er of professional training, however. As with Weber, 
what is striking in Lenin, most prominently in the last years of his life, but also 
throughout, is the degree to which his judgments on individuals have to do 
with a combination of their professional att ributes and their character. Th us, 
again in 1922, he will write: “Th e chief of a state institution must possess a 
high degree of personal appeal and suffi  ciently solid scientifi c and technical 
knowledge to be able to check people’s work. . . . On the other hand it is very 
important that he should be capable of administering and should have a wor-
thy assistant or assistants in the matt er. Th e combination of these two qualities 
in one person will hardly be found.”84 Th is is a constant theme in Lenin: the 
criteria of the profession of revolutionary. In a speech given in 1919 in mem-
ory of Yakov Sverdlow, a close ally of Lenin’s who had, perhaps not coinci-
dentally, ordered the execution of Czar Nicholas II and his family, Lenin said: 
“We see that this leader of the proletarian revolution himself cultivated every 
one of his wonderful gift s as a great revolutionary. . . . [C]omrade Sverdlov 
stood before us as the most perfect type of the professional revolutionary, a man 
who had entirely given up his family and all the comforts and habits of the old 
bourgeois society, a man who devoted himself heart and soul to the revolution 
and who . . . cultivated those characteristics which steeled revolutionaries.”85 
Lenin continues this discussion of the required character of the perfect revo-
lutionary for several pages.

W H A T  C A N  A  P R O F E S S I O N A L  D O ?

Lenin is establishing the criteria by which one would recognize the profes-
sionalism of those who have a vocation for revolution. In structure, the pro-
cess is not diff erent from that by which Weber establishes what it means to be 
a doctor, or a lawyer, or a person with the calling for politics. Th e diff erence 
comes from the fact that this is in an important sense the fi rst time that such 
a vocation or offi  ce has been formalized. Having established the professional-
ism of his enterprise, Lenin begins the conclusion of What Is to Be Done? with 
the call to “dream” of what such a leadership party might bring about. He then 
interprets himself somewhat humorously and pictures an interrogation by Al-
exander Martinov, his opponent on the erstwhile editorial board of Ra bocheye 
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Dyelo.86 Th e passage is unusual in its tone and bears reproducing—indeed, 
some editions leave it out altogether.

Lenin starts by allowing himself a rare moment of distanced self-
 consciousness as he imagines an interrogation that raises the question of 
the relation between what one might call a plan for action and material deter-
minism:

“We need to dream!”87 I wrote these words and became alarmed. I imagined 
myself sitt ing at a “unity conference” and opposite me were the Ra bocheye 
Dyelo editors and contributors.88 Comrade Martynov rises and, turning 
to me, says sternly: “Permit me to ask you, has an autonomous editorial 
board the right to dream without fi rst soliciting the opinion of the Party 
committ ees?” He is followed by Comrade Krichevsky, who (philosophically 
deep ening Comrade Martynov, who long ago rendered Comrade Plekha-
nov more profound) continues even more sternly: “I go further. I ask, has 
a Marxist any right at all to dream, knowing that according to Marx, man-
kind always sets itself the tasks it can solve and that tactics is a process of 
the growth of Party tasks which grow together with the Party?”

Th e question, Lenin indicates, calls up the question of historical necessity: 
“Th e very thought of these stern questions sends a cold shiver down my spine 
and makes me wish for nothing but a place to hide in. I shall try to hide behind 
the back of Pisarev.” Pisarev, however, provides an answer in the notion of a 
dream as anticipation of correct policy, of an “entire and completed picture”:

“Th ere are rift s and rift s,” wrote Pisarev of the rift  between dreams and 
reality. “My dream may run ahead of the natural march of events or may fl y 
off  at a tangent in a direction in which no natural march of events will ever 
proceed. In the fi rst case my dream will not cause any harm; it may even 
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support and augment the energy of the working men. . . . Th ere is nothing 
in such dreams that would distort or paralyze labor- power. On the contrary, 
if man were completely deprived of the ability to dream in this way, if he 
could not from time to time run ahead and mentally conceive, in an entire 
and completed picture, the product to which his hands are only just begin-
ning to lend shape, then I cannot at all imagine what stimulus there would 
be to induce man to undertake and complete extensive and strenuous work 
in the sphere of art, science, and practical endeavor.”

A dream that does not distort reality (echoes of Freud!) is a dream that pre-
sents us with a picture of that which could be true. It is precisely the impetus 
to bring into the world that which is true that lies behind all art and all politics. 
Dreams can, thus, be tested with events, as events can be shaped by dreams. 
Just as there is a false idealism, so also is there a false empiricism (such has 
been the gist of his att ack on Mach). Lenin quotes Pisarev:

Th e rift  between dreams and reality causes no harm if only the person 
dreaming believes seriously in his dream, if he att entively observes life, 
compares his observations with his castles in the air, and if, generally speak-
ing, he works conscientiously for the achievement of his fantasies. If there is 
some connection between dreams and life then all is well.89 Of this kind of 
dreaming there is unfortunately too litt le in our movement. And the people 
most responsible for this are those who boast of their sober views, their 
“closeness” to the “concrete,” the representatives of legal criticism and of il-
legal “tail- ism.”90

Lenin cites this, of course, without the usual Freudian sense of dreams. 
For Freud, almost all dreams (except for those like Popper- Lynkeus) express 
a wish fulfi llment, and, if we think of dreams in Freudian terms, we tend to 
think of a desire emanating from something within us. Th is is not, I think, how 
Lenin conceives of a dream. Rather, he thinks (perhaps there is a trace of an 
infl uence of his reading of the Birth of Tragedy here) of a dream as the want-
ing to bring form into the world. He cites a passage from Marx’s introduction 
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to A Contribution of the Critique of Political Economy: “Mankind always sets it-
self tasks it can solve.” Marx’s point was that you cannot just imagine a desired 
state of aff airs and bring it about. Dreams in Lenin give rise to a double move-
ment: on the one hand, they keep one from being too caught up in the actu-
alities of the present (which gives rise to “tail- ism”); on the other, they require 
that one constantly interrogate the present. Th ey are, thus, a form of critique 
(of which, Lenin hastens to tell us, there is too litt le in the movement).

If the fi rst reiteration of the question, “What is to be done?” is to ask it 
about the trade unions, in Lenin’s fi nal iteration it turns out that actions based 
on dreams (connected to life) are the answer to what is to be done. Such an-
swers must be phrased as dreams since they cannot derive from past experi-
ence. Lenin describes the unity of the morality of disposition and the morality 
of responsibility in the Party men who truly have the vocation for revolution. 
To dream is to conceive of the project as completed. A revolutionary’s dreams 
are justifi ed because they are the deepest and most serious commitments of 
a serious professional, or a man for whom revolution is a Beruf. Indeed, these 
are dreams that do not distort: they are, it would seem, the rehearsal of what 
is to be done.

Who can dream thusly? Much as Freud had seen most human activity as 
that of children and, echoing Kant on maturity, opposed it to that of (the rare) 
adult, so Lenin here calls for the dreams of adults. He concludes with a reveal-
ing set of metaphors. In its development, the Party is to be compared at fi rst 
to a child. Th e “fi rst period is birth, indeed fetal development.” During the 
second period, it grows without much control or direction, the time of child-
hood up to adolescence. Finally, it reaches a third period of “adolescence when 
a youth’s voice breaks.” False notes are sounded. What is to be done? “Put an 
end to the Th ird Period!”91 Th at is, grow up, become adult, be a mature profes-
sional. Th e pursuit of a particular way of being- in-the- world that is mature and 
not childish is, in Lenin, similar to that we saw in Weber and Freud.

Lenin continues by indicating (this is 1901) that the “Th ird Period” was re-
fl ected in the thought of the Rabocheye Dyelo and those involved in it: “Th e 
idea of a party did not serve as a call for the creation of a militant organiza-
tion of revolutionaries, but was used to justify some sort of ‘revolutionary’ bu-
reaucracy and infantile playing at ‘democratic’ forms.” He concludes by not-
ing that one does not know when the Th ird Period will come to an end and 
one will pass to the Fourth. Th is will constitute a “passing from the sphere of 
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history to the sphere of the present and, partly, of the future . . . [in which] 
 Russian Social- Democracy will emerge from the crisis in the full fl ower of 
manhood.”92

What Lenin does here is to assimilate the notion of political leadership to 
the idea of the Party. Many of the criteria for the recognition of a true revolu-
tionary are structured along the same lines as we found in Weber. What strikes 
one in reading through Lenin’s works is, as I mentioned above, the degree to 
which he is constantly involved in argument. If the Party functions something 
like Carl Schmitt ’s notion of the sovereign (indeed, as we will see in the next 
chapter, Jacob Taubes explicitly compares Schmitt  to Lenin on this score), it 
is also the case that, precisely because Lenin retains the notion of a truth (al-
beit yet historically unachieved), he is required to constantly debate, att ack, 
refute, the others around him.

What is the source of Lenin’s authority then? It comes precisely, I believe, 
in his short but centrally important discussion of the dream. Th e dream is a 
construction of a successful revolution: to the degree that it measures success-
fully again the actualities of political and social confl ict, it is a good dream, not 
in tension with the world at which it is directed. Th us, Freud remarked about 
Josef Popper- Lynkeus that the man could “dream without distortion” and 
took this to be a sign of his mental health and honesty toward himself and the 
world. So is it also with Lenin’s ability to dream. Here, it must be said that this 
is a claim to authority but that it does not entail a claim to being right in some 
fi nal sense. It merely lets one know what to do now, at this time and place. Any 
appearance of self- righteousness is a human failing—and one to which one is 
quite likely to succumb.93

Even without succumbing, there are, however, human consequences to this. 
In 1934, the left - wing American journalist Anna Louise Strong was in Mos-
cow, composing a book entitled I Change Worlds: Th e Remaking of an Amer-
ican,94 the autobiography of her life up until then. She conceived of it as the 
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document that would get her admitt ed to the American Communist Party. In 
her early days in Moscow, she had been personally close to, and, perhaps, inti-
mate with, Leon Trotsky, who had, in fact, writt en the preface to her fi rst book 
on the Soviet Union. At fi rst, her writing of the autobiography was all wrong. 
She wanted to talk about Trotsky and the others who had been so important 
to her in the 1920s but were now either exiled (as Trotsky was at that time in 
France) or under arrest, or about to become so. Her friend Mikhail Borodin 
patiently turned back preliminary draft s, explaining that Trotsky was not im-
portant because he could not be part of the world to come, the future world 
that her book and her person were to illuminate. Distressed, she sent a draft  
to her old friend Lincoln Steff ens, who, long ago in Seatt le, had urged her to 
go “over into the future,” the future, famously, that “works”—the new Soviet 
Union. Steff ens replied as follows:

You have a big story, you know. To make and cross a bridge from one age to 
another, from one whole new unifi ed philosophy to another is something 
that was never done in any other transition in history. You see, I say do-
ing—for the fi rst time. Max Eastman can’t do it, not even personally. And 
you can’t quite. Your diffi  culties with Trotsky is [sic] the sign of your failure. 
Th at great man . . . matt ers to both you and Max [Schachtman]. Certainly 
you can see, can’t you, that under our old culture justice must be done to 
him and that, under the new Soviet culture, justice is for the people. Don’t 
answer that justice is for both. . . . In your case your concern is not with 
Trotsky. You get the sense of the mass moving along the “line” and that’s 
what you once did not have and what your readers over here do not have, 
and ought to get, from your story. Well, hang on to that glimpse, strengthen 
it, and make us see it. Th at we all have to stick together on that until it is es-
tablished in our habits. Th en we can, and shall diff er on points and details.

 It would be bett er for you if you would master the Trotsky thing; see 
what Borodin and the Party have to say, but if you can’t, make a separate 
chapter of book of your experiences with that man. He was a hero to me 
once too, but when he put “right” before unity and broke out front to be 
right, I, from here, recognized that he was not of the New Day, but the old. 
He says to the world what is only for the Party. I have things I would like 
to say about the Party, but I can feel in my bones that I must not say them 
at this stage to the enemy. As against Labor or even the millions in Russia, 
Trotsky does not matt er. Get back on the line, Anna Louise, and go back 
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knowingly; and tell that. It’s one of the biggest questions we “Christians,” 
we capitalists, have to learn. Th e truth is from now on always dated; never 
absolute. Never eternal.95

Strong went back to Borodin. “You lucky person,” he told her, “to be able to 
move from one world to another, from the internal to the external. As for me, 
for a long time now, my inner life has consisted only of the dictates of the Central 
Committ ee.”96 Truths were, thus, correctly analyzed facts. Correctly analyzed 
facts were ones that enhanced the movement toward peace and the progress of 
socialism. Hence, truth must repose in the only vehicle that could lead in that 
direction, in, that is, the Party. Th e solution to the question of authoritative 
foundations is to structure oneself as a being entirely at one with the whole 
element that can count as moving toward the realization of truth in history. 
Were one to use a Kantian vocabulary, it would be as if one thought that the 
categories of understanding would over time lead to the thing- in-itself. Lenin, 
of all those considered I this book, retains not a banister—I have tried to show 
that he conceives of political action as being without one—but the promise 
of a banister. Th e year spent studying Hegel’s Logic was not without its eff ect, I 
suspect. Borodin, in the account off ered above, is able to accept and even take 
pleasure in the fact that his “inner life . . . consist[s] only of the dictates of the 
Central Committ ee” because he explicitly thinks, not only that the future of 
mankind rests on what happens in the Soviet Union, but also that eventually 
history will unequivocally ground a society built on social justice.

In immediate and practical terms, Lenin is faced, like the others I have dis-
cussed in this book, with the problem of giving an understanding of the world 
without being able to base that understanding on any kind of absolute. On 
s’engage et puis on voit, said Napoléon of military campaigns. Here, that under-
standing is extended to the world as a whole. Th e consequences of an act are 
never assured—the future is never given. For Lenin, the worst approach is 
to hold to a position as if it were fi nally true. If truth is historical, then in pur-
suit of a goal that will be beyond history one can only change one’s tactics as 
conditions require—there is no moral imperative to hold on to them at any 
 moment.
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Th us, against this indeterminacy, Lenin develops the idea of a professional 
revolutionary—a person whose job or vocation it is to be a revolutionary. A pro-
fessional is to behave as a professional: hence his insistence on, as it were, lay-
ing out a job description. Just as Weber had seen in his analysis of vocation, 
any profession has external and knowable standards that have to be met for 
one to be able to claim qualifi cation as a member of that profession. So one 
has to learn to become a member of the Party—I noted above Lenin’s concern 
that the standards were becoming too lax. One might remember in this light 
Weber’s account of the importance of membership in the Baptist Church for 
business exchanges that had he had observed in the American South during 
his visit in 1905.97

At the same time, the emphasis on professionalization greatly reduces the 
role for democratic politics, at least at the level of the professions. One does 
not vote on whether someone is professionally competent—or, at least if one 
does, the vote is taken only by those who are themselves competent in that 
profession. Nor should one persevere in commitment to a policy (say, the 
Edsel) that conditions show to be wrong. In turn, this places great emphasis 
on leadership, on the importance of those who make the decisions, be these 
a single person or a single Party. Th e accusations of “wrecker” and “splitt er” 
are made against those who threaten the unity of the Party, those who, as the 
Chinese were to say, “take another road.” (Compare this to the much lighter 
accusation against those who make “mistakes.”) We saw the importance of a 
certain vision of the leader in Weber and in Freud. In some readings, though 
not mine, it is dominant in Nietzsche. It is central to Lenin.



6

Carl Schmitt  and the 
Exceptional Sovereign

Political actors remain ignorant of the satanic powers that are 
at work. Th ese powers are inexorable and create consequences 
for their actions and also subjectively for themselves, against 

which they are helpless if they fail to perceive them.

Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation”

He who fi ghts with monsters should look to it that he 
himself does not become a monster. And when you gaze 

long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil

O N E  O F  T H E  Q U E S T I O N S  O N  W H I C H  I  F O C U S E D  I N  T H E  C H A P T E R S  O N 

Weber, Freud, and Lenin was the rise during the fi rst years of the last century 
of an intensifi ed concern with the fi gure of the leader—and not just a leader 
but a kind of “super” leader, a person with qualities that transcended the or-
dinary. Although I presented arguments against this view in chapter 2, one 
can apparently plausibly make the claim that responsibility for, or at least the 
initiation of, this tendency lies with Nietzsche.1 Th is focus was the result of 
many factors, but foremost among them was the way of dealing with the mak-
ing of judgments in a world where certainty was understood to be in principle 
unavailable. One could rely, therefore, only on a person of exceptional qual-
ities—possessing what Weber identifi ed as charisma. In various but similar 
ways, the idea of vocation was adduced as what one might call a substitute force 
for a realm of trans- or suprahuman authority—for a banister. As Weber pro-

1. Heinz Schlaff er, Das entfesselte Wort: Nietzsches Stil und seine Folgen (Munich: Hanser, 2007), esp. 
142ff ., argues that Nietzsche is centrally responsible for this with his discussion of the Übermensch. It also 
has origins in Kant’s discussion of the genius. See chapter 1.
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claimed: if one was called, one could “do no other.” Like a work of art, the ac-
tions of such individuals would have the quality of commanding a response. 
One should note here that even the expostulation “Th at’s a painting? My four-
 year- old could do that!” is a response and one called forth by the painting. Not 
everything calls forth a response: the material on the wall of my Holiday Inn 
room is likely a case in point. But, insofar as something is aesthetic, it will, by 
virtue of being experienced as aesthetic, call forth a response.

Coupled with this experience of the leader was the hope that such a force 
(one hesitates to call him or her or it an individual) might provide a remedy to 
the disenchanted world in which it was thought that humans increasingly lived. 
“Th e mass of men live lives of quiet desperation,” wrote Th oreau in the middle 
of the nineteenth century. At about the same time, John Stuart Mill turned his 
att ention to the problem of achieving an authentic existence in an age of increas-
ingly conformity, arguing that autonomy was a state that had to be achieved 
rather than being simply given. His friend Tocqueville had expressed the same 
worries about America and his home country. If magic has been taken from the 
world, how might one recover it? Th ese questions, which preoccupy all those I 
look at in this volume, are also those of Carl Schmitt .2 Schmitt , more than Weber 
and as much as Lenin, will center his analysis around a particular understanding 
of acts that are those of a sovereign, a being by defi nition exceptional.

Schmitt  was a—perhaps the—leading jurist during the Weimar Republic 
(1919– 33). Born in 1888, the son of a Catholic Westphalian businessman, he 
was educated as a lawyer and legal theorist at a number of universities, taking 
his Habilitation eventually in Strasbourg (then part of Germany) in 1915. He 
received positions at several German universities, becoming a professor of law 
at the University of Cologne in 1932 and at the University of Berlin in 1933. It is 
worth noting here that being a professor in the German academic system (the 
title precedes that of doctor) also meant being a (very) high- ranking senior 
civil servant and, as such, subject to the regulations governing the behavior of 
civil servants. While Schmitt ’s work was in legal theory and the theory of sov-
ereignty, it was shaped by the concerns raised by the confl icts and diffi  culties 
of the Weimar Republic.

Schmitt  joined the Nazi Party (the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbei-
terpartei [NSDAP], or National Socialist German Workers Party) in May 1933, 
the same month as did Martin Heidegger, then perhaps the leading philoso-

2. Th ere are a number of more or less biographical accounts of Schmitt . By far the most complete—
alas, to a point of oversatiation—is Reinhard Mehring, Carl Schmitt : Aufstieg und Fall: Eine Biographie 
(Munich: Beck, 2009).
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pher in Germany. In November of that year, he became the president of the 
National Socialist Jurists Association. He published works that were support-
ive of the Nazi Party, including some that were anti- Semitic.3 All did not go 
smoothly: one tends to forget that there were in Nazism diverse factions, as 
there are in all political movements, and Schmitt  found himself on the los-
ing side of several controversies. Severely criticized in several offi  cial organs, 
he was protected by Hermann Goering. He remained a member of the party 
as well as professor of law at the University of Berlin between 1933 and 1945; 
he was detained aft erward by the victorious Allies. While never charged with 
crimes,4 he never recanted or apologized for his membership in the NSDAP. A 
major fi gure for the German political and cultural Right, he continued to write 
and was in personal and epistolary contact with many prominent postwar intel-
lectuals, including the Hegelian- Marxist Alexandre Kojève, the philosopher-
 theologian Jacob Taubes, and the politically complex Ernst Jünger. He died in 
the town in which he was born, Plett enburg, in April 1985.

: : :
Before the Second War—indeed, before 1934 or 1935—Schmitt  had been of 
importance to thinkers across the entire political spectrum. Th ough always a 
man of the Right, he was infl uential on prominent members of what was to be-
come the Frankfurt school, a group of left - wing critical thinkers also strongly 
infl uenced by Marx that included Max Horkheimer, Th eodor Adorno, and 
Walter Benjamin. Recent work has found important infl uences of his thought 
in the work of people like Hannah Arendt and even in so-called postmodern-
ists like Jean- François Lyotard. Indeed, in Th e Politics of Friendship, Jacques 
Derrida devotes several chapters to him.5 In the middle of the political spec-

3. Gopal Balakrishnan (Th e Enemy: An Intellectual Portrait of Carl Schmitt  [London: Verso, 2000], 175) 
argues that, until the last years of the Weimar Republic, Schmitt  expressed no anti- Semitic views and that, 
during the Nazi period (into which he “stumbled”), he “became skilled at transforming crude anti- Semitic 
ideograms into a higher order theoretical discourse.” See also “Among Enemies: A Debate about the Meaning 
of Carl Schmitt ’s Legal Th eory,” Boston Review 26 (Summer 2001), an exchange between Balakrishnan and 
William Scheuerman available online at htt p:// bostonreview .net/ BR26.3/ balakrishnan .html. Schmitt ’s anti-
 Semitism, however, is well documented in Heinrich Meier, Th e Lesson of Carl Schmitt  (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998). See also Mehring, Carl Schmitt : Aufstieg und Fall, 358– 79. See my discussion below.

4. Although he was, apparently, on the fi rst list of those in the “Defendant and Education” cases list 
submitt ed to Telford Taylor. He was taken off  the second list aft er his interrogation. See Joseph Benderesky, 
“Carl Schmitt ’s Path to Nuremberg: A Sixty- Year Reassessment,” Telos 139 (Summer 2007): 6– 34. Telos is 
partly responsible for the return of Schmitt  to English- language audiences. Since 1987, it has published no 
fewer than seven issues devoted entirely to Schmitt  (nos. 72, 109, 125, 132, 142, 147, 153).

5. Jean- François Lyotard, Peregrinations: Law, Form, Event (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1988); Jacques Derrida, Th e Politics of Friendship (London: Verso, 2006). See also Simon Malpas, “Sublime 
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trum, important liberals such as Carl Friedrich and Hans Morgenthau found 
considerations of signifi cance in Schmitt .6 Yet Schmitt  was a willing member 
of the Nazi Party, and he expressed anti- Semitic statements both before and 
aft er the Second World War (albeit with more public restraint in the postwar 
period). Why should one pay att ention to him?

Anyone writing on Schmitt  has an obligation to give an account of what 
in his work is worth the eff ort. Th is is a matt er neither of freedom of thought 
(which would reduce interest in Schmitt  to subjective preference) nor of 
knowing your enemy (the question is, rather, to know who your enemy is and 
for what reasons).7 Any account here must be substantive. For me, Schmitt  
gives us purchase on questions like these: What are the reasons for the gradual 
and apparently continuing domination of executive over legislative power in 
Western democracies during the last century? What is the relation between 
the various faces of Western industrial democracies—on the one hand, their 
adherence to rights, liberty, and social welfare and, on the other, their repres-
sive, disciplinary qualities, not just domestically, but also, given power, interna-
tionally (imperialism, colonialism, support for authoritarian regimes, regime 
change)? In historical terms, are we to think of fascism as a possible develop-
ment of tendencies in modernity or as an aberration?8 All this also raises im-
portant questions about what serious att ention to these questions entails.

Schmitt  is, with Heidegger, one of the two thinkers considered in this book 
who joined forces with the Nazi Party.9 Central to Schmitt ’s concerns was the 
question of sovereign authority: What did it mean to speak in the name of and 
for a people, which is what a sovereign does? What is the case when “it is spo-

Ascesis: Lyotard, Art and the Event,” Angelaki 7, no. 1 (2002): 199– 212; Jean- François Lyotard, “Th e Sublime 
and the Avant- Garde,” in Th e Inhuman: Refl ections on Time, trans. Geoff rey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby 
(Cambridge: Polity, 1993); and Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary.

6. For further discussion of these events, see my “Dimensions of the Debate around Carl Schmitt ,” 
foreword to Schmitt , Th e Concept of the Political, x– xii and the references cited there.

7. While I have been arguing a version of this line of thought for some time now, it is also very well 
made—and I am informed—by Etienne Balibar, “Le Hobbes de Schmitt , le Schmitt  de Hobbes,” introduc-
tion to Carl Schmitt , Le Léviathan dans la doctrine de l’état de Th omas Hobbes (Paris: Seuil, 2002). I am also 
in what follows indebted to Wolfgang Palaver’s “Carl Schmitt , mythologue politique” (in Schmitt , Le Lévi-
athan), as I am to the discussion in Meier’s Th e Lesson of Carl Schmitt  as well as to several exchanges with 
Professor Meier. Let me also here acknowledge my debt to George Schwab’s informative introduction to 
and his fi ne translations of Schmitt ’s Th e Concept of the Political and Political Th eology.

8. See my “Philosophy and the Politics of Cultural Revolution,” Philosophical Topics 33, no. 2 (2008): 
227– 47.

9. And Nietzsche and Weber died before the rise of fascism; Lenin was a Communist; Freud and 
 Arendt were Jews, although the question of what the att ractions of Nazism might have been to some Jews 
(e.g., the case of Ernst Kantorowicz and possibly Leo Strauss) had Nazism not been anti- Semitic is a com-
plex one. See, e.g., Leo Strauss to Karl Löwith, May 19, 1933, in Gesammelte Schrift en, 3:624– 25.
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ken” in the name of the people?10 How was such speech possible? What kind of 
speech was it? What was the relation between the rule of law and the political 
sovereign? As early as 1938, and again aft er World War II, Schmitt  was fond of 
recalling Benito Cereno, one of Herman Melville’s novels, in obvious reference 
to his choices in 1933 and aft er. Th e novel was translated into German in 1938 
and, apparently, widely read and discussed in terms of the contemporary po-
litical situation.11 In Benito Cereno, the title character is the captain of a slave 
ship that has been taken over by the African slaves it is carrying. Th e owner of 
the slaves and most of the white crew have been killed, although Don Benito 
is left  alive and forced by the slave leader, Babo, to play the role of captain so as 
not to arouse suspicion among other ships. Eventually, aft er a prolonged en-
counter with an American frigate and its captain, Amasa Delano, during which 
the American at fi rst suspects Cereno of malfeasance—he cannot conceive of 
the possibility that slaves have taken over a ship—the story comes out: the 
slaves are recaptured and imprisoned, some executed.

In a lett er apparently writt en on his fi ft ieth birthday in 1938, Schmitt  signed 
himself as “Benito Cereno.”12 Th is passage from the end of the novel, although 
not one I know Schmitt  to have cited explicitly, is in particular relevant:

“Only at the end did my suspicions [of you, said Captain Delano to Benito 
Cereno,] get the bett er of me, and you know how wide of the mark they 
then proved.”

“Wide, indeed,” said Don Benito, sadly; “you were with me all day; stood 
with me, sat with me, talked with me, looked at me, ate with me, drank with 

10. Th us, Rudolf Hess will introduce Hitler at the Nuremberg rally with “Es spricht der Führer.”
11. Schmitt  notes: “Benito Cereno, the hero [!] of Hermann Melville’s story, was elevated in Germany 

to the level of a symbol for the situation of persons of intelligence caught in a mass system.” Carl Schmitt , 
“Remarks in Response to a Talk by Karl Mannheim (1945– 1946),” in Ex captivate salus (Berlin: Duncker 
& Humblot, 2002), 21.

12. Copies of the supposed lett er were sent to several people aft er the war, along them Armin Mohler, 
who reprinted it when he published his correspondence with Schmitt : Armin Mohler, ed., Carl Schmitt —
Briefwechsel mit einem seiner Schüler (Berlin: Akademie, 1995). (Mohler was the historian- theorist of the 
“conservative revolution” in Germany and, as director aft er the war of the Carl Siemens- Stift ung, a central 
intellectual fi gure of the extreme Right in Germany.) Schmitt  had, apparently, wanted this lett er to become 
the epigraph to a reissuing of his book on Hobbes, Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes: Sinn 
und Feldschlag eines politischen Symbols (Hamburg: Hanseatische, 1938), which could then be taken as an es-
oteric text of resistance to Nazism. Wolfgang Palaver (“Carl Schmitt , mythologue politique,” 220– 24) casts 
considerable doubt on the complete (though not the partial) truth of this possibility. See Carl Schmitt , Ex 
captivate salus: Experiences des années 1945– 1947: Textes et commentaires, ed. A. Doremus (Paris: Vrin, 2003), 
209 (commentary by Doremus). See also my discussion below.
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me; and yet, your last act was to clutch for a villain, not only an innocent 
man, but the most pitiable of all men. To such degree may malign machina-
tions and deceptions impose. So far may even the best men err, in judging 
the conduct of one with the recesses of whose condition he is not acquainted. But 
you were forced to it; and you were in time undeceived. Would that, in both 
respects, it was so ever, and with all men.”

“I think I understand you; you generalize, Don Benito; and mournfully 
enough. But the past is passed; why moralize upon it? Forget it. See, yon bright 
sun has forgott en it all, and the blue sea, and the blue sky; these have turned 
over new leaves.”13

If the past is past, why moralize on it? Th e exchange suggests that for the two 
captains—or at least for Delano, in some sense the victor—initial judgments 
were simply mistakes. How could Delano have known the situation in which 
Cereno was caught? How was it, the captain of the second ship wishes fur-
ther to know, that Benito Cereno was taken in by the evil brewing under his 
nose? Cereno notes that, had he been more acute, it might, in fact, have cost 
him his life. Indeed, “malign machinations and deceptions impose” themselves 
on all human beings—he could not have done otherwise. In citing the Mel-
ville novella, Schmitt  appears to ready a self- defense to present to the victorious 
allies.

Th at Schmitt  was fond of calling on the Melville story is complexly revela-
tory. Th e captain of a ship might be thought to be the model of what we mean 
by a sovereign. Yet here we have a story about a man who was obliged to ac-
cept a pose as being in control while going along with what is perceived as evil 
because his safety required it. At the very end of the story, aft er Babo and the 
other slaves have been captured, the shroud falls from the bowsprit of Cere-
no’s erstwhile ship to reveal the skeleton of the slave owner murdered by the 
revolting slaves and over it the inscription “Follow your leader.” Benito Cereno 
is about, among other things, what being a sovereign or captain is, how one is 
to recognize one, and the mistakes that can be made.14

13. Hermann Melville, Benito Cereno, in Pierre, Israel Pott er, Th e Piazza Tales, Th e Confi dence- Man, Billy 
Budd, Uncollected Prose (New York: Library of America, 1984), “A Conclusion,” 754 (my italics). Melville 
reworked the account of an actual encounter by a real- world Amasa Delano.

14. William Scheuerman (Carl Schmitt : Th e End of Law [Lanham, MD: Rowman & Litt lefi eld, 1999], 
epilogue to pt. 1) advances an alternate reading to the eff ect that Schmitt ’s invocation of Benito Cereno is 
designed not so much to exculpate himself from the worst of the Nazi taint as to evince his distress at being 
subject to the multiracial, Jew- dominated American occupying power. It is possible that this is true postwar, 
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My considerations here may seem to tread on dangerous ground—and 
they do. I do not propose to ignore Schmitt ’s choice to become a member of 
the NSDAP; nor do I propose to rationalize it or downplay it or excuse it, as 
have some commentators. Rather, I hope to show that Schmitt  shares much 
with other writers considered here and that he made a choice for a shared 
ground that was widely available. To see the choice that Schmitt  (or Hei deg-
ger, or many other German philosophers, theologians, lawyers, and artists as 
well as people from all walks of life, and not just in Germany, and not just 
then) made as blind or ignorant or from venal ambition is, I think, to mis-
understand his thought and his life. It is also to sweep under the table what 
appeared as the appeal and apparent necessity of such a movement and to 
avoid serious engagement with why that movement appeared as such. As we 
shall see further with Heidegger, Nazism could coherently be seen as politi-
cally and intellectually att ractive. (I do not say here for how long or at what 
cost.)

While it is important and natural to read Schmitt  in terms of his relation 
to National Socialism, one must not forget that he was almost thirty years old 
when the Bolshevik revolution occurred. As noted in the previous chapter, 
contrary to expectations in the West, it endured. It became necessary for any 
serious thinker, whether on the Left  or the Right, to give an account of how 
what had appeared as an impossible task had been accomplished. As much as 
Schmitt  is antiliberal, he also sees, perhaps even more importantly, a Bolshe-
vik threat. Thus, like Max Weber, he sought to remedy—if not in the same way 
as Weber—what he perceived, not without reason, as the political weaknesses 
and immaturity of the German middle classes.15

While I shall pay att ention to the philosophical structure of Schmitt ’s 
thought, the general social developments of the period made his move to fas-
cism not unexpected. Along with many others, he found that the introduction 
of universal suff rage (for men in 1871 and women in 1919) had given rise to mass 
parties that were no longer able to debate political issues maturely. Powerful 
interests now apparently distorted rational discourse (in this Schmitt  rejoins, 

but, assuming that Schmitt  actually did write the lett er in 1938, it hardly could have been true beforehand. 
Th ese understandings are not mutually exclusive.

15. See the interesting discussion in Kjell Engelbrekt, “What Carl Schmitt  Picked Up in Weber’s Semi-
nar,” European Legacy 14, no. 6 (October 2009): 667– 84; as well as Gary L. Ulmen, Politischer Mehrwert: 
Eine Studie über Max Weber und Carl Schmitt  (Weinheim: Wiley- VCH, 1991). Engelbrekt cites much of the 
literature comparing the two. See also the short Kerstin Zuber, Parlamentarismus bei Max Weber und Carl 
Schmitt  (Nordersstedt: Grim, 2007).
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of all people, Habermas). As traditionally conceived, the state could no longer 
play the role of guarantor of security and order: another power was needed: 
this was a new form of the executive. Such a position was not obviously wrong: 
it appealed to many across a wide spectrum.16 It is, as we saw in chapter 3, pre-
cisely the kind of position that Weber came to and worried about. For Schmitt , 
there was to be less worry.

: : :
Th e above is said in a preliminary fashion. Schmitt  also appears to us as the au-
thor of some of the most searching works of political theory in the last century, 
books whose appeal has, over time, covered the political spectrum from Left  
to Right. What is the nature of his importance and his appeal?

Many of his concerns arise most clearly in Political Th eology, a book origi-
nally published in 1922. It represents Schmitt ’s most important initial engage-
ment with the theme that was to preoccupy him for most of his life: that of 
sovereignty, that is, of the locus and nature of the agency that constitutes a po-
litical system. It is central to Schmitt ’s understanding of political theology that 
the experience of politics requires a theology to be viable—that is, politics 
must rely on a source of authority that has the quality of being beyond ques-
tion. I do not mean that people may not resist it—but that is diff erent than 
calling it into question.17 For something to be beyond question means that one 
must fi nd that authority in oneself such that one can do no other than acknowl-
edge its claims. We live, however, in an age for which a transcendental source 
of authority is not available. Th e unquestionable must, thus, be this- worldly. 
To speak in these circumstances of a political theology thus means to speak of 
a politics in which it is held that problems cannot be resolved by universally 
agreed-on procedures. Th e justifi cation of a policy cannot be made in person-
 neutral terms; it must and can only be made authoritatively. If the liberal dream 
is the rule of law and not of men, then political theology says that this is a vain 
dream. A central question of a political theology must be, therefore, the status 
of the authority on the basis of which decisions are taken. In the West (at least), 
such theological authority has typically been associated with a particular event 
that is authoritatively formulated, sometimes as a text whose meaning requires 

16. I am infl uenced in these formulations most directly by Mann, Fascism, 75– 76. Mann also makes the 
Habermas analogy.

17. It is, thus, not a theological politics, that is, a theology that entails political consequences, as, e.g., is 
liberation theology or the Social Gospel.
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interpretation.18 However, in modern times, such authority has been, accord-
ing to Schmitt , steadily eroded.

T H E  F A T E  O F  A U T H O R I T Y  I N  M O D E R N  T I M E S : 
T E C H N I C I T Y

Th e question of authority under conditions of modernity can be approached 
only on a bias—from the side, as it were. For Schmitt , the political realm was, 
as it had been for Weber, the realm of relations between human beings, per-
sons as opposed to roles: “die Ordnung der menschlichen Dinge” (“the order 
of human aff airs”), as he put it in “Th e Age of Neutralizations and Depoliticiza-
tions.” And persons, as for Weber, made up whatever world there was that was 
not entzaubert—“demagifi ed.”19 As Weber says: “Bureaucratic administration 
breaks down completely where it has to occupy itself with political matt ers.”20 
Politics has to do with persons, bureaucracy with roles.

Th e phenomenon is particularly intense in Weimar Germany—Schmitt  
remarks, as had Weber, that the decades aft er Bismarck’s ascendency “broke 
the political mind of the German bourgeoisie,”21 but it is also general in the 
West. Central to Schmitt  is the political—a realm of human activity separate 
and diff erent from economics, religions, love, and so forth. Like Weber before 
him and Arendt aft er, Schmitt  is concerned to preserve the political against 
the erosion that he believes consequent to modernity. Th e political realm—
and, thus, the reality of the human—was, for Schmitt , in danger of disappear-
ing. In modern times, he saw it being replaced by two realms. One realm was 
the supposedly neutral space of scientifi c technique, in which rational and 
logical conclusions—neutral with regard to human beings—were att ainable: 
“Today nothing is more modern than the onslaught against the political. . . . 
Th ere must no longer be political problems, only organizational- technical and 

18. Alain Badiou (Saint Paul: Th e Foundation of Universalism [Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2003], chap. 8) refers to this as the Christ- Event, by which he means the resurrection.

19. Carl Schmitt , “Das Zeitalter der Neutraliserungen und Entpolitisierungen,” in Der Begriff  des Poli-
tischen (1932; reprint, Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2002), 94– 95. Th e English edition is “Th e Age of Neu-
tralizations and Depoliticizations,” in Th e Concept of the Political, 95– 96. Subsequent citations of Concept of 
the Political in this chapter will be given in the text to CP with page numbers given in fi rst the English and 
then the German editions. “Das Zeitalter der Neutraliserungen und Entpolitisierungen” will be cited as 
CP- ZN.

20. Weber, “Parliament und Regierung im neugeordneten Deutschland,” 351: “Gänzlich versagt hat die 
Beamtenherrschaft  da, wo sie mit politischen Fragen befasst wurde.”

21. Carl Schmitt , Hugo Preuss (Tübingen: Mohr, 1930), 14.
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economic- sociological ones.”22 It was this topic to which the 1929 “Th e Age 
of Neutralizations and Depoliticizations,” a lecture delivered in Barcelona, 
was devoted. Th e decline or disappearance of the political is itself always for 
Schmitt  a political matt er, as he makes clear in the preface to the second edi-
tion of Political Th eology. If, however, the political is in danger of disappearing 
as a human form of life, this can be only because sovereignty as Schmitt  under-
stands it is increasingly not a constituent part of our present world. Th us, in his 
1938 book on Hobbes, he will write: “Th e mechanization of the conception of 
the State has ended by bringing about the mechanization of the anthropologi-
cal understanding of human beings.”23 Schmitt , with explicit reference to Max 
Weber, sees danger in the increasing sense of the state as “ein grosser Betrieb” 
(“a great enterprise”; PT, 69/ 65). Increasingly, this plant is “a huge industrial 
plant” that “runs on its own” with “the decisionistic and personalistic element 
in the concept of sovereignty . . . lost” (PT, 52/ 48). Schmitt  sees his role as re-
covering that element for the contemporary period.

Th e Barcelona lecture was published in 1930 and added to the 1932 edition 
of Th e Concept of the Political: Schmitt  thought of it as part of his general ar-
gument in that book. As the political is, for Schmitt , the realm of that which 
is truly human,24 his distress is that the West is losing touch with that which 
gives life human meaning. As he develops his argument in the Barcelona lec-
ture, the contemporary West stands at the end of a series of “central spheres of 
thought.” Th ose central spheres function here prett y much in the manner in 
which Th omas Kuhn understood paradigms. Th us, if a sphere of thought “be-
comes central, then the problems of other spheres are solved in terms of the 
central sphere—they are considered secondary problems whose solution fol-
lows as a matt er of course only if the problems of the central sphere are solved” 
(CP- ZN, 86/ 85).

Th ere have been fi ve central spheres since the Renaissance, each loosely 
identifi ed with a century. As Schmitt  lays it out in the Barcelona lecture, the 
history of the last fi ve hundred years shows a common structure, even though 

22. Carl Schmitt , Politische Th eologie (1922; reprint, Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2004), 68. Th e En-
glish edition is Political Th eology, trans. George Schwab, with a foreword by Tracy B. Strong (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2005), 65. Subsequent citations will be given in the text to PT; when paired page 
numbers are given, they refer to the German and the English editions, respectively.

23. Carl Schmitt , Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes: Sinn und Feldschlag eines poli-
tischen Symbols (Stutt gart: Klepp- Cott a, 1995), 60.

24. See Leo Strauss, “Notes on Carl Schmitt , Th e Concept of the Political,” in Schmitt , Concept of the Po-
litical, 83 (par. 1). See also n. 7 above.
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as the controlling force has changed so also have what counts as evidence as 
well as who were the social and political elite. Th us, in the sixteenth century, 
the world was structured around an explicitly theological understanding, with 
God and the scriptures as foundational certainties; this was replaced in the 
next century by metaphysics and rational (scientifi c) research and in the eigh-
teenth by ethical humanism with its central notions of duty and virtue. In the 
nineteenth century, economics comes to dominate (although Schmitt  is seen 
as a man of the Right, he always took Marx completely seriously), and, fi nally, 
in the twentieth century, technicity (Technizität) is the order of the day.25 And 
this is at the core of his claim that ours is an age of “neutralization and depo-
liticization”: whereas all previous eras had leaders and decisionmakers—what 
he calls here clercs—the era of technology and technological progress has no 
need of individual persons (CP- ZN, 86/ 86).

Schmitt  uses the French clerc and no doubt has in mind Julien Benda’s 1927 
La trahison des clercs (Th e betrayal of the intellectuals).26 A clerc is a clerk but 
also a cleric, a scholar, an expert in a particular matt er, or an intellectual. Th e 
term derives from the fact that, in the Middle Ages, clerics were both those who 
kept the records and those who were scholars. Whereas Benda had seen the 
clercs as mistakenly turning away from spiritual and eternal values to temporal 
and political activity, Schmitt , tacitly opposing Benda, sees the clerc as the per-
son who most centrally grasps and formulates the core of a particular central 
sphere.27 Th e central quality of all transformations that have led to our present 
stage—“technicity”—is the “striving for a neutral sphere.” For Europe, the at-
traction of a neutral sphere is that it seemed to provide a solution to the con-
fl icts that had grown up out of quarrels over theology. It sought to transform 
the concepts elaborated “by centuries of theological refl ection” on what are, for 
Schmitt , “now private aff airs” (jetzt . . . Privatsachen; CP- ZN, 90/ 89). However, 
each stage of neutralization became, in Schmitt ’s analysis, merely the next arena 
of struggle. Th us, what someone like John Rawls sees as one of the most impor-
tant achievements of the West—religious toleration—is, for Schmitt , merely 
the prelude to another form of confl ict. Indeed, one can argue that the achieve-
ment of toleration leads to the enhancement of the power of the sovereign.

25. Th e discussion of technicity brings to mind Heidegger’s discussion of Technik. See chapter 7 below. 
See also Geoff rey Waite, “Heidegger, Schmitt , Strauss: Th e Hidden Monologue; or, Conserving Esoteri-
cism to Justify the High Hand of Violence,” Cultural Critique 69 (Spring 2008): 113– 40.

26. A contemporary edition is Julien Benda, La trahison des clercs (Grasset: Les cahiers rouges, 2003).
27. Jacob Taubes (Th e Political Th eology of Paul [Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004], 103) 

writes: “He [Schmitt ] is a clerk, and he understands his task not to be to establish the law but to interpret 
the law.”
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Th e central question now, therefore, is what confl icts will arise when the 
central sphere is technicity, which “precisely because it serves all . . . is not neu-
tral” (CP- ZN, 91/ 90). Here, Schmitt  fi nds himself in opposition to thinkers 
like Weber, Troeltsch, and Rathenau, whom he reads as in despair before the 
“Entzauberung der Welt.” If one follows them, Schmitt  says, one will despair, 
for the world will appear only as what Weber called a “stahlhartes Gehäuse,” 
a steel casing with no way out, not even a window to look out.28 Th is leads to 
quietism or despair, the most important danger now confronting Europe. Th is 
danger arises because it is Russia (i.e., the Soviet Union) that has understood 
and seized technicity and made it its own in the new arena of confl ict. Only in 
Russia does one now fi nd a sense of a new “strong politics.”

What is to be done? Schmitt  writes somewhat chillingly in Th e Concept of 
the Political: “When a people no longer has the strength or the will to hold it-
self to the realm of the political, the political does not thereby disappear from 
the world. It is only a weak people that perishes” (CP, 53/ 54). He thus closes 
his Barcelona lecture with a truncated citation from Virgil’s “Fourth Eclogue”: 
“Ab integro nascitur ordo.” Th e full line is “Magnus ab integro saeclorum nas-
citur ordo,” which translates as “a great cycle of the ages is (re)born as it was in 
the beginning.” Schmitt ’s abbreviated line means “an order is born as it was in 
the beginning.”29 Th is is both a conservative statement—the order is as it was 
in the beginning—and a revolutionary statement: a new order is born.30 Th e 
last entry in Schmitt ’s Glossarium (published in 1991) reads: “Mit jedem neuge-
borenen Kind wird eine neue Welt geboren” (With each newborn child a new 
world is born). He goes on to hope that the child will be an “Aggressor.”31 Th e 
eloquent two closing paragraphs of Schmitt ’s Barcelona lecture are, in eff ect, a 
call for the West to be equal to the need for this renewed confl ict and to oppose 
the forces of communism. (Here, Schmitt  shares concerns with Heidegger.) 
And this is at the core of his claim that ours is an age of neutralization and de-
politicization: whereas previous eras still had leaders and decisionmakers, the 

28. Max Weber, Die Protestantische Ethik und der Geist der Kapitalismus, in Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Re-
ligionssoziologie, 1:203. Th e standard English translation as “iron cage” is, thus, misleading: not only can you 
not get out; you also cannot even see out.

29. It is worth noting both that this line served as the origins for the mott o (“novus ordo seculorum”) 
on the Great Seal of the United States as devised by Charles Th ompson (an eminent Latinist) and that the 
following lines in Virgil speak of the coming of a new child, which was understood by medieval Christian-
ity to be a prophecy of the coming of Christ.

30. See the remarks on this phrase (without reference to Schmitt ) in Arendt, Willing, 207.
31. Carl Schmitt , Glossarium: Aufzeichnungen der Jahre 1947– 1951 (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1991), 

320. We will see a similar emphasis on beginning and birth in Heidegger and especially Arendt.
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era of technology and technological progress is diff erent in that increasingly it 
has no need of actual individual persons.32

What is wrong with technicity? Th e danger and problem with it is that it 
claims to have person- neutral ways of solving disputes. Schmitt  separates him-
self from the premises of positivism in much the same way that we saw in 
Weber. Th ere can be no clear- cut distinction between facts and values; propo-
sitions about the world are not independent of the person who makes them; 
claims to knowledge that are mistaken will not automatically be corrected by 
the world. In refusing these claims, technicity seemed to provide a model of 
a neutral resolution to disputes, and this was its att raction. Th ese presupposi-
tions are, however, central to political liberalism: they ground the possibility of 
rational agreement. (Political liberalism does not, of course, think that all hu-
mans will behave rationally at all times, but it does think that rationality has a 
compelling quality such that resisting it is a sign of perversity or ignorance.)

T H E  F A T E  O F  A U T H O R I T Y  I N  M O D E R N  T I M E S : 
A E S T H E T I C  S U B J E C T I V I T Y

Along with science, and perversely companion to it, Schmitt  saw the arising of 
a second realm, the realm of aesthetic subjectivity. Th e transition to the tech-
nicity sphere is made possible, Schmitt  argues, by an “Ästhetisierung aller gei-
stigen Gebiete” (aestheticization of all sectors of the spirit; CP- ZN, 84/ 83). Th is 
is the epistemological basis for his critique of liberalism as a “clasa discutidora” 
(a palavering class), unable to come to any decision on anything because all de-
cisions appear the same. If the scientifi c realm held out a method for resolving 
some disputes, the aestheticization of the rest of the world—of that portion not 
amenable to scientifi c resolution—subjectivized it to individual or group pref-
erences and held that there was no way to resolve those disputes if they could 
not be resolved by science. Th e burden of his 1917 Political Romanticism was to 
argue that the world was increasingly coming to be understood in subjectively 
occasional ways, such that all human aff airs were merely what they were in eye 
of the beholder.33 Th us, liberal scientism and romanticism come together—

32. Th is periodization can be found explicitly in the Barcelona lecture and is implicit in the fi rst sev-
eral pages of chap. 3 of Political Th eology; it is made explicit in shorter form on pp. 1– 2 of the 1934 preface to 
Political Th eology. Th e stages are well discussed in Henning Ott mann, “Das Zeitalter der Neutralisierungen 
und EntTotalisierungen: Carl Schmitt s Th eorie der Neuzeit,” in Carl Schmitt : Der Begriff  des Politischen: Ein 
Kooperativer Kommentar, ed. Reinhard Mehring (Berlin: Akademie, 2003), 156– 69.

33. See Carl Schmitt , Political Romanticism (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986), 16– 20 and passim.
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two sides of the same modern coin. From this, we get his lapidary sentence from 
Th e Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy: “If a modern Technizität liberal is asked 
‘Christ or Barabbas,’ he responds with a proposal to adjourn or appoint a com-
mitt ee of investigation.”34 Responding to the double bind of modern society, 
Schmitt  argues that, in such a context, the recovery of the political realm must 
of necessity come from outside the liberal- romantic world; that is, it cannot be 
justifi ed in terms of the categories of that world. It must come, as Herbert Mar-
cuse argued, from a state whose only “justifi cation is its existence”35—or, rather, 
its practice. Justifi cation must be ontological rather than epistemological.

Here, it is important to see that what Schmitt  means by aesthetic subjectiv-
ity is not what Kant means. Schmitt  designates a subjectivist relativist stance 
in which there is no claim made to generality, to what Kant called Allgemein-
heit. Th is merely intensifi es the problematic of commonalty for Schmitt : ei-
ther aff airs are sett led mechanically (technicity), or they are not sett led (aes-
thetic subjectivity). It is precisely to overcome this impasse that he develops 
his theory of sovereignty. Th e fi rst sentence of Political Th eology is famous: it 
locates the realm in which Schmitt  asserts the question of the centrality of 
sovereignty. He places the sentence as the complete initial paragraph to the 
body of the book. He writes: “Sovereign is he who decides on the exceptional 
case” (PT [German ed.], 5 [my translation]). Translation is always interpre-
tation, and the opening sentence immediately raises a number of issues. Th e 
fi rst is consequent to the nature and range of decides. Th e German is “Soverän 
ist, wer über den Ausnahmezustand entscheidet” (PT [German ed.], 13). Th e 
decisive matt er comes from the fact that the über may be thought to be poten-
tially ambiguous: it can mean “he who decides what the exceptional case is” 
or “he who decides what to do about the exceptional case.”36 George Schwab’s 

34. Carl Schmitt , Th e Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), 62.
35. Herbert Marcuse, Negations (Boston: Beacon, 1968), 31.
36. Something like this is noted also by John P. McCormick in “Th e Dilemmas of Dictatorship: Carl 

Schmitt  and Constitutional Emergency Powers,” in Law as Politics: Carl Schmitt ’s Critique of Liberalism, ed. 
David Dyzenhaus (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998), 233– 34. McCormick sees this, too strongly for 
me, as a move by Schmitt  away from conservatism toward fascism (ibid., 218). See the discussion that follows in 
the text. For the translation problem in French, see the discussion by Julien Freund, a friend of Schmitt ’s and a 
contributor to his Festschrift , in “Les lignes de force de la pensée de Carl Schmitt ,” published in the right- wing 
French journal La nouvelle école (no. 44 [Spring 1987]: esp. 17). Freund opts in French for lors (during, on the oc-
casion of) as the translation of über, thus giving “decides in the case of the exception,” a much milder rendering. 
Th is judgment is refused by Jean- Louis Schlegel, the editor of the French edition, Th éologie politique (Paris: Gal-
limard, 1988), who gives “décide de” (15). See the discussion of right- wing, left - wing, and liberal uses and mis-
uses of Schmitt  in my “Dimensions of the New Debate around Carl Schmitt .” For a recent defense of Schmitt  by 
the French Right, see Alain de Benoist, “Carl Schmitt  et les sagouins,” Eléments, no. 110 (September 2003), avail-
able online at htt p:// grece- fr .com/ ?category_name=elements. A sagouin is a slob or a slovenly person.
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fi ne translation—“decides on the exception”—retains the ambiguity if it con-
denses “case” into “exception.” Yet the fact that this may appear ambiguous in 
English or German should not detain us in a misguided manner: retaining the 
apparent ambiguity is centrally important to grasping what Schmitt  wants to 
say. We can see this in part in the fact that entscheiden über can also mean “to 
sett le on”: Schmitt  is saying that it is the essence of sovereignty both to decide 
what is an exception and to make the decisions appropriate to that exception, 
indeed, that one without the other makes no sense at all.

It is, thus, not only the case that exceptions are obvious, as they would be 
if we think of them as produced, for instance, by severe economic or political 
disturbance. It could appear natural to read what Schmitt  says in Germany 
back through the years of hyperinfl ation or the economic depression of 1929. 
Political Th eology, however, was published in March 1922 and cannot be under-
stood as simply the response to these, or any other, developments. (Hyperin-
fl ation hits only in 1923.) Indeed, George Schwab’s careful reconstruction of 
Schmitt ’s analysis of Article 48 of the Weimar constitution shows that Schmitt  
had a very broad interpretation of what the president might do if “public secu-
rity and order [were] considerably disturbed.”37

A second translation issue with the opening sentence comes from the under-
standing of Ausnahmezustand. What the fi rst translation question might seem 
to reinforce (the absolute, ungrounded, and unlimited quality of the decision), 
this second question might seem to mitigate. A dictionary will tell you that the 
word means “state of emergency.” Th e idea of a state of emergency, however, has 
more of a legal connotation, is more confi ned than is that of an exception. It is 
also the case, as Jean- Louis Schlegel points out, that Schmitt  sometimes uses 
more general words when speaking of this question, including state of exception 
(Ausnahmefall), crisis or state of urgency (Notstand), and, even more generally, 
emergency or state of need (Notfall).38 Th us, the same issue is raised as with the 
über: can the understanding of what counts as an exception be defi ned in legal 
terms, or is it more of what one might think of as an open fi eld?39

37. George Schwab, introduction to Schmitt , Th e Concept of the Political, xix– xxi. See the fi ne discus-
sion in McCormick, “Th e Dilemmas of Dictatorship.”

38. Schlegel, ed., Th éologie politique, 15.
39. One should note here that this question bedevils all situations in which constitutions provide for an 

exception. For a brief history of nineteenth- and twentieth- century constitutional provisions for exception, 
including the French 1814 constitution, World War I in France and Switzerland, the 1920 Emergency Powers 
Act in England, Lincoln at the beginning of the Civil War (noted by Schmitt  in Die Diktatur: Von den Anfän-
gen des modernen Souveränitätsgedankens bis zum proletarischen Klassenkampf [Munich: Duncker & Hum-
blot, 1921], 136), the United States under Wilson during World War I, Article 16 of the French Fift h Republic, 
etc. See Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 11– 26.
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Note here that Schmitt  is not talking simply about dictatorship. In Die Dik-
tatur, published one year before Political Th eology, he diff erentiates between 
“commissarial dictatorship”—he cites Lincoln in the Civil War as an example—
and “sovereign dictatorship.” Th e former defends the existing constitution, and 
the latt er seeks to create the conditions for a new one, given the collapse of the 
old—one might think to some degree of De Gaulle in 1958. Die Diktatur is a the-
ory of dictatorship; Political Th eology, however, is a theory of sovereignty and an 
att empt to locate the state of emergency in a theory of sovereignty. More impor-
tantly, Political Th eology in eff ect discusses that which for Schmitt  lies under the 
various kinds of dictatorship and makes both of them possible.40

I again do not think this linguistic glide on Schmitt ’s part to be accidental. 
Rather than seeking to determine what precisely an exception (or an emer-
gency or a crisis etc.) is, we should be looking at the problem from the other 
direction. It is importantly the case for Schmitt  that no preexisting set of rules 
can be laid down that will tell anyone if this situation is in actual reality an ex-
ception. It is of the essence of Schmitt ’s conception of the state that there can 
be no preset rule- fi xed defi nition of sovereignty.41 Why not? What is clear here 
is that the notion of sovereignty contains, as Schmitt  tells us, his general theory 
of the state (see PT [English ed.], 5). Th e nature of the sovereign, he remarks in 
the preface to the second edition (1934), is the making of a “genuine decision.” 
Th us, it is not simply the making of a decision but the making of a genuine de-
cision that is central. Th e obvious question is what makes a decision genuine 
and not simply an emanation of a “degenerate decisionism” (PT 3/ 8). Schmitt  
is never simply a decisionist if by that one means simply that choice is neces-
sary and any choice is bett er than none.42 Beyond this, however, it is important 
to note that what makes a sovereign is the making of such a decision. Th e sov-
ereign exists as and is defi ned by and as its decisions: there is no independently 
existing sovereign. Th e sovereign delineates the realm in which political action 
takes place. (Hence, as we shall see, Schmitt ’s att raction to Hobbes, whom he 
designates “the great decisionist.”)43

40. I thus resist John McCormick’s conclusion that Political Th eology “repudiates much of what is of 
value in the book published before it” (“Dilemmas of Dictatorship,” 241).

41. Th us, the exception is part of the order even if that order is not precisely juridical. Schmitt  engaged 
in an exchange about this with Walter Benjamin over violence. See Walter Benjamin, “Towards a Critique 
of Violence,” in Selected Writings, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings, 4 vols. (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1996), vol. 1. See the discussion in Agamben, State of Exception, 52– 64.

42. I note here that there seem to be strong elements of Schmitt  quietly present in much of Henry 
Kissinger’s analyses of international politics. See, e.g., his Th e Necessity for Choice (New York: Harper, 1961).

43. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2008), 55/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 82.
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What constitutes a genuine decision is a complex matt er in Schmitt . To under-
stand his position, one must realize why politics (or, here, the political) is not the 
same for Schmitt  as the state,44 even if the most usual framework for the concreti-
zation of politics in modern times has been the state.45 In a book published in 1969 
that takes up the themes of Political Th eology, Schmitt  writes: “Today one can no 
longer defi ne politics in terms of the State; on the contrary what we can still call 
the State today must inversely be defi ned and understood from the political.”46 
Underlying the state is a community of people—necessarily not universal—a 
“we” that, as it defi nes itself necessarily in opposition to that which it is not, it pre-
supposes and that is defi ned by confl ict.47 It derives its defi nition from the friend/ 
enemy distinction. Th at distinction, however, is an us/ them distinction, where 
the “us” is of primary and necessary importance. Th e friend/ enemy distinction is 
existential, in the sense that the existence of the other is what is in question. Th ere 
is no third term. One knows who one is in opposition to who one is not.48

Th is claim is at the basis of Schmitt ’s rejection of what he calls liberal nor-
mativism, that is, of the assumption that a state can, in the end, rest on a set of 
mutually agreed- to procedures and rules that trump particular claims and ne-
cessities. Pluralism is, thus, not a condition on which politics, and, therefore, 
eventually the state, can be founded. Politics rests, rather, on the equality of 
its citizens (in this sense Schmitt  is a democrat) and, thus, their collective dif-
ferentiation from other such groups: this is the friend/ enemy distinction, or, 
more accurately, the distinction that makes politics possible. It is, one might 
say, its transcendental presupposition.49 Politics is, thus, diff erent from eco-

44. Th is is a theme from Schmitt ’s earliest work, including his Habilitationsschrift , Der Wert des Staates 
und die Bedeutung des Einzeln (1917; Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 2004). See Reinhard Mehring, Carl 
Schmitt : Zur Einführung (Hamburg: Junius, 2001), 19– 21.

45. Compare Max Weber’s defi nition: “Nowadays, however, we have to say that the state is the form of 
human community that (successfully) lays claim to the monopoly of legitimate violence within a given terri-
tory” (“Politics as a Vocation,” in Vocation Lectures, 33 [see also xlix]). It is important that this is the defi ni-
tion to which we are compelled “nowadays” and that Weber here fl ies directly in the face of those (like those 
of the Georgekreis and others) who placed emphasis on the “nation,” on “blood and soil.”

46. Carl Schmitt , Politische Th eologie II (1969; reprint, Duncker & Humblot, 1996), 21. Th e English 
translation is Political Th eology II: Th e Myth of the Closure of Any Political Th eology, trans. Michael Hoelzl 
and Graham Ward (Cambridge: Polity, 2008).

47. One thus fi nds the infl uence of Schmitt , e.g., in what might appear to be a far- removed locus, Ber-
trand de Jouvenel’s Th e Pure Th eory of Politics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1964).

48. Emmanuel Faye points out that, in the 1933 edition of Th e Concept of the Political (the standard En-
glish translation is of the 1932 ed.), Schmitt  adds a long paragraph that tends to give a racial connotation to 
enemy. See Emmanuel Faye, Heidegger: Th e Introduction of Nazism into Philosophy (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2009), 160.

49. Th is is explicitly asserted (and criticized) in a lett er from Leo Strauss to Schmitt  of September 4, 
1932. Th e lett er is printed in Heinrich Meier, Carl Schmitt  and Leo Strauss: Th e Hidden Dialogue (Chicago: 
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nomics, where one has competitors rather than friends and enemies, as it is 
diff erent from debate, where one has “Diskussionsgegner” (“discussion oppo-
nents”) (CP, 28/ 28). Nor is it a private dislike of another individual. Rather, 
it is the actual possibility of a “batt ling totality” (kämpfende Gesamtheit) that 
fi nds itself necessarily in opposition to another such entity. “Th e enemy,” he 
notes, “is hostis [enemy] not inimicus [disliked] in the broader sense; polémios 
[belonging to war] not exthrós [hateful]” (CP, 29/ 29).50

Th ese considerations are made in the context of several other arguments. 
Th e fi rst comes in a discussion of Hans Kelsen. At the time that Schmitt  wrote 
Th e Concept of the Political, Kelsen was a leader in European jurisprudence, a 
prominent Austrian jurist and legal scholar as well as a highly infl uential mem-
ber of the Austrian constitutional court. A student of the legal theorist Rudolf 
Stammler’s, he was a neo- Kantian by training and temperament and shortly 
before the publication of Political Th eology had published Das Problem der Sou-
veränität und die Th eorie des Völkerrechts,51 in which he set out the foundations 
for what he would later call a pure theory of law, a theory of law from which all 
subjective elements would be eliminated.52 Kelsen sought, in other words, a 
theory of law that would be universally valid for all times and all situations.53

Against this, Schmitt  insists that “all law is situational law” (PT, 13/ 19). 
What he means by this is that, in actual lived human fact, it will always be the 

University of Chicago Press, 1995), 124. Meier’s book is an insightful analysis of the diff erence between po-
litical theology and political philosophy—between Schmitt  and Strauss. For an extended, if not in the end 
convincing, critique of Meier’s complex political rapprochement and diff erentiation of Strauss and Schmitt , 
see Robert Howse, “Th e Use and Abuse of Leo Strauss in the Schmitt  Revival on the German Right—
the Case of Heinrich Meier,” available at htt p:// www .law.nyu .edu/ ecm_dlv2/ groups/ public/ @nyu
_law_website__faculty__faculty_profi les__rhowse/ documents/ documents/ ecm_pro_060041 .pdf. 
Howse strikes me as mistaken in his claim that “the core of Meier’s interpretation is that the central driving 
force of Schmitt ’s thought is faith—obedience to Revelation.” Th e point about political theology is that, in 
the absence of a transcendental ground, an immanent one has to be achieved. Revelation is more important 
to Strauss than it is to Schmitt . It is also the case, as I note (see n. 3 above), that Meier gives extended consid-
eration to Schmitt ’s anti- Semitism. Howse thinks Meier soft - pedals it; I read the passages diff erently.

50. Th e translation is mine as Schmitt  quotes in Latin and Greek. He will on the next page read “Love 
thine enemy as thyself ” as referring to inimicus.

51. Hans Kelsen, Das Problem der Souveränität und die Th eorie des Völkerrechts (Th e problem of sover-
eignty and the theory of international law) (Tübingen: Mohr, 1920). See the articles on Kelsen in the Eu-
ropean Journal of International Law, vol. 9, no. 2 (1998), esp. Danilo Zolo’s “Hans Kelsen: Peace through In-
ternational Law” (306– 24).

52. A collection of essays comparing Schmitt  and Kelsen has appeared: Dan Diner and Michael Stol-
leis, eds., Hans Kelsen and Carl Schmitt : A Juxtaposition, Schrift enreihen des Instituts für deutsche Ge-
schichte (Tel Aviv: University of Tel Aviv, 1999).

53. Aft er 1933, Schmitt  was, apparently, instrumental in the removal of Kelsen from the law faculty of 
the University of Cologne. See David Dyzenhaus, Legality and Legitimacy: Carl Schmitt , Hans Kelsen and 
Hermann Heller (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 84.
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case that precisely at unpredictable times “the power of real life breaks through 
the crust of a mechanism that has become torpid by repetition” (PT, 15/ 21). 
He requires, in other words, that his understanding of law and politics respond 
to what he takes to be the fact of the ultimately unruly and unruled quality of 
human life. And, if life can never be reduced or adequately understood by a 
set of rules, no matt er how complex, then this means that, in the end, rule is 
of men and not of law, or, rather, that the rule of men must always existentially 
underlie the rule of law. For Schmitt , to pretend that one can have an ultimate 
rule of law is to set oneself up to be overtaken by events at some unpredict-
able but necessarily occurring time and to lose the human element in and of 
our world.54

Th is is a powerful and important theme in Schmitt . It is a claim, not that law 
is not centrally important to human aff airs, but that, in the end, human aff airs 
rest on humans and cannot ever be independent of them. He criticizes Locke, 
for instance, for saying that the “law gives authority” but not recognizing “that 
the law does not designate to whom it gives authority. It cannot be just any-
body.”55 Schmitt  contrasts this to Hobbes’s discussion (and in doing so brings 
out qualities oft en overlooked in discussions of Hobbes). He cites chapter 26 
of the Leviathan to the eff ect that sovereign power and not truth makes laws.56 
And he then drives the point home by citing chapter 42 to the eff ect that “Sub-
jection, Command, Right and Power are accidents not of Powers but of Per-

54. One might, in fact, see much of the philosophical debates in the 1920s and 1930s as between those 
who sought to develop understandings that were independent of time and place and those who argued that 
all understanding needed to be grounded in concrete historical actuality. One might see Max Weber as the 
progenitor of both approaches. See Friedman’s exceptional A Parting of the Ways.

55. One might have thought here that Schmitt  would have referred to Locke’s discussion of the pre-
rogative. Th us, in the Second Treatise on Government (Indianapolis: Hackett , 1980), par. 156, Locke writes: 
“What then could be done in this case to prevent the community from being exposed some time or other 
to eminent hazard, on one side or the other, by fi xed intervals and periods, set to the meeting and acting of 
the legislative; but to entrust it to the prudence of some, who being present, and acquainted with the state 
of public aff airs, might make use of this prerogative for the public good?” And in par. 160: “Th is power to 
act according to discretion, for the public good, without the prescription of the law, and sometimes even 
against it, is that which is called prerogative.” Paragraphs 160– 68 form a section entitled “Of Prerogative.” 
Th ere is a lot of secondary literature on this. See, e.g., Clement Fatovic, “Constitutionalism and Contin-
gency: Locke’s Th eory of Prerogative,” History of Political Th ought 25, no. 2 (2004): 276– 97; as well as the 
discussion of prerogative in John Dunn, Th e Political Th ought of John Locke: An Historical Account of the Ar-
gument of the “Two Treatises of Government” (London: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 148– 56. See also 
the short discussion in McCormick, “Dilemmas of Dictatorship,” 237– 38.

56. Schmitt  quotes the Latin Leviathan, probably because the formulation is more succinct: “auctoritas, 
non veritas fecit legem.” Th e corresponding passage in English is “though it be evident truth, is not there-
fore presently law; but because in all commonwealths in the world, it is part of the civil law: For though it 
be naturally reasonable; yet it is by the sovereign power that it is law” (Th omas Hobbes, Leviathan [India-
napolis: Hackett , 1994], 180–81).
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sons”57 (PT, 32/ 39). “Persons,” for Hobbes, are beings constituted or autho-
rized to play a certain role or part.58

Schmitt ’s insistence on the necessarily and irreducibly human quality of 
political and legal actions is key. Th ose who would elaborate a set of rules by 
which decisions can be made take the politics out of human life: Schmitt  is 
concerned to keep them in. (It is for reasons like this that one of Sheldon Wo-
lin’s objections to John Rawls’s A Th eory of Justice, and even more to his Political 
Liberalism, comes from what he sees as Rawls’s overly legalistic reliance on 
courts.)59 Human society can, thus, never be made to rest on the determina-
tion and application of rules to individual situations. Decisions and judgments 
would always be necessary. In this, Schmitt  can be thought to be an initiator 
(albeit not recognized or known to be such) of contemporary developments 
such as both critical legal studies on the Left  and the law and economics move-
ment on the Right.

Th us, for Schmitt , the state is not cofounded with the legal order, and, in ex-
ceptional situations, the juristic order that prevails is “not of the ordinary kind” 
(PT, 12/ 18). In fact, “the decision emanates fr om nothingness” (PT, 31– 32/ 38 [my 
italics]).60 Th e point, therefore, of this notion of sovereignty ultimately con-
strained not just by no formal rules but by nothing at all is to “create a juridical 
order” (Recht zu schaff en) under conditions that threaten anarchy.61 Th e sov-
ereign must decide both that a situation is exceptional and what to do about 
the exception in order to be able to create or recover a judicial order when the 
existing one is threatened by chaos.

Th e necessarily extraordinary quality of sovereignty is made clear in the 
analogy Schmitt  uses to explain his point. He writes: “Th e exception in juris-
prudence is analogous to the miracle in theology” (PT, 36/ 43). What does it 
mean to refer the “exception” to a “miracle”? Clearly, this has to do with po-
litical theology. To move toward an answer, one should look fi rst at the author 
who remained Schmitt ’s touchstone. In the third book of Leviathan, Hobbes 
fi rst identifi es a miracle as an occurrence when “the thing is strange, and the 

57. Th e context is the relation of civil to ecclesiastical authority.
58. See my “Seeing the Sovereign: Th eatricality and Representation in Hobbes,” in Lett ing Be: Fest-

schrift  for Fred Dallmayr, ed. Stephen Schneck (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006).
59. Sheldon S. Wolin, review of John Rawls, Political Liberalism, Political Th eory 24, no. 1 (February 

1996): 97– 119.
60. See the discussion in Robert Howse, “From Legitimacy to Dictatorship—and Back Again: Leo 

Strauss’s Critique of the Anti- Liberalism of Carl Schmitt ,” in Dyzenhaus, ed., Law as Politics, 60– 65.
61. Schmitt , Political Th eology, 13/ Politische Th eologie, 14. I have modifi ed Schwab’s translation, which 

is “to produce law.”
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natural cause diffi  cult to imagine,” and then goes on to defi ne it as “a work of 
God, (besides his operation by the way of nature, ordained in the creation,) 
done, for the making manifest to his elect, the mission of an extraordinary 
minister for their salvation.”62 Hobbes’s defi nition is apposite to Schmitt  as, 
for him, the exception is the occasion for and of the revelation of the true nature 
of sovereignty.63 Th us, the sovereign does not for Schmitt  only defi ne the ex-
ception—he is also revealed by and in it, which is why Schmitt  must refer to 
a “genuine” decision.

What would be wrong with at least trying to rest human aff airs on the rule 
of law? Schmitt  fi nds two major problems. Th e fi rst comes from the episte-
mological relation between the exception and the norm. Sovereignty is what 
Schmitt  calls a Grenzbegriff , a limiting or border concept.64 It thus looks in two 
directions, marking the line between that which is subject to law, where sover-
eignty reigns, and that which is not, potentially the space of the exception (PT 
[German ed.], 13). To look only to the rule of law will be to misunderstand the 
nature and place of sovereignty. For Schmitt , we understand the nature of the 
juridical order only by understanding sovereignty, that is, understanding that 
which opens on to the province of the exception.65 Th is is because, he asserts, 
“the exception is more interesting than the rule.” As the citation from Kierke-
gaard that Schmitt  uses to support this claim argues, this is, not because one 
cannot think about the rule or the general, but because one does not notice 
anything in the general worth thinking about and, thus, our thought in this 
realm would be “without passion” (PT, 15/ 21).

It is important to realize that one can have an exception only if one has a 
rule. Th erefore, the designation of something as an exception is, in fact, an as-
sertion of the nature and quality of the rule. If, as director of the program, I 
say, “I am going to make an exception in your case and let you go on the ex-
change program to France despite the fact that you did not have the required 
grade point average,” I am affi  rming both the rule and the fact that the rule is a 
human creation and, hence, does not control us automatically. I am also mak-
ing a judgment that, in this case, at this time, the good of all concerned indi-
cates the need for this exception (and, thus, that I am not taking a bribe).

62. Hobbes, Leviathan, chap. 37.
63. For a diff erent but complementary treatment, see the excellent Ronald Beiner, Civil Religion: A Dia-

logue in the History of Political Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 363 and n. 15.
64. Th us, the exception is both part of and not part of the juridical order. See the useful discussion in 

Agamben, State of Exception, 24– 26.
65. See the striking and informative discussion in William Scheuerman, Between the Norm and the Ex-

ception: Th e Frankfurt School and the Rule of Law (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994), 330 and passim.
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What, however, am I affi  rming in affi  rming the human quality of the rule? 
Th e claim about the exception, and, thus, the grounding of rules on human 
actions, is part of what Schmitt  sees as the need to defend the political. As we 
saw in a previous chapter, when Max Weber described the workings of bureau-
cracy, he asserted that in no case are bureaucratic (rationalized, rational- legal) 
relations relations between human persons, between human beings. Nor are 
they political, for exactly that reason. Bureaucracy is a form of social organiza-
tion that rests on norms and rules and not on persons. It is, thus, a form of 
rule in which there is “ ‘objective’ discharge of business . . . according to cal-
culable rules and ‘without regard for persons.’ ” What he meant is that it was 
in the nature of modern civilization to remove the nonrational from societal 
processes, replacing it with the formalism of abstract procedures. (He did not 
think everything was always already like this—merely that this was the ten-
dency.) Th e disenchantment of the world is, for Weber, the disappearance of 
politics, hence the disappearance of the human, hence the lessening of the role 
that the nonrational and rule governed play in the aff airs of society. “Bureau-
cracy,” he proclaimed, “has nothing to do with politics.”66

It is the growing realization of the importance of depoliticization, what Max 
Weber had called the “demagifi cation [Entzauberung] of the world,” that leads 
Schmitt  in 1934 to note that his 1922 categories of juridical thinking had been 
too few. In the preface to the second edition of Political Th eology he notes: “I 
now distinguish between not two but three types of legal thinking; in addition 
to the normativist and the decisionist, there is the institutional one” (PT, 2/ 
8). He goes on to indicate that, whereas normativism thinks in terms of imper-
sonal rules and decisionism thinks in terms of personal decisions, institutional 
thinking thinks in terms of organizations that transcend the personal sphere. 
Th us, the state corresponds to normativism, political movements (Bewegun-
gen) to decisionism, and the people (Volk) to institutionalism.67 Institutional-
ism alone “leads to [a] pluralism . . . devoid of sovereignty.” In fact, public law 
under Wilhelminian and Weimar Germany was both a “deteriorated . . . nor-
mativism” and a “degenerate decisionism, . . . [a] formless mixture, unsuitable 
for any structure” (PT, 3/ 8). And this is at the core of his claim that ours is an 

66. Weber, Wirtschaft  und Gesellschaft , 661/ Economy and Society, 975.
67. In the fall of 1933, Schmitt  publishes Staat, Bewegung, Volk: Die Dreigliedrung des politischen Einheit 

(State, movement, people: Th e three parts of political unity) (Hamburg: Hanseatische, 1934). (Glied also 
means “limb.”) Th is book had a too articulated sense of political society for some members of the Nazi 
Party and seems to have gott en Schmitt  into trouble and to have led to the articles att acking him in the Ge-
stapo organ Das schwarze Korps in 1936. See the discussion below. Faye (Heidegger, chap. 6) reads this book 
as thoroughly Nazi—despite the trouble that it brought Schmitt .
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age of neutralization and depoliticization: whereas all previous eras had lead-
ers and decisionmakers, the era of technology and technological progress has 
no such need of individual persons. It to call att ention to this progression that 
Schmitt  starts chapter 3 of Political Th eology with the second most famous sen-
tence of the book: “Th e central concepts of modern state theory are all secular-
ized theological concepts” (PT, 36/ 43 [translation modifi ed]).68

What does this mean? Key here is Schmitt ’s understanding of secularized. 
Schmitt  accepts from Max Weber the idea of the demagifi cation or disenchant-
ment of the world. To say that all concepts in modern state theory are sec-
ularized theological concepts is, not to want to restore to those concepts a 
theological dimension, but to point to the fact that what has been lost since 
the sixteenth (“theological”) century has amounted to a hollowing out of po-
litical concepts. Th ey thus no longer have, as it were, the force and strength 
that they had earlier and are unable to resist the dynamics of technology. Th e 
consequence of Schmitt ’s notion of secularization is to try and restore to the 
concepts of sovereignty and political authority in a secular age the qualities 
that they had earlier. Secularization thus is a central quality of contemporary 
sovereignty and, thus, of contemporary politics. Th e sovereign in eff ect es-
tablished the borders that make politics possible. Much as Kant had argued 
that the establishment of limits to reason was necessary for knowledge to be 
possible,69 so Schmitt  fi nds the central role of sovereignty to be the establish-
ment of limits. In this sense, the sovereign is the unfathomable enabler of the 
political realm, the existential equivalent of the noumenal in Kant. Th ose sov-
ereign decisions that, as noted, rest on nothing and that the sovereign makes 
actual are for everyone (who is not an enemy or, as we shall see, a monster). 
Th e subjective “I” becomes the common “we.”

Th us, one might say that Schmitt  is not a counterrevolutionary in a reaction-
ary sort of way. He accepts that legitimacy in this age must be democratic—it 
certainly cannot be monarchical. Th us, although it is clear that he thinks that 
Joseph de Maistre, Louis de Bonald, and Juan Donoso Cortés got the prob-

68. Schmitt , Politische Th eologie, 43: “Alle prägnanten Begriff e der modernen Staatslehre sind säkula-
risierte theologische Begriff e.” As translator, George Schwab was faced with the diffi  cult task of rendering 
prägnanten—it means “concise, succinct,” which is only partly caught by his signifi cant. I have gone (with 
thanks for a consultation to William Arctander O’Brien) for what I believe to be the meaning rather than 
for a literal equivalent.

69. See Immanuel Kant, Prolegomenon to Any Future Metaphysics, par. 57, Ak. 4:351. On the same page, 
Kant refers to the “Schranken der Vernunft .” See Andrew Norris, “Carl Schmitt ’s Political Metaphysics: 
On the Secularization of the ‘Outermost Sphere,’ ” Th eory and Event 4, no. 1 (2001), htt p:// muse.jhu .edu
/ login?uri=/ journals/ theory_and_event/ v004/ 4.1norris .html.
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lem right, their solutions (monarchy for the Frenchman and dictatorship for 
the Spaniard) are unacceptable. As he notes on the last page of Political Th eol-
ogy: “Th ose counterrevolutionary philosophers of the state . . . heightened the 
moment of the decision to such an extent that the notion of legitimacy, their 
starting point, was dissolved [aufgehebt]. . . . Th is decisionism is essentially 
dictatorship, not legitimacy” (PT, 65– 66/69).

While Schmitt  has sympathies for these theorists over and against the bour-
geois liberal thinkers that Donoso Cortés had stigmatized as a “clasa discuti-
dora,” the “discussing classes” (PT, 58/ 63), the point of the analysis of the cen-
trality of the exception for sovereignty is precisely to restore, in a democratic 
age, the element of transcendence that had been there in the sixteen century 
and even the seventeenth—Hobbes, Schmitt  believes, understood the prob-
lem exactly. Failing that, the triumph of nonpolitical, inhuman technologizing 
will be inevitable. Th ere is, thus, in Schmitt  a challenge to those who would 
argue that politics in a democratic age can rest on discussion.70 Such a claim is, 
for him, the privilege, as we saw, of the bourgeois “discussing classes.”

For Schmitt , the secularization of theological concepts in the realm of sov-
ereignty is, rather, to be understood as corresponding to the greatest progress 
in human rationality, progress that has occurred in and because of the state.71 
Th is is “the distinction between enemy and criminal and from that the only 

70. See the discussion in Chantal Mouff e, “Carl Schmitt  and the Paradox of Liberal Democracy,” in 
Dyzenhaus, ed., Law as Politics, 159– 78, 165– 68.

71. Th ere have been other theorists of secularization. Schmitt  always associates himself with Weber 
on this matt er, but it is the burden of the 1969 follow-up volume to Political Th eology, Political Th eology II, 
to analyze and counter other such theorists. Of those he considers there, let us retain briefl y his critique of 
Hans Blumenberg, whose 1966 Die Legitimität der Neuzeit (Th e Legitimacy of the Modern Age, trans. Rob-
ert M. Wallace [Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1983]) advanced a powerful theory of an independent mo-
dernity apparently in critique of thinkers like Weber and Schmitt . Blumenberg wishes to defend reason in 
the contemporary age without having recourse to transcendental or teleological support. To vastly over-
simplify a sweeping book, Blumenberg distinguishes three stages in Western history, each characterized by 
its own absolute: these have been “reality,” where “nature” was the reference; “transcendence,” where “God” 
was; and now “science,” where “space and time” are. Th us, for Blumenberg, theories of secularization are 
misleading as they do not take into account the self- standing quality of each epoch. While professing to 
admire the scope and ambition of the book, against it Schmitt  notes that Blumenberg sees science as a ne-
gation of theology or transcendence. For him, this mixes together too many elements. Echoing Nietzsche, 
science, rather, becomes the new transcendent standard (albeit with the diff erence that it furthers technic-
ity). Schmitt  points out that he is concerned primarily with, not metaphysical questions, but simply the re-
lation between the two most “highly evolved and structured organisms of ‘Western rationalism,’ ” namely, 
the European state, based on the notion of a ius publicum, and the Catholic Church, with its juridical ra-
tionality. By maintaining the independence and self- standing quality of each epoch, Blumenberg is led to 
assimilate “right” to “law” and, thus, “legitimacy” to “legality,” which, in turn, allows him to argue that the 
human desire to know (hence science) needs “no justifi cation.” Th us, the immanence of value advocated by 
Blumenberg becomes, for Schmitt , simply a form of self- asserting “autism” (Politische Th eologie II, 84– 89).
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possible foundation for a theory of State neutrality at the time of wars between 
other states.”72 Secularization, in other words, has made it possible for confl ict 
to occur between enemies and not between the legal and the criminal.73

What is consequent to this understanding of secularization?74 Th ree ele-
ments are involved. First is Schmitt ’s understanding of power. Political power 
is to be understood on the model of God’s creation—which is how Hobbes 
had understood it. Power is to make something from that which is not some-
thing and, thus, to be above or not subject to laid- down laws. Th is understand-
ing of power clearly draws on medieval theology, but it is the point of the last 
chapter in Political Th eology to show that it is basically a modern understand-
ing, most clearly formulated at the beginning of the nineteenth century by the 
French counterrevolutionary thinkers Maistre, Bonald and the Spanish theo-
rist of dictatorship and authority Donoso Cortés. Th ese theorists wrote with 
the conscious intent to create the philosophical basis for opposition to the 
Enlightenment, which had, in their eyes, led to the chaos of the French Revo-
lution and the disorders of modernity.

Th is points to the second element in Schmitt ’s conception of secularization. 
Th e French Revolution is the historically concrete manifestation of a kind of 
revolutionary myth, specifi cally, the myth of the creative power of the demo-
cratically equal populace. Th is is the basis of his criticism of Rousseau, that the 
general will is substituted for the human will of a sovereign (PT, 46/ 51). To these 
understandings, it was necessary to oppose a myth of a hierarchically ordered 
and unifi ed people, which the exceptional acts of the sovereign would instanti-
ate. One might think of this as a kind of right- wing Leninism, where the Party 
is replaced by the Volk and the sovereign becomes the Party in action. Th e sov-
ereign is the action of “us” against “them”—friends versus enemies.75 Th is con-
frontation, however, must take place at the metaphysical level—that of one faith 
against another. For this reason, the confrontation is one of political theology.76

Th e last point indicates another element in Schmitt ’s conception of sec-

72. Schmitt , Political Th eology II, 86.
73. Schmitt  will toward the end of his life in Th e Th eory of the Partisan off er an insightful analysis of the 

transformations in warfare in the postcolonial period.
74. I am conscious in the next several paragraphs of the general infl uence of Etienne Balibar’s “Le 

 Hobbes de Schmitt , le Schmitt  de Hobbes.”
75. All this, one should note, is quite consonant with a reading of Hobbes. See my “How to Write Scrip-

ture: Words, Authority, and Politics in Th omas Hobbes,” Critical Inquiry 20, no. 1 (Autumn 1993): 128– 59; 
and Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 18/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des 
Th omas Hobbes, 25– 26.

76. See the discussion in Heinrich Meier, Carl Schmitt , Leo Strauss, and “Th e Concept of the Political” 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 77.
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ularization. Schmitt  is, in political matt ers, a realist, one of the reasons that 
people like Hans Morgenthau, the German-American theorist of the primacy 
of national interest in international relations, found him important. Schmitt  
here continues the line of thought initiated by Carl von Savigny. Savigny, an 
important legal theorist in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century, argued that 
civil law acquired its character from the Volksbewusstsein—the common con-
sciousness of the people—and was, thus, the product of the particular histori-
cally given qualities that a people might have. Hence, for him there was, in the 
Germany of that time, with its common language and customs, no real basis 
for diff erent systems of law. For Savigny, the sovereign or legislator was the 
expresser of the Volksbewusstsein.77 Schmitt , as we have seen, gives this part of 
Savigny’s thought very strong emphasis.

Taken together, these elements in Schmitt ’s thought cast light on what we 
can surmise was the att raction of National Socialism. Schmitt  came, as did 
Heidegger, from a rural, Catholic, petit- bourgeois upbringing. He describes 
his childhood, adolescence, and youth—the latt er lasting for him until the end 
of World War I, during which he served as an offi  cer and at the end of which he 
was thirty years old—as periods of gett ing rid of various infl uences: his Cathol-
icism is “displaced” and “detotalized”; greater Prussianness is “de- Hegelized.” 
Likewise during his “manhood,” Weimar Germany is “de- Prussifi ed.”78 While 
Catholicism was always to remain important to Schmitt , it is important to see 
in this self- description the portrait of a person whose ties to his various tra-
ditions are negative and are not replaced by a liberal faith in the future or in 
progress.79 One has to read, therefore, his att acks on liberalism in conjunction 
with the accumulation of de- verbs.80 Th is is a reactionary for whom the past 
provides no message. Sovereignty rests on nothing.

77. Th is may make the question of Schmitt ’s anti- Semitic writings more complex. One might speak of 
anti- Judaism, meaning by that that Schmitt  saw in German Judaism the kind of pluralism that he found in-
compatible with the commonalty of the Volk that he saw as essential to the political. In practice, however, 
certainly in the Th ird Reich, one could not be opposed to Judaism without being opposed to Jews.

78. Th is is Schmitt ’s account in his contribution to H. Quaritsch, ed., Complexio oppositorum: Uber Carl 
Schmitt  (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1988), 105. See the discussion in Mehring, Carl Schmitt : Zur Einführung, 
12– 15, to which I owe this reference. It is worth noting that the fl exibility of the German language permits 
Schmitt  to construct neologisms in each of these cases: entortet, entotalisiert, enthegelianisiert, and entpreusst.

79. Schmitt  is, of course, not the only person to be in this situation, nor was Heidegger. For a represen-
tative sense of the times, one can still profi tably read J. B. Bury, Th e Idea of Progress: An Inquiry into Its Origin 
and Growth (London: Macmillan, 1920).

80. And, thus, while left - wing antiliberals can “learn from” Carl Schmitt , it is not completely clear 
that it is Carl Schmitt  that they are learning. See Paul Piccone and Gary L. Ulmen, “Introduction to Carl 
Schmitt ,” Telos 72 (Summer 1987): 14. See also the material cited in my “Dimensions of the Debate around 
Carl Schmitt ,” nn. 5– 7.
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T H E  A T T R A C T I O N  T O  N A T I O N A L  S O C I A L I S M

What, then, was the source of his att raction to Hitler? It was prett y clearly 
not an admiration of the particular qualities that the man had: even if one 
discounts the occasion, the disdain he expresses during his interrogation at 
Nuremberg is palpable.81 One might rather say that Hitler appeared to him 
something like the entity God had sent to perform a miracle—as in the cita-
tion from Hobbes given above—and that the miracle was the recovery of a 
this- worldly transcendence for sovereignty and, thus, the human realm of the 
political. From this understanding, the person Hitler was nothing important, 
and Schmitt ’s relation to it could be only the relation one has to a miracle: ac-
ceptance or rejection.82

Th is is all the more likely as very rapidly Hitler seemed to many to behave 
like a true statesman in times of exception, legally elected but/ or/ and capable 
of making the hard, extralegal decisions that were necessary. When, in the 
midst of increasingly public confl ict between various factions of the party, Hit-
ler and Goering ordered, on June 30 and July 1– 2, 1934, the execution of all 
the leadership of the SA (the Sturmabteilung, or storm troopers), within two 
days almost all the press was congratulating them on having saved the country 
from civil war. Hindenburg sent (or was led to send) a telegram of thanks to 
the new chancellor.83 Schmitt  published on August 1, 1934, a newspaper article 
entitled “Der Führer schützt das Recht” (Th e Führer protects the legal order) 
defending Hitler’s actions.84 Th us, it is the reality of taking power and manifest-
ing sovereignty in the use of power that att racted Schmitt : his understanding 
of law required that he support Hitler. It was not a question of succumbing to 
the charisma of a prophet, true or false.

81. Carl Schmitt , “Carl Schmitt  à Nuremberg, avril, ‘47– juillet, ‘47,” in Ex captivate salus (French ed.), 
41: “He [Hitler] was so uninteresting to me that I don’t even want to talk about it.”

82. In this, Schmitt , like Heidegger, is dedicated to what Alain Badiou calls “the event,” a kairotic mo-
ment that bursts on the world and transforms the terms by which the world is understood. See n. 18 above 
and the end of chapter 7 below.

83. See the discussion of the event in Ian Kershaw, Th e “Hitler Myth”: Image and Reality in the Th ird 
Reich (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 84– 95.

84. Th e matt er is a bit more complex. Ellen Kennedy argues (personal communication, September 
2009) that he was compelled to write this article. Schmitt  was identifi ed with some elements of the SA, and 
there is some evidence that he was specifi cally exempted from the purge by Goering. In a somewhat self-
 pitying and self- aggrandizing poem he wrote in 1948 for his sixtieth birthday, “Gesang des Sechzigjährigen,” 
he notes that he has been “three times in the belly of the fi sh.” Th e fi rst is 1934, the second the att acks on him 
in 1936 in the Gestapo organ Das schwarze Korps (a moment he identifi es to his interrogator in Nuremberg 
as when he “foreswore the devil”), and the last his interrogation aft er the war, when he appears to believe 
that he might be hung. See Schmitt , Ex captivate salus (German ed.), 90.
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In my foreword to Th e Concept of the Political, I raised the question of the 
reason for Schmitt ’s adherence to National Socialism. I rejected there the idea 
that he was blinded by ambition (though he was ambitious)85 or that he mis-
understood what Nazism was about (as if what it was about in 1933 was only 
one thing and obvious).86 I suggested, instead, that Schmitt  thought that the 
enemies of the regime were, in fact, (necessarily) enemies of what it meant to 
be German. I think this is true, but then the problem with Schmitt  is that he 
allows the notion of enemy to too easily defi ne the notion of friend. Friends 
are harder to fi nd and easier to keep.

S C H M I T T ,  H I S  S E V E R A L  H O B B E S E S , 
A N D  A N T I -  S E M I T I S M

But, with this, what now? Surely one could have been a conservative without 
being an anti- Semite? (Indeed, could one have been a Nazi without being an 
anti- Semite?) Th e question of Schmitt ’s anti- Semitism is best explored in rela-
tion to his relation to Hobbes. Hobbes was of repeated and constant concern 
to Schmitt  throughout his life. It is in his struggles with and appreciation for 
Hobbes that some of the darker aspects of Schmitt ’s thought are illuminated. In 
Th e Concept of the Political (1932), he had writt en that Hobbes was “truly a pow-
erful and systematic political thinker . . . [who] has drawn [the] simple con-
sequences of political thought without confusion and more clearly than any-
one else” (CP, 65/ 64– 65). Indeed, this was already toned down a bit from the 
original 1927 publication in the Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft  in which  Hobbes 
had appeared as “by far the greatest political thinker, perhaps the only truly 
systematic one.”87 Hobbes was, for Schmitt , the thinker who best established 

85. Contra Mehring, Carl Schmitt : Zur Einführung, 61.
86. Th is is not to deny that it becomes, or should become, obvious at some time; when and how that 

happens is extremely important. Additionally, the experience of not having been obvious aff ects the rec-
ognition of the obvious.

As an example of the kind of argument that I do not think can be sustained on the question of the rea-
sons for Schmitt ’s adherence to Nazism, see Julien Freund, preface to Carl Schmitt , La notion du politique 
(Paris: Flammarion, 1992), 10ff ., where Freund refers ambiguously to the anti- Semitism and makes Schmitt  
out to be a version of Max Weber. For Freund, the link to Weber speaks in favor of Schmitt . Jürgen Ha-
bermas (Th e Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures [Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987], 70) 
makes the same link in condemnation of Schmitt . See Duncan Kelly, Th e State of the Political: Conceptions 
of Politics and the State in the Th ought of Max Weber, Carl Schmitt , and Franz Neumann (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2003). For an excellent discussion of some relations and diff erences between Weber, Schmitt , 
and Arendt, see Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary.

87. Carl Schmitt , “Der Begriff  des Politischen,” Archiv für Sozialwissenschaft  58 (1927): 1– 33, 27.
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the primacy of the political, the leader of the struggle against “depoliticiza-
tion” (CP- ZN, 39/ 88).

In 1932, there also appeared Leo Strauss’s “Notes on Carl Schmitt , Th e Con-
cept of the Political.” Strauss had been working on Hobbes at least since the 
previous year. In his 1932 remarks, he argued what was to become the central 
point of his Th e Political Philosophy of Hobbes (writt en in German in 1935 but 
published in 1936 only in English): Hobbes was, in fact, the founder, not of 
the idea of autonomous politics, but of liberal politics.88 Th us, Strauss argued, 
the Hobbes Schmitt  so admired remained in the end of the liberal bourgeois 
world that Schmitt  had sought to critique. Shortly thereaft er, and continuing 
through the appointment of Hitler as chancellor, Schmitt  sought in a number 
of texts—most notably Staat, Bewegung, Volk—to theorize what he called the 
“legal . . . German Revolution” in terms of a “total state.” Th e “total state” was 
understood a unity—indeed, a fusion—of state and civil society as well as of 
the “movement” and the “people.”89

Th e concern with the total state appears to have led Schmitt  to rework his 
appreciation of Hobbes. In 1938, he published Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory 
of Hobbes. Although he does not explicitly mention Th e Political Philosophy of 
Hobbes in it, it is most likely in response to the force of Strauss’s critique that 
he altered his understanding of Hobbes. Schmitt ’s argument in this book and 
the 1937 article appended to it is that the new “god” that is created in the cove-
nanting of the Leviathan/ sovereign is a god only “in a juristic sense and not in 
a metaphysical sense. Th e sovereign- representative person cannot thus delay 
the complete mechanization of the state.” For Schmitt , the Hobbesian state is 
not a “total person” but rather a mechanism, and, as a mechanism, it is “inca-
pable of any totality.”90 Th e groundwork is being laid for technicity.

Schmitt  now reads Hobbes as sett ing the stage for what will become lib-
eral politics. Hobbes’s work will be furthered by Spinoza in his Tractatus-
 theologico- politicus. “Only a few years aft er the appearance of the Leviathan,” 
writes Schmitt , “the glance of the fi rst liberal Jew fell on the barely perceivable 

88. Th e Hobbes book was not published in German until 1964. See Leo Strauss, Gesammelte Schrift en, 
vol. 3. Ironically, Strauss was able to complete his work on Hobbes in England (and away from Nazi Ger-
many) because Schmitt  had helped him obtain a Rockefeller fellowship. See the lett ers reproduced in 
Meier, Carl Schmitt  and Leo Strauss: Th e Hidden Dialogue, 123– 27. Th e argument of Meier’s book is that 
under the dispute about liberalism lies a confl ict between revelation (political theology) and reason (po-
litical philosophy).

89. Schmitt , Staat, Bewegung, Volk, 8. Schmitt  probably takes this idea from Der totale Staat (Hamburg: 
Hanseatische, 1933), in which Ernst Forsthoff  defends the Führerprinzip. Forsthoff  was severely criticized by 
the Gestapo and eventually removed from his teaching post for work he did in the late 1930s.

90. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 98, 100.
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crack. He immediately recognized there the large fracture into which modern 
liberalism would fall and in which the whole of the relationship that Hobbes 
had constructed between interior and exterior, between public and private, 
could be inverted into its opposite.”91 Hobbes, it appears, made a tiny mistake, 
but, from that small hole, the whole dam collapsed.

What was this crack that Hobbes seems to have missed? Why was it a “lib-
eral Jew,” let alone the “fi rst” one, who turned the crack into a great empty 
space? Schmitt  starts his book with a consideration of the mythic resonances 
of the fi gure of the Leviathan. On the one hand, it is a great aquatic animal 
and, thus, appropriate to the seventeenth- century development of England as 
primarily a sea power. But, says Schmitt , this is politically problematic: “A big 
fi sh became a symbol connected with the typical continental process of state 
building of European land powers. Th e English Isle and its world- conquering 
seafaring needed no absolute monarchy . . . nor a juridical system based on the 
state’s law [noch eines gesetzesstaatlichen Rechtssystems].” It follows that the En-
glish would not appreciate Hobbes: indeed, they took him to be the “monster 
from Malmesbury.” As Schmitt  puts it: “What could have been a grand signal 
of restoration of the vital energy and political unity . . . became a grotesque 
horror picture.” Worse, on the Continent (where “Hobbes’ state had the great-
est actuality”), the Leviathan symbol was unable to “att ain the unproblematic 
immediacy” that images require to be eff ective—it was a sea animal.92

We are here in the center of Schmitt ’s theory of political myth.93 If you in-
voke a myth, says Schmitt , volens nolens you invoke all the elements of it: “No 
chain of thought—no matt er how clear—can stand up against the force of 
genuine mythical images.” Hobbes failed to realize that he was “conjuring up 
the invisible forces of an old, ambiguous myth.”94 Tell yourself a story, and 
you will become a player in it. What happens, according to Schmitt , is that, as 
an agnostic, Hobbes makes religious truth not a subject matt er for the state.95 
Th us, in this book, Schmitt  criticizes Hobbes for allowing the privacy of be-
lief. (Hobbes says that it does not matt er what you think as long as what you 

91. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 57 (translation modifi ed)/ Der Levia-
than in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 86. George Schwab leaves out “fi rst.”

92. Ibid., 80, 81 (translation modifi ed)/ 120, 122.
93. See the discussion in my foreword to Political Th eology, xxviii.
94. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 81 (translation modifi ed)/ Der Levia-

than in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 123.
95. Leo Strauss, Die Religions- Kritik Spinozas (1930), in Gesammelte Schrift en, 1:149– 330. See also 

Strauss, Hobbes’ politische Wissenschaft  in ihrer Genesis, in Gesammelte Schrift en, 3:145, where Hobbes is said 
to be an agnostic, although one who never took the “single step” to atheism.
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do is what the sovereign requires.) It does not matt er what you believe as long 
as you conform to the laws of the sovereign and do not hold beliefs that lead 
you to deny the authority of the sovereign. Hobbes designates the Leviathan 
a “great man” but also a machine (following to some degree Descartes); by al-
lowing private belief, he in fact renders the state mostly machine and sets in 
motion the tendency to technicity and the decline of the political that Schmitt  
had addressed in Political Th eology and Th e Concept of the Political. In this sense, 
Schmitt  has accepted one part of the thrust of Strauss’s critique. “In the eigh-
teenth century, the Leviathan as magnus homo, as the godlike sovereign per-
son of the state, was destroyed from within. Th e distinction of inner and outer 
became for the moral god a sickness unto death.” Schmitt  goes on to say that 
what survives is the administrative apparatus—the machine. “Th e legislator 
humanus became a machina legislatoria.”96

As such, Schmitt  has given us a version of the story of rationalization and 
disenchantment that was powerfully put forward by Max Weber.97 Th ere is, 
however, more. Th e Leviathan is a great man, it is a mortal god, and it is a ma-
chine.98 It is also a monster. Th e conception of the state as a great machine it-
self arose from “the distinction between the state and individual freedom. Th at 
happened in an age when the very organizations of this human freedom were 
no more than the knives with which the anti- individualist forces sliced up the 
fl esh of the Leviathan and divided it among themselves. Th us did the ‘mortal 
god’ die a second time.”99 Who killed this second Christ? Th e answer was set 
up at the beginning of the book in Schmitt ’s discussion of the myth of the Le-
viathan. Th ere, he recalls the opposition between the sea monster Leviathan 
and the earth monster Behemoth (the second monster provided Hobbes with 
the title of his book about the revolution on and of English soil).100 Schmitt  
elaborates his mythos: to the batt le between the two monsters, “the Jews stand 
by and watch how the people of the world kill one another; in their eyes such 
practices of ‘ritual slaughter and massacre’ conform to the law and are ‘kosher’ 

96. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 65/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 
des Th omas Hobbes, 99.

97. See the excellent analysis in Norris, “Carl Schmitt ’s Political Metaphysics.”
98. For a brief but informative account of the development of animal- or human- like machines, see 

Lisa Nocks, Th e Robot: Th e Life Story of a Technology (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 2007), 1– 36.
99. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 74 (translation modifi ed)/ Der Levia-

than in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 118.
100. Schmitt  will publish Land und Meer: Eine weltgeschichtliche Betrachtung in 1942 (it was translated 

into English as Land and Sea [Washington, DC: Plutarch, 1997]). See Christopher Leigh Connery, “Ide-
ologies of Land and Sea: Alfred Th ayer Mahan, Carl Schmitt , and the Shaping of Global Myth Elements,” 
Boundary 2 28, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 173– 201.
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and this is why they eat the fl esh of those who have died and live off  of it.” 
Th e peoples of the world killed sovereignty, and, according the Schmitt , the 
Jews, as bystanders, profi ted from the murder- suicide. In mythology, the Le-
viathan is also a serpent or dragon, a beast that “non- Jewish people [see] . . . 
as protective and benevolent,” whereas “Near Eastern and Jewish mythology” 
fi nds it to be “hostile and evil.”101 Later in the book, Schmitt  will att ack “the 
Jewish philosopher Stahl- Jolson” for speaking in favor of the clear- cut separa-
tion between religion and politics, thereby extending the position already ad-
vanced by Spinoza and Moses Mendelssohn.102 Crudely: Hobbes understood 
the need for the total state but inadvertently left  a crack that Jewish thought 
exploited into a full- blown fi ssure.

S C H M I T T ,  T H E  J E W S ,  A N D  A N T I -  S E M I T I S M

Schmitt  blames the fi nal destruction of the idea of a unifi ed political realm on 
the Jewish and Near Eastern att itude toward the myths that make such a realm 
possible. In a recent book, Raphael Gross has made a forceful case for the claim 
that Schmitt ’s anti- Semitism was not simply that of a careerist but embedded 
in the deep structure of his thought. For Gross, “the Jew” lies under one pole 
of each of the binary oppositions that Schmitt  works with: the Jew is “enemy,” 
the “Anti- Christ.” Lacking spatial and territorial defi nition, these oppositions 
undermine all notions of “nomos.”103

101. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 9 (translation modifi ed)/ Der Levia-
than in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 18– 19. Similar thoughts are expressed with more detail in Schmitt , 
Land und Meer, 9– 10. Th e monster Grendel should have given Schmitt  pause.

102. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 69/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 
des Th omas Hobbes, 106. It is important that Schmitt  insists on calling Friedrich Stahl a Jew. Stahl was an 
ecclesiastical lawyer who had converted to Lutheranism at age nineteen, had married a gentile (a woman, 
remarks Schmitt , “die deutscher Herkunft  war” [Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 109]), 
and was very active in strengthening the political position of the Lutheran Church. In Th e Concept of the 
Political, Schmitt  spoke of him favorably, referred to him as “Stahl” (not “Stahl- Jolson”), and associated 
him with Maistre, Bonald, and Donoso Cortés. It is also noteworthy that Schmitt  does not mention Kant’s 
praise of Mendelssohn. In a lett er Kant says: “You have to know how to reconcile your religion with the lib-
erty of conscience in such a manner that no one would have thought it possible (of your religion) and to an 
extent that no one else can boast” (cited from the manuscript of Foucault’s “Le gouvernement de soi et des 
autres” [thanks again to Professor Luxon]). And in the Metaphysics of Morals he hold this up as an example. 
Schmitt  seems quite sensitive to what he is doing as he defends his att ribution of Jewishness to Stahl in two 
prickly footnotes. See Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 75/ Der Leviathan in der 
Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 107, 109.

103. Raphael Gross, Carl Schmitt  and the Jews: Th e “Jewish Question,” the Holocaust, and German Legal 
Th eory (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2007). In a broader context, Vilho Harle maintains 
much the same thing in Th e Enemy with a Th ousand Faces: Th e Tradition of the Other in Western Political 
Th ought and History (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 2000), 145– 46.
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Th ere is clearly something to Gross’s accusation, but what exactly? In the 
fi rst chapter of Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, Schmitt  
att ributes to Strauss the claim that Hobbes says that Jews are responsible for 
the distinction between religion and politics, a distinction that, Schmitt  says, 
Hobbes considered nefarious. Hobbes, for instance, says in the Leviathan that 
the Romans “made no scruple of tolerating any religion whatsoever in the city 
of Rome itself, unless it had something in it, that could not consist with their 
civil government; nor do we read, that any religion was there forbidden, but 
that of the Jews; who (being the peculiar kingdom of God) thought it unlaw-
ful to acknowledge subjection to any mortal king or state whatsoever.”104 For 
Schmitt , however, what is right in Hobbes is not so much that he is against the 
Jews as that he is against any disaggregation of power into religion, on the one 
hand, and, on the other, politics (including that by Catholics and Presbyteri-
ans). Th e ancients had no such separation—Hobbes knew this, and Schmitt  
thinks them and him right. Indeed, he notes that Hobbes saw the sovereign as 
the “lieutenant of God”—thus as pope (traditionally referred to as “the lieu-
tenant of God”) and ruler in one.105

As noted, Hobbes, however, did open up the tiny crack into which Spi-
noza and others rushed and that they then enlarged. Here, one must say that 
Schmitt ’s anti- Semitism is fi rst and foremost an anti- Judaism.106 (It is, of course, 
important to remember that, in actual practice, the diff erence was moot in 
the Germany of that time.) When Schmitt  says that “Jesus is the Christ” is 
the most important sentence in Hobbes, he is att ributing to Christianity a 
political quality. It is to claim that the integrity or unity of political society is 
of central importance. To say that “Jesus is the Christ” is to say that he is the 
Messiah, that is, that he is anointed and appointed by God to lead a people 
and that what he does transcends all law.107 (Christ is not a proper name but a 

104. Hobbes, Leviathan, chap. 12. In chap. 49, Hobbes, in fact, says: “Seeing then our Savior, and his 
apostles, left  not new laws to oblige us in this world, but new doctrine to prepare us for the next; the books 
of the New Testament, which contain that doctrine, until obedience to them was commanded, by them that 
God had given power to on earth to be legislators, were not obligatory canons, that is, laws, but only good, 
and safe advice, for the direction of sinners in the way to salvation, which every man might take, and refuse 
at his own peril, without injustice.”

105. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 82/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 
des Th omas Hobbes, 125.

106. Th ere is a complex issue here that I cannot go into. It has to do with Schmitt ’s att itude toward 
Christianity as it is practiced. Jacob Taubes (Ad Carl Schmitt : Gegenstrebige Fügung [Berlin: Merve, 1987], 25) 
writes: “For Schmitt  Christianity was ‘Judaism for the peoples,’ against whose power he always desired to 
rise up. But Schmitt  saw ever more profoundly how impotent such a ‘protest’ against God and history is.”

107. See my foreword to Political Th eology as well as my “Th e Sacred Quality of Politics: Remarks on 
Schmitt , Hobbes and Saint Paul,” Politisches Denken Jahrbuch, 2010, 245– 94.
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Greek translation of the Hebrew mashiah or “messiah”—the “anointed one.”) 
Th at the Jew does not (according to Schmitt ) accept this means that he will 
always be in contradiction to a unifi ed society for the reason that he claims a 
source of right (Recht) that is external to the society (God’s law). Schmitt ’s po-
sition has some relation to Hobbes’s distress with Roman Catholics, who had 
a divided loyalty. His anti- Semitism is, thus, not (at least not primarily) a bio-
logical anti- Semitism. It is worth noting, however, that neither the Nazis (of-
fi cially, though not in everyday discourse) nor Schmitt  spoke of Rasse (race) 
when discussing these matt ers. Th ey did (both) speak of Artgleichheit (having 
the same type, sometimes translated as racial identity) and Artfr emdheit (of a 
foreign kind or species). Art can mean “kind,” “sort,” “species,” “nature,” “man-
ner,” “way,” or “behavior.”108

Th e problem comes from the fact that, from at least 1923 on, Schmitt  claims 
that sovereignty presupposes the need for homogeneity (Gleichartigkeit) of 
the political body (and not pluralism); thus, his anti- Judaism is part of his con-
struction of national identity. In the fi rst chapter of Th e Leviathan in the State 
Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, Schmitt  had favorably cited “the Jewish scholar Leo 
Strauss” for his recognition that Hobbes had thought it important to “struggle” 
to restore “the original unity” of the spiritual and secular powers.109 However, 
he argues, Strauss is misleading on Hobbes on Jews.110 Strauss seems to hold 
that Jews were responsible for the distinction between the spiritual and the 
secular realms. If it were the case that the Jews are solely responsible for the 
separation, then we could maintain, as does Strauss, the incompatibility (but 
also the reality and, thus, necessity) of a realm of reason (Athens) and a realm 
of revelation ( Jerusalem—God’s law, which is necessarily in tension with 

108. For a good summary of Schmitt ’s most violently anti- Semitic statements, see Meier, Th e Lesson 
of Carl Schmitt , 151ff . See now also Faye, Heidegger, prett y much passim. Th e question of Gleichartigkeit and 
its cognates is diffi  cult. Faye (ibid., chap. 6) argues forcefully that the use of these words signifi es only that 
Schmitt  and Heidegger were out and out racists. Th e word means “homogeneity”—hence those who are 
like us. It is not necessarily a racist word, though it can be used that way. Even when it is used that way, 
as Schmitt  on occasion certainly does, it retains the broader sense of “like us.” As an American, I have no 
trouble saying that a Frenchman is not (in some sense) “like us.” Th e concern in Schmitt  and Heidegger has 
to do with who is “like us,” and that oft en gets understood in terms that exclude (German) Jews as being 
“like us.” Th e consequences were awful.

109. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 10– 11/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 
des Th omas Hobbes, 20– 21. Th e reference is to Strauss’s 1930 Die Religions- Kritik Spinozas. Strauss argues that 
Spinoza seeks to undo the theological prejudices that keep the mind from “freie Wissenschaft ” (Gesammelte 
Schrift en, 1:156). Strauss will want to argue against Spinoza that philosophy cannot refute the possibility of 
revelation, a theme that will remain with him throughout his life. See his “Jerusalem and Athens” (1967), 
in his Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity, ed. K. H. Green (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1997), 377– 405. “Wisdom” requires not rejecting either (ibid., 379).

110. See similar considerations in Palaver, “Carl Schmitt , mythologue politique,” 205– 6.
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political sovereignty). For instance, in chapter 5, referring to “the Jew Moses 
Mendelssohn,” Schmitt  notes that this latt er’s Jerusalem; or, On Religious Power 
and Judaism is “also at the origin of the fi rst great and important confrontation 
between German wisdom and the Jewish tactic of distinguishing.”111 Jews, for 
Schmitt , seek to profi t from the space that Hobbes initially opens up between 
the secular and the spiritual. Bluntly, Schmitt ’s anti- Semitism here is of a piece 
with his reasons for opposing pluralism and indirect powers. What makes 
Strauss wrong also makes Hobbes wrong and for Schmitt  also makes all of lib-
eralism wrong. If there were such a thing as a noncrude anti- Semitism, Carl 
Schmitt  seems to have it. (And I repeat: in life these distinctions matt ered litt le 
if you were in or destined for Auschwitz.) What Schmitt  is not is a liberal.

In fact, it is with some degree of irony that one could say that Schmitt ’s po-
sition resembles somewhat that of Marx in “On the Jewish Question.” In Ger-
many, Jews had been granted political rights during the Napoleonic period. 
Th ese had been withdrawn aft er Napoléon’s defeat. By the 1830s, as Jews had 
moved into increasingly greater positions of prominence, and with the sup-
port of liberal gentile political forces, a push was made to grant political rights. 
Bruno Bauer, a “Young” and “Left ” Hegelian, had argued that Jews cannot be 
emancipated because they cling to their religion. For Bauer, there can be no 
special claims (being recognized as a Jew and a citizen or, for that matt er, as a 
Christian and a citizen). Marx’s response was that this was empirically wrong 
(he instantiates the United States) and that Bauer had confused political and 
human emancipation. Emancipation in the modern state proceeds only by 
depoliticizing certain areas (e.g., religion), but this simply preserves the realm 
of particularity and inequality. (If property is no longer a qualifi cation for vot-
ing, the regime of property still remains.) “Th e Jew has emancipated himself 
in a Jewish manner,” Marx wrote, “not only because he has acquired fi nancial 
power, but also because, through him and also apart from him, money has be-
come a world power and the practical Jewish spirit has become the practical 
spirit of the Christian nations.”112 In eff ect, says Marx, what Bauer wants is to 
destroy the possible unity of human life by moving religion to civil society 
and separating it off  from the political realm. In eff ect, human plays the role 

111. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 60/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 
des Th omas Hobbes, 93– 94.

112. Karl Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” in Selected Writings (Indianapolis: Hackett , 2002). In the 
fi rst of the Th eses on Feuerbach, Marx will identify and criticize the opposition of theoretical and practical 
as “dirty- Jewish.” “Jewish” is associated by Feuerbach and Marx with the practical egoism of civil society—
thus, the distinction is the same as in “On the Jewish Question.” Heinrich Meier (Th e Lesson of Carl Schmitt , 
153) associates Schmitt  with Bauer rather than Marx.
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for Marx that political does for Schmitt . Schmitt  certainly has no sympathy or 
support for what Marx calls species- being—his unity is of a Volk—but Marx’s 
critique of liberal att empts such as Bauer’s is made on grounds that are struc-
turally analogous to those of Schmitt .

S C H M I T T ’ S  R E L A T I O N  T O  N A Z I S M

If Schmitt  sought to strengthen and recover the possibility of a true, unifi ed, 
Volk, what was his relation to Nazism? A Volk is not just a people but people 
unifi ed by having a common history, language, and destiny. We know that 
Schmitt  did join the NSDAP in 1933 and remained a member until the end. 
Many of his defenders argue, however, that his foremost concern in the early 
1930s was to strengthen the Weimar regime. I do not think it credible that this 
was his intent. It is true that Schmitt  sought in the pre- 1933 period to persuade 
the German chancellors (fi rst Franz von Papen and then in 1932 Kurt von 
Schleicher) to proscribe all those political parties that were “enemies of the 
constitution”—by which he meant the Communists and the Nazis. Th e con-
servative chancellors were to some degree receptive to Schmitt ’s position and 
sought to invoke (and eventually did) Article 48 of the Weimar constitution 
that permitt ed what Schmitt  had called “commissarial dictatorship.”113 It is im-
portant to remember that, for an average middle- class German, the situation 
did, indeed, appear dire: there were frequently pitched batt les in the streets, 
most oft en between Communists and Nazis. Th e parliament appeared inca-
pable of resolving the situation. In the 1930 elections, the two strongest win-
ners were the Communists and the National Socialists, at the expense of the 
parliament- and democratic- process- oriented middle parties. Violent incidents 
became common, especially aft er von Papen lift ed the ban on the Nazi SA. In 
one such case involving Schmitt , the Preussenschlag case of 1932, where, aft er 
the Altonaer Blutsonntag (a bloody gunfi ght in the town of Altona between the 
SA and Communists), Chancellor von Papen had dismissed the Prussian So-
cial Democratic Party government with an invocation of Article 48. Th e Prus-
sians had challenged the move. At the trial, Schmitt , in his brief to the court 
on behalf of von Papen, closed with a citation from Lincoln to the eff ect that a 
“house divided cannot stand.”114

113. Schmitt , Die Diktatur.
114. See the account in the excellent Peter Caldwell, Popular Sovereignty and the Crisis of German Con-

stitutional Law (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997), 164– 76. Lincoln was, of course, citing the 
Bible: “Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation; and a house divided against a house 
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Schmitt ’s policy aims were certainly not to strengthen the Weimar regime 
as it existed but, by eliminating the elements deemed unconstitutional, to re-
place the Weimar regime with an authoritarian nationalist regime that would 
express the “real will” of the German people.115 It is fair to say that, at this point, 
Schmitt  hoped that such a regime could be shaped by eliminating through 
such dictatorship the socialists of the Left  and the Right. (Th e S in NSDAP was 
not there without reason.) However, when the Nazis obtained 37.2 percent of 
the vote in the July 31, 1932, elections and 33.1 percent the following November 
(aft er the formation of a government had proved impossible), the exclusion of 
the Nazi Party was simply not possible. Fearful of communism both domestic 
and foreign, att racted by Hitler’s decisiveness aft er his appointment as chan-
cellor (Article 48 remained in force), and possibly, as George Schwab suggests, 
intrigued by the fact that the new government’s actions seemed to confi rm his 
theoretical writings, Schmitt  had no diffi  culty in joining the NSDAP.116 He 
proceeded to publish the same year Staat, Bewegung, Volk (State, movement, 
people),117 in which he tried to develop an articulated sense of these elements. 
Each one of the three words—state, movement, people—can be used to des-
ignate the entirety of the political unity. Each also describes, however, at the 
same time, a particular aspect and a specifi c element of this whole. So the state 
can be understood in the narrower sense as the political- statist part, the move-
ment as the political- dynamic element, and the people as a growing unpolitical 
side under the protection and in the shadow of political decisions.118

Schmitt  goes on to give primacy to the state: this was soon to get him into 
trouble with Nazi theorists, for whom the unity of the movement, as made 
manifest in the party as the leader’s personifi cation of the people, was primary. 
As noted, he was severely criticized in two articles in the Gestapo publication 
Das schwarze Korps. To be so att acked was not like gett ing a bad review—such 
att acks were, as Günter Maschke notes, “life- threatening.”119 With explicit ref-
erence to Schmitt , Waldemar Gurian, a social and religious theorist of consid-

falleth” (Luke 11:17). See also Léon Schirmann, Altonaer Blutsonntag 17. Juli 1932: Dichtungen und Wahrheit 
(Hamburg: Ergebnisse, 1994).

115. See Olivier Béaud, Les derniers jours de Weimar: Carl Schmitt  face à l’avènement du nazisme (Paris: 
Descartes, 1997).

116. Schwab, introduction to Schmitt , Th e Concept of the Political, xiv.
117. Volk refers to a people with a common history and destiny.
118. Schmitt , Staat, Bewegung , Volk, 12. Schwab also discusses part of this quote (introduction to 

Schmitt , Th e Concept of the Political, xv).
119. Günter Maschke, “Zum ‘Leviathan’ von Carl Schmitt ,” in Schmitt , Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 

des Th omas Hobbes, 184.
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erable importance and brilliance who had been a student of Schmitt ’s and was 
now in exile in Switzerland, wrote an article entitled “On the Path to Emigra-
tion or the Concentration Camp?”120

Th is is the context in which Schmitt  writes his Hobbes book. If he was pro-
tected by Hermann Goering from direct consequences, he nonetheless clearly 
had important reasons to be frightened. In his interrogation aft er the war, he 
indicates that, until 1936, he “considered it possible to give meaning to [the 
Nazi] catchwords.” He claims that his Hobbes book was writt en as a form of 
resistance to and critique of Nazism (or at least what Nazism had become or re-
vealed itself as).121 Martin Heidegger was to make much the same claim about 
his lectures on Nietzsche and his refusal there of any biological interpretation 
of Nietzsche’s thought. As noted, Schmitt  claimed to have writt en lett ers to 
friends in 1938 in which he compares himself to Benito Cereno, the ship cap-
tain of Melville’s novella who is forced to go along with the slaves who have 
taken over his ship. He sought to have those lett ers serve as a foreword to his 
Hobbes book; the book would, thus, have an esoteric message made neces-
sary by a time of persecution.

To this there are two questions: First, does the Hobbes book in fact con-
stitute, albeit esoterically, an act of resistance to the Nazi movement? Second, 
what does one make of such an act if there is one?

It is the case, I think, that several of the doctrines put forth in this book go 
against the orthodoxy of the Nazi state. Schmitt ’s att ack on indirect powers and 
pluralism, the concept of the total state (thus with no privilege to a party), the 
apparent approval of the “law- state elements of Hobbes’ state and law teach-
ing” (gesetzesstaatlichen Elements der Staats- und Rechtslehre von Hobbes), the 
approval of the doctrine nulla peona, nullum crimen sine lege (“no punishment, 
no crime without law”)122—these do in some sense constitute a sett ing him-
self apart from offi  cial Nazi doctrine. But, here again, the fact that one fell out 
of favor with what had become the offi  cial line does not mean that one was 
not in some important sense in accord with what the regime was trying to do. 
Trotsky remains a Communist even aft er exile.

120. Gurian was a German- Russian Jew who had converted to Catholicism. He was the one who desig-
nated Schmitt  as the “Kronjuristen des Dritt en Reiches.” He later emigrated to the United States and taught 
political science at the University of Notre Dame, where he founded the journal Review of Politics. He was 
a friend of Hannah Arendt’s; she devotes a chapter to him in her Men in Dark Times (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1968).

121. “Interrogation of Carl Schmitt  at Nuremberg by Robert Kempner,” Telos 72 (1987): 197– 207.
122. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 71, 73/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 

des Th omas Hobbes, 112, 115.
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Do they, however, constitute an act of resistance? Here, I would like to asso-
ciate myself with the analysis of Etienne Balibar.123 He argues that what resis-
tance there is comes, not from what Schmitt  chooses to say about Hobbes, but, 
rather, fr om Hobbes himself. Schmitt ’s engagement with Hobbes is constant and 
changing over the course of his life—and this is because Schmitt  keeps coming 
up against questions that he cannot answer. Th e arguments in Staat, Bewegung, 
Volk do not in the end work either as a constitutional alternative to Weimar or 
as an att empt to formulate a theory of the Nazi state. Schmitt  accuses legal pos-
itivism (e.g., Kelsen)124 of necessarily but unconsciously combining normativ-
ism and decisionism. To this he opposes a theory of law that combines deci-
sionism and institutionalism. Th e problem of doing this in relation to Hobbes 
is that Hobbes combines decisionism and institutionalism in a manner that 
also equates natural law with civil law. As Hobbes says (though Balibar does 
not note this) in the Latin Leviathan: “Natural law is eternal, divine, and in-
scribed only in human hearts. But there are very few men who know how to 
examine their own heart and read what is writt en there. Th us it is from writt en 
laws that men know what they must do or avoid.”125 Th us, Schmitt ’s engage-
ment with Hobbes brings him back again and again to the inextricable relation 
of the political and the normative.126 Th at he takes Hobbes seriously means 
that he cannot remain content with many of his own formulations. What re-
sistance there is seems consequent to his engagement with Hobbes—one is 
not sure whether this is a consolation.

What, fi nally, are we to make of Schmitt ’s anti- Judaism? I noted above that it 
is a position consonant with his hostility to pluralism, indirect powers, and the 
political theory of the Enlightenment in general. Heinrich Meier argues, cor-
rectly I think, that Schmitt ’s anti- Judaism had a diff erent source than Nazi anti-
 Semitism but led him easily to att ach himself to the Nazi position.127 It is also 
the case that his pronouncements on these matt ers during the period 1933– 36 
are of a violence that goes well beyond a genteel bourgeois anti- Semitism.128 It 

123. Balibar, “Le Hobbes de Schmitt , le Schmitt  de Hobbes,” 47ff .
124. See the discussion in my foreword to Political Th eology, xvii– xviii.
125. Th omas Hobbes, Léviathan, ed. F. Tricaud (Paris: Siley, 1988), 700. See my “Th e Sacred Quality of 

Politics” as well as my “How to Write Scripture.”
126. Hobbes, Leviathan, chap. 30: “It belongeth therefore to the offi  ce of a legislator, (such as is in all 

commonwealths the supreme representative, be it one man, or an assembly,) to make the reason perspicu-
ous, why the law was made; and the body of the law itself, as short, but in as proper, and signifi cant terms, 
as may be.”

127. Meier, Th e Lesson of Carl Schmitt , 153ff .
128. In his address to the 1936 conference “Judaism and Jurisprudence,” which he had organized, he 

says: “But the profoundest and ultimate meaning of this batt le (against Judaism and Bolshevism) and thus 
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is also the case that, even postwar, although more quietly, Schmitt  continues 
to espouse an anti- Judaism.

Th e source of this anti- Judaism comes in Schmitt ’s belief that the event of 
Christianity is political rather than religious. And this, in turn, comes from his 
engagement with and reading of Hobbes. In the Leviathan, Hobbes writes that 
the proclamation “Jesus is the Christ” entails obedience to the laws of the sov-
ereign even if that sovereign be “an infi del.” So Jesus as the Messiah entails the 
establishment of the earthly kingdom and, thus, sovereignty. As Hobbes also 
says: “If then Christ whilst he was on earth, had no kingdom in this world, to 
what end was his fi rst coming? It was to restore unto God, by a new covenant, 
the kingdom, which being his by the old covenant, had been cut off  by the re-
bellion of the Israelites in the election of Saul. Which to do, he was to preach 
unto them, that he was the Messiah, that is, the king promised to them by the 
prophets.”129 Schmitt  picks up on this and, in the Glossarium, draws a severe 
conclusion:

Th e most important sentence of Hobbes remains: Jesus is the Christ. Th e 
power of such a sentence also works even if it is pushed to the margins of a 
conceptual system of an intellectual structure, even if it is apparently pushed 
outside the conceptual circle. Th is deportation is analogous to the domes-
tication of Christ undertaken by Dostojewski’s Grand Inquisitor. Hobbes 
expresses and grounds scientifi cally what Dostojewski’s Grand Inquisitor 
does: to neutralize the eff ect of Christ in the social and political sphere; to 
deanarchize Christianity, while leaving it at the same time as a kind of legit-
imating eff ect and in any case not to do without it. A clever tactician gives 
up nothing as long as it is not completely useless. Christianity was not yet 
spent. Th us we can ask if the grand Inquisitor of Dostojewski is closer to 
the Roman church or to Hobbes’s sovereign. . . . Name your enemy and I 
will tell you who you are. Hobbes and the Roman church: the enemy is our 
characteristic question as form.130

also of our work today, lies expressed in the Führer’s sentence: ‘In fending off  the Jew, I fi ght for the work of 
the Lord.’ ” Cited from Meier, Th e Lesson of Carl Schmitt , 154. Th e sentence in question comes from the end 
of the second chapter of Mein Kampf (Munich: NSDAP Zentralverlag, 1935), 70. Th e passage is preceded 
by: “If the Jew with the help of his Marxist concepts triumphs over the peoples of this world, then his prize 
will be the death- dance of mankind, then this planet will once again traverse the aether devoid of human 
beings as it had done for millions of year.”

129. Hobbes, Leviathan, chaps. 43, 41.
130. Schmitt , Glossarium, entry for May 23, 1949. Th ese paragraphs draw from my “Th e Sacred Qual-

ity of Politics.”



C H A P T E R  S I X — 258

Schmitt , it should be noted, defended the Inquisition as a model of fairness (at 
least in theory): “It was a terribly humane measure when Pope Innocent III 
created the ‘Inquisitorial Law.’ Th e Inquisition was probably perhaps the most 
humane institution conceivable, since it came from the standpoint that no one 
accused could be condemned without a confession. When, in the course of a 
century, the practice of the Inquisition degenerated into torture, because one 
wanted a confession, and had to extort it, that is indeed a dark chapter of cul-
tural history, but seen in terms of legal history, even today the idea of Inquisi-
tion can hardly be touched.”131

Schmitt  notes, as had Hobbes, that there is in Christianity a dangerous ten-
dency to introduce rebellion into the political realm. Hobbes and Hegel in par-
ticular try to tame this tendency and make use of it in the political realm, by 
linking religion to the state. Schmitt ’s approval is strong: Hobbes and Hegel 
are, as is the church, what he calls katechontes, defi ned by Saint Paul in 2 Th ess. 
2:6– 7 as “those who hold” back the Apocalypse, thus, for Schmitt , those who 
slow down the complete neutralization of what is important about religion 
for the state.132 While there are katechontes in every period, the greatest one 
has been the Catholic Church, and Schmitt  thus fi nds himself in alliance with 
the grand inquisitor in Dostoyevsky.133 What is striking here is that Hobbes 
and Schmitt  think that the Leviathan (as mortal God, hence as Christ/ Mes-
siah) holds back the kingdom of God on this earth or at least makes no move 
to bring it about. Th is is why this is a political theology and not a theological 
politics. Hobbes is clear that, once the Tower of Babel destroyed the unity of 
the human species and the Hebrews elected Saul as king, there would and 
could be no actual kingdom of God on this earth until the Second Coming. 
Until that time that ends time—the eschaton—the kings of this earth were, in 
eff ect, Christs, and they should, therefore, be obeyed in the manner that one 
would obey God as king. Earthly kingdoms thus are godly in that they hold 
back human instincts toward anarchy and chaos until the Second Coming. 
If Jesus as God will be absent until he returns, we need all the more a Jesus 
of this earth—a sovereign—until then. Jesus as God plays no real role in 

131. Carl Schmitt , Der Angriff  (Berlin), 1 September 1936, quoted from Balakrishnan, Th e Enemy, 203.
132. Th e katechon reappears in the thought of Dietrich Bonhoeff er but not as a being exempt from sin, 

as he tends to be in Schmitt ’s work. See the discussion in Wolfgang Palaver, “Collective Security: Oppor-
tunities and Problems from the Perspective of Catholic Social Teaching,” in Peace in Europe, Peace in the 
World: Reconciliation, Creation and International Institutions, Iustitia et Pax, Österreichische Kommission 
Dokumentation, vol. 4 (Wien: Südwind, 2003), 86– 102.

133. I am helped in part of this by Palaver, “Carl Schmitt , mythologue politique.”
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 Hobbes’s vision of politics (as long as people do not act contrary to the com-
mands of the mortal God, they can think privately what they want). Like the 
grand inquisitor, Hobbes’s politicization of theology keeps the anarchic truth 
of the God Jesus away from this world. And this means that Jews, who deny 
that Jesus is the Messiah, constitute a threat to Schmitt ’s entire political doc-
trine. Th is is the oldest form of anti- Semitism given a new twist: the denial of 
Christ as the Messiah constitutes a threat to the possibility of political order 
and furthers the depoliticization and neutralization of humanity.

C O N C L U D I N G  T H O U G H T S

What might one say at the end? Th e friend/ enemy defi nition of politics that 
underpins Schmitt ’s analysis has the advantage of keeping combatants from 
seeing their enemy as criminal. Schmitt  writes in the Concept of the Political: “As 
such humanity cannot wage war but it has no enemy, at least not on this planet. 
Th e concept of humanity eliminates the concept of the enemy, because in re-
lation to the enemy one does not cease to be a human being and here there is 
no particular diff erentiation” (CP, 54– 55/ 54– 55). Should, however, a confl ict 
occur where one group conceives of itself as fi ghting for humanity, then its op-
ponents will be understood as criminals and a danger to humanity. At the end 
of the book he tells us: “Th e opponent is no longer called enemy, but becomes a 
breaker and disturber of the peace, hors la loi and hors l’humanité” (CP, 79/ 77 [my 
italics]). Schmitt  wrote these words in apparent response to the “war to end 
all wars” as conceived by Woodrow Wilson. Th ey anticipate critically, how-
ever, the accusation of “crimes against humanity” that has become increasingly 
standard fare since the trials at Nuremberg. Th e grounds for this universalism, 
however, are laid in Pauline universalism, the universalism that claims to aff ect 
everyone in the same way. If the political requires friends, enemies, and con-
fl ict, then, in the end, the universalism of Jesus’ life undermines Schmitt ian 
politics—which is why Schmitt  is on the side of the grand inquisitor.

Whether or not one accepts Schmitt ’s model of the church, the strength of 
his theory is that he recognizes that human beings will respond to the possi-
bility of a vigorous public sphere. It is for this reason that the Volk legitimates 
and is legitimated by the sovereign. Liberalism, with its neutrality toward fi nal 
claims, is incapable of providing this. Here, one thinks of the work of John 
Rawls, who explicitly denies that his theory of justice requires a notion of 
truth, asserting that justice is composed only of that to which reasonable be-
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ings with a given similar history will rationally consent.134 Th is perhaps seems 
safer, but it may also make people yearn for something more and runs the risk 
that the satisfaction of that yearning will be disastrous.

Th e sovereign in eff ect provides a simulacrum of the transcendental realm 
that is no longer available. It is maintained by the importance of struggle—
of having enemies. Armies clashing by night are the basis of political stability. 
One needs enemies—and, as noted, having an enemy is an honorable state. 
Th ere are, however, also consequences to construing matt ers as Schmitt  does. 
First, if you are not an enemy—and, here, it is telling that he portrays Jews as 
bystanders seeking to profi t from confl icts—and if you are not a criminal (as 
above), then you are a monster. Judaism plays an important role in Schmitt ’s 
thought as it is the source of the denial of Christ. In the picture that ends his 
Leviathan book, he gives us the reproduction of a strange image of a great sea 
monster. Th e picture makes sense only if one places it back in its original con-
text.135 Th ere one fi nds that the sea monster has been caught on a fi shing line by 
God, using a hook of Jesus on the cross as bait. Th e picture in Schmitt ’s book 
eliminates everything except the recumbent fi sh. Whereas without the Mes-
siah the Leviathan, says Schmitt , is an “externally all- powerful and inwardly 
impotent concentration of power,” when caught on God’s fi shhook it becomes 
the total state.136 One can think of Schmitt ’s work as the att empt to create in 
this world the equivalent of the nonworldly God. Th us, Schmitt  gives us only 
the fi sh and not the whole picture as a warning of the consequences of Juda-
ism. But it can also be the consequence of any being that does not fi t into the 
friend/ enemy category: our world has seen such in increasing numbers, be it 
the refugee, the stateless person, the seeker of asylum.

Th e second consequence appears in what Schmitt  makes available as the 

134. John Rawls, “Justice as Fairness: Political Not Metaphysical,” in Collected Papers (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2001), 395. Th is matt er is more complex, however. One should refl ect carefully 
on the diff erence and similarity of the usage by each of the political. For both, it can take place in a realm 
that is not law governed—for Schmitt  in the state of exception and for Rawls in the original position. See 
Miguel Vatt er, “Th e Idea of Public Reason and the Reason of the State: Schmitt  and Rawls on the Political,” 
Political Th eory 36, no. 2 (2008): 239– 71.

135. I am indebted here to Heinrich Meier, Th e Lesson of Carl Schmitt , 114, 174. Meier notes that, al-
though Schmitt  does not cite the original picture, he does cite the article “Antichrist” in the same volume 
(the twelft h- century Hortus deliciarum) in which the original appears. Look for the second and you will fi nd 
the fi rst. See Schmitt , Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Th omas Hobbes, 15– 16.

136. Schmitt , Th e Leviathan in the State Th eory of Th omas Hobbes, 61/ Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre 
des Th omas Hobbes, 93– 94 (also cited by Meier [Th e Lesson of Carl Schmitt , 114] but with a diff erent inter-
pretation).
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kind of justifi cation that the past (and, perhaps, to some degree the present) 
American administration off ers in relation to the War on Terror. Since any ter-
rorist att ack is, by defi nition, an exceptional case and monstrous (for the United 
States at present, Islamo- fascism takes the place of Judaism), the president can 
claim to act with emergency powers. And, indeed, on September 14 and 23, 2001, 
President Bush invoked the National Emergencies Act137 and aft erward justifi ed 
his actions (such as spying on individuals without court orders) because “it is 
a necessary part of my job.”138 Jay Bybee, the head of the Legal Council of the 
Justice Department, said in 2002 that “the President enjoys complete discretion 
in the exercise of his Commander- in-Chief authority and in conducting oper-
ations against hostile forces,” and a memo from February of that year argued 
that “detainees have no inherent protection under the Geneva Convention—
the condition of their imprisonment, good, bad, and otherwise, is solely at the 
discretion of the President.”139 Th e actions of the past and, perhaps, the present 
American administration are, thus, entirely consonant with Schmitt ’s doctrine 
of exception and of the kind of justifi cation that the sovereign can off er for his 
acts in such cases. Indeed, it would seem to follow that the nature of modernity 
is to increasingly make all situations exceptional. One can only note that, at the 
time of this writing, as William Scheuerman reminds us,140 the United States has 
on its books a suffi  cient number of emergency powers, established sine die, to 
allow the executive free hand at the rule of all aspects of this country. Th e past 
American administration ruled that certain prisoners in the War on Terror have, 
in eff ect, no status at all, not even that of a person charged with a crime.141

Schmitt  had followed a sovereign for a while and then renounced him with-
out renouncing that vision of sovereignty. In his testimony at Nuremberg, he 
identifi es 1936 as the date when he “renounced the devil,” presumably aft er 
the att ack on him in Das schwarze Korps.142 In Benito Cereno, the end was not 
so easy. Th e chilling and uncompromising end to Melville’s account of these 
matt ers is as follows:

137. See Harold Relyea, “Terrorist Att acks and National Emergencies Act Declarations,” Congressional 
Research Service Report RS21017 (Washington, DC: Library of Congress, January 7, 2005).

138. “Transcript: President Bush’s Press Conference: 12/ 19/ 2005,” htt p:// www .freerepublic .com
/ focus/ f- news/ 1543400/ posts.

139. Relyea, Relyea, “Terrorist Att acks and National Emergencies Act Declarations.”
140. See Balakrishnan and Scheuerman, “Among Enemies.”
141. Agamben, State of Exception, 4, compares their situation to those of Jews in Nazi concentration 

camps.
142. Carl Schmitt , Ex captivate salus (French ed.), 41.
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As for the black—whose brain, not body, had schemed and led the revolt, 
with the plot—his slight frame, inadequate to that which it held, had at once 
yielded to the superior muscular strength of his captor, in the boat. Seeing 
all was over, he utt ered no sound, and could not be forced to. His aspect 
seemed to say: since I cannot do deeds, I will not speak words. Put in irons 
in the hold, with the rest, he was carried to Lima. During the passage Don 
Benito did not visit him. Nor then, nor at any time aft er, would he look at 
him. Before the tribunal he refused. When pressed by the judges he fainted. 
On the testimony of the sailors alone rested the legal identity of Babo. And 
yet the Spaniard would, upon occasion, verbally refer to the Negro, as has 
been shown; but look on him he would not, or could not.

 Some months aft er, dragged to the gibbet at the tail of a mule, the black 
met his voiceless end. Th e body was burned to ashes; but for many days, the 
head, that hive of subtlety, fi xed on a pole in the Plaza, met, unabashed, the 
gaze of the whites; and across the Plaza looked toward St. Bartholomew’s 
church, in whose vaults slept then, as now, the recovered bones of Aranda; 
and across the Rimac bridge looked toward the monastery, on Mount Ago-
nia without; where, three months aft er being dismissed by the court, Benito 
Cereno, borne on the bier, did, indeed, follow his leader.143

If Kant left  us with an ambivalence between the creator genius and the specta-
tor, there are no spectators in Schmitt .

143. Melville, Benito Cereno, 755.
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Martin Heidegger and the 
Space of the Political

King Lear: . . . Speak.
Cordelia:  Nothing, my lord.
King Lear: Nothing!
Cordelia:  Nothing.
King Lear: Nothing will come of nothing: speak again.

William Shakespeare, King Lear

Th at that is is. . . . For what is “that” but “that,” and “is” but “is”?

Clown, in William Shakespeare, Twelft h Night

Mit allen Augen sieht die Kreatur
das Off ene. Nur unsre Augen sind

wie umgekehrt und ganz um sie gestellt
als Fallen, rings um ihren fr eien Ausgang.

With all eyes the creature sees
into the open. Only our eyes are

as if reversed, and, set all around it,
trap its free passage.

R. M. Rilke, Duino Elegies

As I write, highly civilized men are fl ying over my head, trying to kill me.

George Orwell, 1941

C A R L  S C H M I T T  H A D  S O U G H T  T O  G R O U N D  P O L I T I C A L  L I F E  A N D  A U T H O R -

ity on the decisions of a sovereign that rested, as he said, on nothing—they 
provided the terms of their own justifi cation. He found himself following a 
leader who had appeared to him to have instantiated such decisions. His posi-
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tion was not incoherent even if it put him on the side of those who sought to 
clear the earth of their others. He recognized that, to achieve his goals, a com-
plete reorganization of society would have to take place, and he welcomed 
the chance aff orded him as a person of import in the National Socialist sys-
tem to try and achieve such change. He was not alone in this in Germany at 
the time—people from all walks of life and all standings found themselves at-
tracted by that possibility.

Among those who shared this vision for some period of time was Martin 
Heidegger. By the late 1920s, Heidegger has claim to be one of the most im-
portant philosophers in Germany. When he became rector of the University 
of Freiburg in 1933—circumstances that I will investigate in detail below—
not only did he join the National Socialist Party, but he also embarked on a 
project to bring all German higher education into a line consonant with what 
he understood the direction of the movement to be.1 Following this out, he 
wrote, for instance, on August 22, 1933, to Carl Schmitt  (who had just sent him 
the third edition of Th e Concept of the Political)2 expressing the hope that he 
could count on Schmitt ’s “decisive collaboration, when it comes to the entire 
rebuilding, from the inside, of the Faculty of Law, in its educational and scien-
tifi c orientation.”3 I mention this here because, while it might not seem unusual 
that a jurist such as Schmitt  would be active in the politics of his time, it seems 
much less likely that a philosopher, especially one who had writt en a book like 
Being and Time, would do so. It was, however, a natural move for Heidegger, 
and the reasons why need to be investigated.

Martin Heidegger was born in the solidly conservative small town of 
Messkirch in southwestern Germany in 1889, the son of the sexton of the local 
Catholic church. Originally conceiving of a career as a priest, he enrolled as 
a novice in the Jesuit order in 1909 but soon resigned for questions of health. 
A reading of Franz von Brentano’s book on Aristotle turned him toward phi-
losophy, and he enrolled in the theology faculty at the University of Freiburg. 
Shortly thereaft er he switched to the faculty of mathematics and physics4 and 
two years later became a full- time student in the philosophy faculty. Infl uenced 
by Husserl and phenomenology, he completed a doctorate in 1913 under the 

1. It is worth recalling that Nietzsche had had hopes for a similar restructuring of German higher edu-
cation around the time he was writing Th e Birth of Tragedy. See chapter 2.

2. Which, as noted in chapter 6, is not the version that was used in its contemporary reissuing (that was 
the second) as the third contains material explicitly supportive of the Th ird Reich and its policies.

3. Th e lett er is published in Telos 72 (Summer 1987): 132.
4. Heidegger sat on mathematical doctoral exams throughout his career.
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direction of the neo- Kantian Hermann Rickert.5 His Habilitation thesis, the 
necessary second doctorate that qualifi es one for teaching in German univer-
sities, was completed in 1916: Duns Scotus’s Doctrine of Categories and Meaning. 
In 1917, he married Th ea Elfride Petri, the Protestant daughter of a Prussian 
offi  cer family, fi rst in a Catholic ceremony, then again a week later in a Protes-
tant one. Shortly aft er a brief stint in the army as a weatherman, he renounced 
“the system of Catholicism” and obtained a post as Edmund Husserl’s Assis-
tent in 1919.

Th ese were the years immediately following the cataclysm of World War I. 
In 1920, still a lecturer at Freiburg, Heidegger wrote to the young Karl Löwith. 
He was not interested, he said, in becoming “cultivated.” Rather: “[My] will . . . 
aspires . . . to living in an actual revolutionary situation, . . . [pursuing] what 
I feel to be ‘necessary’ without caring to know whether a new ‘culture’ will 
emerge from it or an acceleration of decline.”6 Word of the radical quality of his 
teaching and philosophy soon spread—Hannah Arendt refers to the “rumor 
of a secret king”—and, in 1923, he was appointed associate professor at Mar-
burg.7 In 1927, he published Being and Time: the book was immediately recog-
nized as epochmaking.8 He was promoted to full professor at Marburg and, 
with the retirement of Husserl in 1928 and the reception of Being and Time, ac-
ceded to the chair of philosophy at Freiburg. In 1929, he engaged in a famous 
debate with the neo- Kantian philosopher Ernst Cassirer on the centrality of 
existence as opposed to freedom in the philosophy of Kant and was generally 
taken to have won the encounter.9

William Richardson has convincingly argued that some few years aft er this 
time there occurred a Kehre, a “turn,” in Heidegger’s thought as he moved 

5. Die Lehre vom Urteil im Psychologismus: Ein kritisch- theoretischer Beitrag zur Logik (Th e doctrine of 
judgment in psychologism: A critical- theoretical contribution to logic).

6. Löwith, My Life in Germany Before and Aft er 1933, 29.
7. An interesting set of philosophical reminiscences on Heidegger at Marburg has been published in 

Elizabeth Hirsch, “Remembrances of Martin Heidegger at Marburg,” Philosophy Today 23 (Summer 1979): 
160– 69.

8. Karl Löwith, a student of Heidegger’s and later a critic, writes that, in the context of the post– World 
War I situation, Being and Time “spoke to us in an immediate positive way because the conviction lived in 
one’s consciousness that nothing remaining could remain, if it had not been fundamentally questioned 
and renewed” (Martin Heidegger im Gespräch, ed. Robert Wisser [Munich: Alber, 1970], 39 [my transla-
tion]). Among the students whom Heidegger had at Marburg were Hannah Arendt, Hans- Georg Ga-
damer, Hans Jonas, Karl Löwith, Herbert Marcuse, Leo Strauss, and the German Jesuit theologian Karl 
Rahner.

9. Th e best two books on this are Peter Gordon’s Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010) and Friedman’s A Parting of the Ways. See also Geoff rey Waite, 
“On Esotericism: Heidegger and/or Cassirer at Davos,” Political Th eory 26, no. 5 (October 1998): 603– 51.



C H A P T E R  S E V E N — 266

through Husserl- infl uenced phenomenology toward a philosophical enter-
prise that he would call simply thinking.10 I shall examine the signifi cance of this 
move later; in any case, Heidegger maintained in a lett er prefatory to Father 
Richardson’s book that “Heidegger II” was “contained” in “Heidegger I.” It 
was also the case that, a few years aft er the publication of Being and Time, at 
the end of January 1933, Hitler was appointed chancellor and that, in April of 
that year, Heidegger was elected rector of the University of Freiburg. Th e next 
month, along with many other prominent German intellectuals (including, 
as we have seen, Carl Schmitt ), he joined the Nazi Party (the Nationalso-
zialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei [NSDAP], or National Socialist German 
Workers Party), party no. 3-125-894. His inaugural rectorate address—“Th e 
Self- Assertion of the German University”—is oft en seen as a declaration of 
allegiance to the Nazi regime.

Much controversy—some of it to be explored below—surrounds the 
question of the actual relation of Heidegger to Nazism. He claimed later that 
his 1935– 36 lectures on Nietzsche were to be seen as acts of resistance to Na-
zism. It is clearly the case that the Nazi authorities found increasingly litt le use 
for him: in 1944, he was declared an expendable member of the faculty and 
sent to dig ditches on the Rhine. Aft er the war, given his fame at the time of his 
joining the party, his affi  liation until the end with National Socialism, and the 
fact that he never apologized for his actions, led to a withdrawal of the right to 
teach, a right that was reinstated in 1949. He resumed a university post for the 
one year before his retirement but continued lecturing and writing and, oc-
casionally, teaching until his death in 1976. Aft er his death, the newsmagazine 
Der Spiegel published an interview given several years earlier in which he de-
fended his choices and proclaimed that, as for the future, “only a god can save 
us.”11 While it is sometimes tempting to read this as if Heidegger had aban-
doned all hope for the human race, it is also possible, as I shall argue below, 
to read him in relation to the citation he adduces from Hölderlin at the end of 

10. William Richardson, SJ, Heidegger: Th rough Phenomenology to Th ought, 2nd ed. (New York: Ford-
ham University Press, 1993). Heidegger explores this claim in “Th e Turning,” in Th e Question concerning 
Technology (New York: Harper Perennial, 1982), 36– 52. Th e essay was originally given with what became 
the title essay of this volume.

11. See “ ‘Only God Can Save Us’: Der Spiegel’s Interview with Martin Heidegger,” in Th e Heidegger Con-
troversy: A Critical Reader, ed. Richard Wolin (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003), 91– 116. Th ere are a num-
ber of biographies, the most accessible of which is probably Rüdiger Safranski, Ein Meister aus Deutschland: 
Heidegger und seine Zeit (Munich: Hanser, 1994), translated as Martin Heidegger: Between Good and Evil 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). Th e German title comes from a line in Paul Celan’s ter-
rifying poem “Todesfuge”: “Der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland.”
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“Th e Question concerning Technology”: “But where the danger is, grows / 
the saving power also.”12

In looking at Lenin, the problem was to see the political philosophy in the 
thicket of the man of action. I argued that Lenin should be understood as a 
philosophical thinker who drew heavily on philosophical currents that were 
available in late- nineteenth- century Europe and that his politics could be 
understood as resting on and shaped by a particular philosophical position. 
When one comes to Martin Heidegger, the problem is to fi nd the politics in 
his philosophy, or to fi nd whether his politics are in his philosophy, or, bett er 
still, to fi nd whether there is both a concept of the political and a political the-
ory in his philosophy. For a long period aft er World War II, although his in-
volvement with the National Socialist movement and his writings during that 
period had been known for some time,13 they were generally bracketed by the 
secondary literature. A litt le over twenty years ago, the overall att itude began 
to change, in particular with the publication in 1987 of Victor Farias’s Hei deg-
ger and Nazism.14

Farias had briefl y been a student of Heidegger’s. In his book, he argued that, 
even before 1933, Heidegger had been active in trying to restructure the Ger-
man universities along lines consonant with Roehm’s Sturmabteilung (SA),15 
with, that is, the most radical “populist” elements of National Socialism. (One 
should always remember that, as with any movement, there were diff erent 
and diff erentiated elements to National Socialism.) Heidegger’s resignation 
from the rectorate in 1934 thus appears to Farias to have been, not for reasons 
of disenchantment with the Nazis, but because his side had lost out to the 
more conservative vision of universities associated with people like Rudolf 
Hess.16 Farias places much weight on Heidegger’s continued membership in 

12. Martin Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” in Basic Writings, ed. David Farrell Krell 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 316.

13. For a collection of his “Nazi” writings, see, e.g., Dagobert Runes, ed., German Existentialism (New 
York: Wisdom, 1965). Th e collection includes an introduction by Runes.

14. Victor Farias, Heidegger and Nazism (1987), ed. Joseph Margolis and Tom Rockmore, trans. Paul 
Burrell and Gabriel R. Ricci (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989).

15. Apparently, Heidegger included a singing of the SA’s anthem, the “Horst Wessel Song” (“Die Fahne 
Hoch”), at his inauguration. See Julian Young, Heidegger, Philosophy, Nazism (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1997), 3. Young argues that there is litt le or no relation between Heidegger’s political involve-
ments and his thought.

16. Hugo Ott  (Martin Heidegger: A Political Life [New York: Basic, 1993], 210– 69) gives a similar, if 
more detailed and sophisticated, version of this. Emmanuel Faye (Heidegger, chaps. 2– 3) is more condem-
natory than either Ott  or Farias.
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the NSDAP, his silence aft er the war, and his refusal or inability to apologize. 
Notoriously, a passage in the 1935 An Introduction to Metaphysics proclaiming 
the “inner truth and greatness of this movement” was, with Heidegger’s bless-
ing, reprinted unchanged in 1953 except for the addition of the claim that he 
was referring, not precisely to historical National Socialism, but to “the con-
frontation of planetary technology and modern humanity.”17

I—and I am not alone in this—do not fi nd that Farias establishes the case 
for the necessary and intimate relation between Heidegger’s philosophy and 
National Socialism. He relies heavily on “sounds like, looks like” parallel cita-
tions from Heidegger and prominent Nazis and on personal innuendo and ig-
nores the critique that Heidegger did make, however quietly, of Nazi biologi-
cal racism.18 Nevertheless, that Farias does not establish the relation does not 
mean that there is none. Commentators on Heidegger’s relation to Nazism 
have tended to fall into three camps, none of them, to my reading, satisfactory. 
Some have argued that his engagement with National Socialism was designed 
to protect the university—and that, when it became apparent that this could 
not be the case, he resigned. If by protecting the university one means a “tradi-
tional” view of the university, this position is made untenable by the work of 
Farias, Hugo Ott , Emmanuel Faye, and others. Another argument holds that 
Heidegger’s engagement was a matt er of a mistake (he was in error about the 
nature of National Socialism) or was an accident (he happened to take a path 
that presented itself but that turned out badly). I shall consider these alterna-
tives more closely below. Finally, others have argued that he was a Nazi. For 
some such as Ernst Nolte, this was a more or less legitimately available choice 
in 1933 owing to the apparent threat of Soviet communism.19 For others, the 
choice was (obviously) illegitimate. Th ere is some importance to the third 
approach, for what will not do, in my reading, is to make a clear- cut separa-
tion between Heidegger the philosopher and Heidegger the human being, 
a separation made, for instance, by Richard Rorty, who, while praising the 
thought, proclaims the man to be a “Schwarzwalder redneck.”20 Rather, the 

17. Martin Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 
166/ Einführung in die Metaphysik (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1953), 119.

18. See Pierre Joris’s interesting and valuable essay “Heidegger, France, Politics and the University,” 
htt p:// wings.buff alo .edu/ epc/ authors/ joris/ heideggerfascism .html.

19. Ernst Nolte, Martin Heidegger: Politik und Geschichte im Leben und Denken (Frankfurt: Propylaen, 
1992).

20. In conversation with the author, 1990. Th is point is also made, I fi nd, in Richard Avramenko, “Th e 
Road to Perplexity: Th e Temporal- Ontological Presence of Nowness in Martin Heidegger’s Being and 
Time,” International Political Anthropology 2, no. 2 (2009): 197– 220; and Tom Rockmore, Heidegger’s Nazism 
and Philosophy (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1992), 5.



M A R T I N  H E I D E G G E R  A N D  T H E  S P A C E  O F  T H E  P O L I T I C A L  — 269

case seems to be what Philippe Lacoue- Labarthe proclaims in La fi ction du 
politique: “Heidegger’s political choices in the early 1930s were neither an acci-
dent nor an error.”21 Or as Jürgen Habermas remarked: “Heidegger? Ein Nazi? 
Sicher ein Nazi.”22 However, while it is obvious to Habermas, as it is to those 
like Richard Wolin23 who follow his approach, what being a Nazi means, the 
matt er is, as we shall see, not so clear.24 Nor is it clear that his choices must ab ini-
tio be rejected.25 Rather, as Stanley Cavell has writt en recently, Heidegger’s at-
traction to Nazism might be “internal to understanding Heidegger’s work. . . . 
Th e terrible fact, one that the picture of simple separation may wish to deny, 
is that Nazism has its philosophical as well as political att ractions.”26 Cavell’s 
recognition is of central importance.

T H E  I N A U G U R A L  R E C T O R A T E  A D D R E S S

Let us, then, look fi rst at Heidegger’s inaugural rectorate address: “Die Selbst-
behauptung der deutschen Universität: Rede, gehalten bei der feierlichen 
Übernahme des Rektorats der Universität Freiburg i. Br. am 27.5.1933” (Th e 
self- assertion of the German university: Address, delivered on the solemn as-
sumption of the rectorate of the University of Freiburg on May 25, 1933).27 We 
know from recent work that Heidegger actively sought this position and had 

21. Philippe Lacoue- Labarthe, La fi ction du politique: Heidegger, l’art et la politique (Paris: Bourgois, 
1987), 58. See Dominique Janicaud, L’ombre de cett e pensée: Heidegger et la question politique (Grenoble: Mil-
lon, 1990), 133.

22. “Ein Gespräch mit Jürgen Habermas,” in Die Heidegger- Kontroverse, ed. Jürg Altwegg (Frankfurt: 
Athenaeum, 1988), 172.

23. See Richard Wolin, Heidegger’s Children: Hannah Arendt, Karl Löwith, Hans Jonas and Herbert Mar-
cuse (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), and Th e Seduction of Unreason: Th e Intellectual Ro-
mance with Fascism fr om Nietzsche to Postmodernism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004).

24. See, importantly, Babett e Babich, “Th e Ethical Alpha and the Linguistic Omega: Heidegger’s Anti-
 Semitism and the Inner Affi  nity between Germany and Greece,” Joyful Wisdom: A Journal for Postmodern 
Ethics 1, no. 1 (1994): 15. Th is essay has now been extensively revised and included in her Words in Blood, 
Like Flowers, 227– 42.

25. See Slavoj Žižek, In Defense of Lost Causes (London: Verso, 2008), 117– 53. Žižek gives a version of 
the three categories I outlined at the beginning of this section.

26. Stanley Cavell, Litt le Did I Know (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010), 502. On the 
political att ractions, see Mann, Fascism, 78– 91. See also Babich, “Th e Ethical Alpha and the Linguistic 
Omega.”

27. Th e address was translated as “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University” by Karsten Harries 
in the Review of Metaphysics (38 [March 1985]: 467– 502) and published with “Th e Rectorate 1933/ 34: Facts 
and Th oughts,” a text apparently writt en shortly aft er the war and fi rst published in 1983 by Heidegger’s 
son. I take my citations from the reprint of Harries’s translation in Manfred Stassen, ed., Martin Heidegger: 
Philosophical and Political Writings (New York: Continuum, 2003). Another translation is in Wolin, ed., Th e 
Heidegger Controversy. My comments here are infl uenced by my reading of Arnold Davidson’s excellent 
“Questions concerning Heidegger: Opening the Debate,” Critical Inquiry 15, no. 2 (Winter 1989): 407– 26.
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grandiose plans for the German university system as a whole.28 In it, Heideg-
ger either rejects the humanistic university or fi nds it, as had Max Weber in 
1917, to be an enterprise increasingly of the past. Instead, he seeks to return the 
university to its concern with Wissenschaft . Wissenschaft  translates as “science” 
but carries a much broader meaning than do our contemporary notions of 
science—most broadly, it is science understood in an ancient Greek sense as 
knowledge pertaining to the living of life. Th e “essence of science” is a “ques-
tioning standing fi rm in the midst of the totality of being.” Th is was what the 
Greeks held and what has been lost in modern times.29

Th e text, one should notice fi rst off , is about matt ers German—the word 
German occurs multiple times in fi ve of the fi rst six paragraphs and is the leit-
motif all the way through. In particular, it is about the relation of the students 
and teachers of the German university to that which makes it a German uni-
versity: this is an essence that must be willed. It is the “spiritual world” of a 
people. Heidegger has in mind something much more than simply what we 
now call culture. Rather, it is “the power that most deeply preserves the people’s 
strengths, which are tied to blood and earth [erd- und bluthaft en Kräft e].” Th is is 
the “power that most deeply moves and most profoundly shakes its being [Da-
sein].”30 Th e “blood and earth” reference must for his audience call up echoes 
of the work of the then minister of agriculture, Richard Walther Darré, who 
had popularized the notion in his 1930 Neuadel aus Blut und Boden (A new 
nobility from blood and soil).31 Here, and elsewhere, as we shall see, Heideg-
ger takes over Nazi catchphrases and att empts to endow them with a philo-
sophical signifi cance, thereby hoping to deepen them and (perhaps) to change 

28. Heidegger later claimed, inaccurately, that he was pressured into it. See Safranski, Heidegger: 
Between Good and Evil. More polemical material can be found in Farias, Heidegger and Nazism; Faye, Hei-
degger; and Ott , Martin Heidegger.

29. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 3– 4. See the discussion of the address in 
Heinrich Wiegand Petzet, Encounters and Dialogues with Martin Heidegger, 1929– 1976 (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1993), 25– 36. For an account of the manifold ways in which this speech has been read, see 
Rockmore, Heidegger’s Nazism and Philosophy, 54– 56; and chapter 2 above passim.

30. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 6. See also Richard Walther Darré, 
Neuadel aus Blut und Boden (Munich, 1930).

31. Darré was early on a member of the Nazi Party, a German nationalist, ecologist, racist, and anti-
 Semite. He was minister of food and agriculture as well as director of the Race and Sett lement Offi  ce and 
leader of the Reich’s Farmers (Reichsbauernführer) between 1933 and 1942. He resigned apparently be-
cause he resisted an ordinance from Hitler to reduce the rations to concentration camp inmates. He was 
sentenced to seven years imprisonment aft er the war and died in 1953. His fi rst book, Das Bauerntum als 
Lebensquell der nordischen Rasse (Peasantry as the life source of the Nordic race) (1928), urged conservation, 
land management, and the humane treatment of farm animals. See Anna Bramwell, Blood and Soil: Richard 
Walther Darré and Hitler’s “Green Party” (Abbotbrook: Kensal, 1985). (Some) Nazis were more complicated 
than is sometimes remembered.
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them.32 Key here is Heidegger’s att aching “blood and soil” to the fate of the 
German university and that to a conception of the German people, a con-
ception that requires, as he says later in the text, that each individual in a 
“historical- spiritual” people “participate” in willing the “historical mission” of 
that people.33

When this happens, the German people will, according to Heidegger, have 
att ained the “highest freedom,” namely, “to give the law to oneself.”34 Giving 
the law to oneself was, we remember, the Kantian defi nition of autonomy. 
Heidegger opposes this freedom to “so- called academic freedom,” which, he 
says, is merely “negative”; that is, it creates neither autonomy nor any kind 
of shared enterprise of Wissenschaft .35 Rather, the collective enterprise of the 
university should bind the student and the faculty fi rst into the “community 
of the people”; second, to the “honor and destiny of the nation”; and, last, 
to the “spiritual mission . . . of the German people.”36 In his Spiegel interview, 
Heidegger will relate the special world- historical task that he fi nds Germany to 
have to the “special inner relationship between the German language and the 
Greeks,” the Greeks being for him the origin of that which we call the West.37

Th is sounds bad and can be. One should note two things. First, the notion 
that a particular people have a “historical mission” is not peculiar to Heidegger 
or romantic nationalism. Take this well- known passage:

It has been frequently remarked that it seems to have been reserved to the 
people of this country, by their conduct and example, to decide the impor-
tant question, whether societies of men are really capable or not of estab-
lishing good government from refl ection and choice, or whether they are 
forever destined to depend for their political constitutions on accident and 
force. If there be any truth in the remark, the crisis at which we are arrived 

32. See Graeme Nicholson, “Th e Politics of Heidegger’s Rectoral Address,” Man and World 20, no. 3 
(1987): 171– 87. See also Frank H. W. Edler, “Philosophy, Language, and Politics: Heidegger’s Att empt to 
Steal the Language of the Revolution in 1933– 34,” Social Research 57, no. 1 (Spring 1990): 197– 238. Edler ar-
gues that Heidegger is seeking both to go beyond Nazi ideology and to link what he hopes to begin to the 
Greek achievement. He has some critique of Nicholson (see ibid. 227ff .).

33. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 9.
34. Ibid., 3. Davidson (“Questions concerning Heidegger,” 413ff .) correctly and insightfully links this to 

an engagement and a critique of Kant, especially in this latt er’s “What Is Enlightenment?”
35. One of the meanings of university dating from the sixteenth century is “the experiences of life taken 

as a means and form of instruction.”
36. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 2.
37. “Der Spiegel’s Interview with Martin Heidegger,” 113– 15. Note that a non- Nazi like Bruno Snell can 

write: “If we are to be Europeans, we must ask ‘what were the Greeks?’ ” (Th e Discovery of Mind, 7).
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may with propriety be regarded as the era in which that decision is to be 
made; and a wrong election of the part we shall act may, in this view, deserve 
to be considered as the general misfortune of mankind.38

Here, we have Hamilton in the fi rst of the Federalist Papers invoking, not only 
a particular historical mission for the new United States, but also, much as 
Heidegger does in his inaugural rectorate address, suggesting that what hap-
pens in his particular country is tied to (what Heidegger was to call) the “spiri-
tual strength of the West.”39 Note that Hamilton’s “the people of this country” 
is precisely what is meant by Volk. One already found much the same thing 
at the end of “A Modell of Christian Charitie,” the sermon that John Win-
throp preached on board the Arabella to the sett lers arriving in New England 
in 1630. Nations, for Heidegger (and, indeed, Hamilton), come into existence 
with a destiny (what Heidegger calls Geschick), and they are aware of their Ge-
schick when they acknowledge the fate (what is “reserved to the people of this 
country”) that is that of their nation.40 Th e Geschick of the Greeks is summa-
rized in the great choral ode from Sophocles’ Antigone, on which Heidegger 
spends much time in An Introduction to Metaphysics: sailing and navigation, 
agriculture, hunting, animal husbandry, speech, ruling, the pólis, dwelling.41 
Th ese become the elements of their Geschichte—their history, told to and 
by them.

Second, what Heidegger says about the relation of Wissenschaft  and action 
(and, thus, about academic freedom) seems also to say what Nietzsche said 
at the beginning of the second Untimely Meditation, that knowledge should 
“serve life”42 or, indeed, something like what Emerson says in this passage from 
“Th e American Scholar”:

Th ere goes in the world a notion, that the scholar should be a recluse, a 
valetudinarian,—as unfi t for any handiwork or public labor, as a penknife 
for an axe. Th e so-called “practical men” sneer at speculative men, as if, be-
cause they speculate or see, they could do nothing. I have heard it said that 

38. Publius [Alexander Hamilton], “Federalist No. 1,” in Th e Federalist Papers (New York: Signet, 
2003), 27.

39. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 11.
40. See similar remarks in Graeme Nicholson, “Justifying Your Nation,” in Justifying Our Existence: An 

Essay in Applied Phenomenology (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009).
41. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, 156– 57/ Einführung in die Metaphysik, 112– 13. Nicholson 

(“Th e Politics of Heidegger’s Rectoral Address”) makes the same link.
42. Nietzsche, Th e Use and Misuse of History for Life, 3, WKG, 3-1, 261.
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the clergy,—who are always, more universally than any other class, the 
scholars of their day,—are addressed as women; that the rough, sponta-
neous conversation of men they do not hear, but only a mincing and di-
luted speech. Th ey are oft en virtually disfranchised; and, indeed, there are 
advocates for their celibacy. As far as this is true of the studious classes, it 
is not just and wise. Action is with the scholar subordinate, but it is essen-
tial. Without it, he is not yet man. Without it, thought can never ripen into 
truth. Whilst the world hangs before the eye as a cloud of beauty, we can-
not even see its beauty. Inaction is cowardice, but there can be no scholar 
without the heroic mind. Th e preamble of thought, the transition through 
which it passes from the unconscious to the conscious, is action. Only so 
much do I know, as I have lived. Instantly we know whose words are loaded 
with life, and whose not.43

Th ought is meant to be lived, or it is useless. I do not mean here to equate 
Heidegger and Emerson or, indeed, Hamilton, although I do mean to point to 
affi  nities that, albeit at some distance from each other, they share. I do mean to 
indicate that the notion that a particular people or nation might have a particu-
lar destiny is not automatically the sole province of National Socialist leanings. 
Heidegger’s hostility to academic freedom comes from his sense that knowl-
edge should have to do with life. Th ere are, thus, parallels in what Heidegger 
proclaims in 1933 to documents that most of us would fi nd not only inoff en-
sive but also uplift ing. Clearly, it is not these claims per se but the direction 
of these claims that is of concern. What may appear more problematic in the 
Heidegger version is that life here is conceived of as the “spiritual mission” of 
the German people. It thus acquires a very particular historical specifi city that 
is less particular in Nietzsche and Emerson, even if it be to some degree pres-
ent in Hamilton’s essay; and, indeed, Emerson will even aver that he is “ready 
to die and be born again in this new and yet unapproachable America [he has] 
found in the West.”44 A perusal of other pronouncements by Heidegger from 
the time of his rectorate amply confi rms his involvement with this historical 
specifi city. In an appeal on November 10, 1933, to the Freiburg students, he 
urges them to vote for delegates to the Reichstag and to support withdrawal 

43. Emerson, “Th e American Scholar,” 59– 60 (my italics except for see). Th e breakdown of the mental/ 
physical division of labor fi nds provenance in Heidegger, in much Communist thought (Mao in particular), 
in Emerson, and in others. Th e mott o of one of the most progressive American colleges (Oberlin College, 
founded 1833) is “Learning and Labor.”

44. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Experience,” in Essays and Lectures, 485.
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from the League of Nations.45 Th is was the second of two appeals. In one the 
week before he had writt en:

Th e National Socialist Revolution is bringing about the total transformation 
of our German existence [Dasein]. . . .

Let not propositions and “ideas” be the rules of your Being [Sein].
Th e Führer alone is the present and future German reality and its law. 

Learn to know ever more deeply: from now on every single thing demands 
decisions, and every action responsibility.

Heil Hitler
Martin Heidegger, Rector46

According to Karl Löwith, Heidegger “made the Freiburg students march in 
formation to the local polling station so that they could give their assent to Hit-
ler’s decision en bloc.”47 On the other hand, if one is to believe Heidegger, he 
had been convinced of Germany’s pacifi c intention (as, indeed, had Franklin 
Roosevelt) by the so-called Peace Speech of May 17, 1933, in which Hitler pro-
claimed that National Socialism sought “world peace” and only an internal re-
newal of Germany and would pursue no wider aims.48 Two other facts are rele-
vant here. First, following a law of July 13, 1933, all public (i.e., state) employees 
(of which, as rector, Heidegger was one and a high- ranking one at that) were 
required to use the Hitler salute in oral and writt en communications with the 
warning that “anyone not wishing to come under suspicion of behaving in a 

45. Martin Heidegger, “German Men and Women,” in Wolin, ed., Th e Heidegger Controversy, 47– 49. 
Th e only party that appeared on the ballot was that of the NSDAP. Ninety- fi ve percent of the electorate 
participated and 92.2 percent of those voted for the NSDAP—the remaining votes were invalidated (as 
not having a legitimate nominee). It is worth noting, perhaps, that, three weeks aft er the election, David 
Lloyd George, who had been the British prime minister from 1916 to 1922 (and was the fi rst prime minis-
ter to come from the working classes), sent a picture of himself to Hitler inscribed “To Chancellor Hitler, 
with admiration for his brilliant gift  of courage. London, Dec. 1, 1933.” On September 17, 1935, in an article 
in the Daily Express, he wrote that Hitler was “the greatest living German” and “the George Washington 
of Germany.”

46. Martin Heidegger, “German Students,” in Wolin, ed., Th e Heidegger Controversy, 46– 47.
47. Löwith, My Life in Germany Before and Aft er 1933, 39.
48. Martin Heidegger, “Lett er to the Rector of Freiburg University, November 4, 1945,” in Wolin, ed., 

Th e Heidegger Controversy, 63. Hitler said, among other things: “Th e German Government wishes to sett le 
all diffi  cult questions with other Governments by peaceful methods. . . . Germany will tread no other path 
than that laid down by the Treaties. . . . Th e German people have no thought of invading any country.” See 
Th e Speeches of Adolf Hitler, April, 1922 to August, 1939, ed. Norman Baynes (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1942). See also Joachim Fest, Hitler (Harcourt: Mariner, 2002), 435– 37.
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consciously negative fashion will therefore render the Hitler Greeting.”49 Sec-
ond, however, and as Faye has shown, during this time Heidegger’s public en-
thusiasm for National Socialism went well beyond meeting the bureaucratic 
requirements imposed on civil servants.50 For Heidegger, self- assertion meant 
that Germany had to be free to follow its own destiny, a destiny he conceived 
of as linked to National Socialism, and, hence, should resign from the League 
of Nations. Elsewhere he writes: “Th is is not a turning away from the com-
munity of peoples, but on the contrary: Our people, with this step, sets itself 
under the essential law of human Being to which every people must render al-
legiance if it is to remain a people.”51 Note that “remain[ing] a people” requires 
“allegiance” to “the essential law of . . . Being.” I shall return to this theme in my 
consideration of Heidegger’s understanding of the pólis.

It is quite clear that, in the 1920s, Heidegger had repeatedly argued for the 
primacy of philosophy.52 Here, in 1933 and 1934, however, the philosophical ap-
pears to be led by the Dasein of the German people and its historical mission. 
Th e political appears to have overtaken the philosophical. I do not think this 
to be in the end correct and will later argue why. However, given Heidegger’s 
clear involvement with the political events of 1933– 34, two questions arise. 
Th e fi rst has to do with the relation of his political involvement to his philos-
ophy. Th e second is more diffi  cult. Suppose there is a relation between his phi-
losophy and the political choices he found it necessary or desirable to make. 
What should one conclude about the philosophy? It has been generally char-
acteristic of most of Western political philosophy since the end of Nazism that, 
whatever one argues for, one should certainly close down all paths that led to 
that. Here, we will need to ask what is it in Heidegger’s thought that opened a 
path to a version of National Socialism—even if it was his private version—
and whether, for that reason, we should reject his thinking.

Let me approach these questions sequentially. I want fi rst to investigate 
Heidegger’s political choices and to ask what it might mean for them to have 
been, as some contend, an accident or a mistake. Th is diff erence is one of es-
tablishing alternative ways in which one might separate the philosophy and the 

49. Kershaw, Th e “Hitler Myth,” 60.
50. See Faye, Heidegger, 39– 58 and passim.
51. Cited from Guido Schneeberger, Nachlese zu Heidegger (Bern: Suhr, 1962), 149, in Gregory Fried, 

Heidegger’s Polemos: From Being to Politics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 178 (where Volk 
is given for people).

52. For an extended analysis, see Herman Philipse, Heidegger’s Philosophy of Being: A Critical Interpre-
tation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998), esp. 86– 87.
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politics. I wish then to consider some of the arguments around this issue and 
use them to enter into a discussion of what Heidegger understood by politics 
and of the place that the idea of the pólis occupies in his thought. I will then 
bring his understanding of the pólis to an encounter with his political activi-
ties. Th is is to ask about the relation of the pólis to the political and of both to 
politics.

A C C I D E N T S  A N D  M I S T A K E S

If by now the fact of Heidegger’s choice to participate in the Nazi state is be-
yond question, the problem is its signifi cance. Many fi nd Heidegger’s affi  lia-
tion with Nazism something either to excuse or explain or else to condemn. 
Yet above I cited Lacoue- Labarthe to the eff ect that Heidegger’s membership 
in the NSDAP was “neither an accident nor an error.” I do not know if Lacoue-
 Labarthe had this litt le story in mind, but I shall use it to determine what that 
might mean:

You have a donkey, so have I, and they graze in the same fi eld. Th e day comes 
when I conceive a dislike for mine. I go to shoot it, draw a bead on it, fi re: 
the brute falls in its tracks. I inspect the victim, and fi nd to my horror that 
it is your donkey. I appear on your doorstep with the remains and say—
what? . . . I have shot your donkey “by accident”? Or “by mistake”? Th en 
again, I go to shoot my donkey as before, draw a bead on it, fi re—but as I 
do so, the beasts move, and to my horror yours falls. Again . . . what do I say? 
“By mistake”? Or “by accident”?53

J. L. Austin’s footnote to his classic essay “A Plea for Excuses” casts light on how 
to understand that choice. Note, however, that, while Austin makes it clear that 
there is a moral diff erence for the shooter between the mistake and the accident 
(what is it?—one makes a mistake; one has an accident), it is also the case that 
for the fr iend’s donkey it matt ers litt le.

I need to say something then about Heidegger’s relation to National Social-
ism; I also need to say something about how not to think about that relation. 

53. J. L. Austin, “A Plea for Excuses,” in Philosophical Papers (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 185. I fi nd aft er 
writing an earlier version of this section for a review in Ethics in 1995 that, in his excellent “Questions con-
cerning Heidegger,” Arnold Davidson has fastened on the same citation (which he puts to a diff erent use). 
It may be that I was reminded of it by having read the Davidson article—I simply do not know when I fi rst 
read his piece. Th e Austin cite has been mine, as it has been Davidson’s, for a long time.
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Let me consider this question by looking at two excellent books that can stand 
in for a host of others. For Hans Sluga in Heidegger’s Crisis, Heidegger’s activi-
ties in the Nazi state were an accident; for Fred Dallmayr in Th e Other Heideg-
ger, they were a mistake.54 What diff erence does this diff erence make? Th ere is 
an understanding of Heidegger that tacitly assumes him to be sui generis. It is 
not just retrospective. As Hannah Arendt notes, the news swept around Ger-
many in the 1920s that “some- one had started to think.”55 Heidegger, it must be 
said, tended to encourage this view of himself. Everyone is sui generis, so this 
understanding is not simply wrong. Even self- generation, however, takes place 
in time and space. It is the merit of Sluga’s book to make that time and space 
available to us. In relation to Heidegger, the book has two separate structures. 
Th e fi rst is a general understanding of Germany at and before Heidegger’s 
time. Here, Sluga’s analysis is both succinct and complex; although dealing 
with a later period, it is a successor to that off ered us some years ago by Carl 
Schorske.56 Sluga centers on a fourfold delineation of the political fi eld. In his 
analysis, in the 1930s politics was for Germans seen (a) to be concerned with 
willful action in the present, (b) to be focused on and emanate from a place 
and group, (c) to reject the “common gradations of society” in favor of “mes-
sianic leadership . . . in immediate relation to the people,” and (d) to place a 
premium on self- legitimation.57 Sluga’s categories, I should remark, are prett y 
much those that I identifi ed at the end of chapter 1. Sluga shows that these 
dimensions aff ected (almost) all thinkers, no matt er what their political per-
suasion.58 To think about politics in Germany of the time was to think along 
these lines. In addition to this, philosophy in Germany was broadly divided 
into two camps. Th e “philosophical conservatives” sought to recover a great 
past; the “philosophical radicals” sought by their philosophizing a renewal, a 
new beginning. Heidegger was of the second camp, but it included everyone 
from logical positivists to Diltheyian hermeneuticists. Th e high- cultural value 
placed on philosophy redounded to the benefi t of both camps. Into this highly 
motile situation came National Socialism. For Sluga, National Socialism was 

54. See Hans Sluga, Heidegger’s Crisis: Philosophy and Politics in Nazi Germany (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1993); Fred Dallmayr, Th e Other Heidegger (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1993).

55. Hannah Arendt, “Martin Heidegger at Eighty,” in Heidegger and Modern Philosophy, ed. Michael 
Murray (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1978), 295.

56. See Schorske, Fin- de- Siècle Vienna. See also my discussion of Schorske in chapter 4.
57. Sluga, Heidegger’s Crisis, 17– 23.
58. One might think, e.g., of Martin Buber’s enthusiastic discussion of the tzadik—the great leader. 

See Avaraham Shapira, “Buber’s Att achment to Herder and German Volkism,” Journal of Israeli History 14, 
no. 1 (Spring 1993): 1– 30.
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“a jumble of incompatible ideas. . . . Within that fi eld a number of incompat-
ible assumptions could coexist.”59

Within these two frameworks—cultural history and the Nazi movement—
philosophers could become engaged in the political process. Th e Nazi world-
view needed elaboration, justifi cation, and grounding. However, not just 
philosophy laid claim to this task; other disciplines, among them history, geo-
politics, theories of race, biology, folklore, psychology, and the social sciences, 
vied for the privilege of grounding the new order. Th us, part of what appeared 
to philosophers to be at stake was the nature and role of philosophy itself. One 
of the important contributions of Sluga’s book is to have shown how many phi-
losophers—including good ones—were to fi nd themselves in support of the 
Nazi regime, even while, as philosophers, they were in competition with each 
other. In Sluga’s argument, the academic stakes were too great for Heidegger 
not to be involved. Heidegger’s overt political involvement came as a surprise 
to many of his friends (including Herbert Marcuse and Karl Jaspers); he him-
self claimed to his student and friend Karl Löwith that it followed from his phi-
losophy.60 What was at stake for Heidegger, as Sluga shows us and as we saw in 
the inaugural rectorate address, was the relation of knowledge (Wissenschaft ) 
to human existence. As Führer—the title he accepted from the “Student Law” 
of 1933—of the University of Freiburg, he could help bring about what, as I 
noted above, he called “the total transformation of our German existence.” I 
call Sluga’s presentation of Heidegger’s actions as of those of an accident be-
cause, according to his reading, Heidegger was, in eff ect, reasserting “a com-
mon, entrenched, and even traditional view of the nature and role of philos-
ophy.”61 Philosophy had a chance to recover its role as the queen of sciences, 
a role that, since Hegel, developments in the other fi elds of knowledge had 
called into question. Precisely the inchoate energy of the National Socialist 
revolution made it possible for philosophy to think to give a philosophical 
grounding to whatever the new order would become. Th at the circumstances 
were those of Nazism was beside the point, an accident as it were, to which 
Heidegger was subject.

Dallmayr’s book takes a diff erent approach. What context there is, is mainly 
philosophical. Heidegger’s political activities in the 1930s are explicitly called 
a “mistake,” by which Dallmayr means that Heidegger made a mistake about 
the nature of National Socialism, probably in thinking it to be an “ontologi-

59. Sluga, Heidegger’s Crisis, 192.
60. Löwith, My Life in Germany Before and Aft er 1933, 60.
61. Sluga, Heidegger’s Crisis, 140.
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cal or paradigmatic movement.”62 Th e premise of the book is that Heidegger 
is important on an ontological level while his pronouncements on policy are 
unmitigated disasters. Th e purpose of his book is to fi nd in Heidegger another 
political and moral dimension than that to which Heidegger chose to link him-
self with in 1933. It will have to be found in the ontological writings. For Dall-
mayr, we may simply bracket the policy statements (presumably like the inau-
gural rectorate address), not excusing Heidegger, but looking for the “other” 
Heidegger, the one that might have been or has existed alongside the partisan-
 ideological one. Dallmayr’s argument has two strands to it, perhaps not always 
in complete coordination. Th e fi rst consists in saying that “anyone who says 
such- and- such cannot possibly be a Nazi.” For instance, aft er an enlightening 
discussion of Heidegger’s postwar essay “Th e Anaximander Fragment,” Dall-
mayr writes: “Th ese writings . . . help to correct one- side polemical dismissals 
of Heidegger as a Nazi ideologist.” Or, about Heidegger’s 1934 discussion of 
Hölderlin’s Germania, he calls att ention to Heidegger’s phrase “our fatherland, 
Germany, forbidden most of all” with the remark that these are “surely strange 
words at a time of patriotic and chauvinistic frenzy.”63 Th e problem with this 
approach is that it leaves unanswered the kind of position contained in works 
like Sluga’s. It is quite conceivable that Heidegger saw himself in a contest for 
the philosophical domination of the new German order and that he found 
himself, by 1934, on the losing side. Heidegger was—here Farias and Faye are 
convincing—closest to the most radical and populist tendencies in National 
Socialism. Dallmayr here sometimes speaks as if National Socialism were from 
the beginning a single thing, hence that expressed opposition necessarily di-
vorced the dissident from the doctrine as whole.

Th e second strand of Dallmayr’s argument is, to my mind, more important. 
It is that Heidegger went through a “learning experience.” “Reared in a Euro-
centric (and perhaps Germano- centric) culture,” Heidegger is presented as 
disoriented by the post– World War I years and hopeful that he might help “tip 
the scales in the ongoing struggle for world domination.”64 Dallmayr argues 
that he came to give up on the Western preoccupation with philosophy’s right 
to rule and understood (by the mid- 1930s) that only “by enduring dispersal 
and submission . . . could spirit of any kind be salvaged and subsist as a gener-
ous source of human empowerment.” (I should note here that Dallmayr’s last 

62. Dallmayr, Th e Other Heidegger, x, 1, 51.
63. Ibid., 125, 141.
64. Dallmayr, Th e Other Heidegger, 47. Note that the idea of the century as one of a contest for “world 

domination” is not without foundation. What was the Cold War? What is the New World Order?
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chapter is a learned and enlightening juxtaposition of Heidegger and the Zen 
Buddhist philosopher Keiji Nishitani.) Th e major contribution of Dallmayr’s 
book is the claim to fi nd in the so-called Kehre (turn) a set of political lessons 
and not an abandonment of politics. Dallmayr seeks these lessons in four areas: 
the subject as political agent, the nature of the political community, the prob-
lematic of modernization, and the emergence of world order. He argues that 
the engagement with Dasein sublates the I- we dichotomy so characteristic of 
Western political thinking such that purposive goal seeking (and its att endant 
deontological implication) is no longer the center of ethicopolitical thinking. 
Heidegger is, thus, neither an individualist nor a collectivist but opens up “a 
level of selfh ood inconsistent with both fi xed self- identity and pliant social 
conformism.” Dallmayr argues that Heidegger’s att itude toward modernity of-
fers, not a rejection of technology, but a “releasement towards things.”65 All this 
makes a true global dialogue possible for the fi rst time.

Th ese—or at least many of these—are themes now increasingly familiar 
to but by no means commonplace in American political theory. Dallmayr’s 
book encourages the development and investigation of the intellectual gene-
alogy of contemporary postmodern political thought. But there is a question 
here. When present- day political theorists like, say, William Connolly draw 
on Heidegger, it is always with the explicit caveat of partiality. Th ey pick and 
choose: the question when one picks and chooses has to do with whether 
those choices must remain entangled with that which was not chosen. Dall-
mayr divides Heidegger and defends all the ontological Heidegger, as far as 
I can see. Th e question must arise as to what Heidegger responded to in Na-
tional Socialism that led him to choose it and, in 1953, to reaffi  rm its “inner 
truth and greatness.” If I am not completely convinced by Dallmayr’s dem-
onstration that Heidegger is George Kateb66 in lederhosen, it is not because 
Kateb is not a man who has learned from the Kehre. It is because Kateb is a 
democrat and Heidegger is not, at any point. Nor do I think that he could have 
been, but I do think that Dallmayr does.

One of the inescapable lessons of the past century is that culture and even 
civilization are not a defense against evil. Sluga shows us how one of the two 
greatest philosophers of the century was unable to resist—or, rather, found 
himself drawn to—what was before him; Heidegger is no less responsible for 
that it was not his fault. Dallmayr makes the case that Heidegger erred: it is 

65. Dallmayr, Th e Other Heidegger, 47, 64.
66. See George Kateb, “Th inking about Extinction, I: Heidegger and Nietzsche,” Raritan 2 (Fall 1986): 

1– 28. I am indebted to this article in more ways than I can acknowledge.
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odd that a man who did so much to decenter subjectivity should have acted 
as a centered and blameworthy subject. Neither author doubts Heidegger’s 
importance. What is important is that, for both writers, Heidegger’s National 
Socialism appears to have been a choice that conceptually could have been 
avoided. It is not, however, immediately clear what is the necessary political 
or moral diff erence between committ ing a harm by mistake (cf. “So? I made a 
mistake” and “I am sorry: it was my mistake”) or by accident (cf. “Honey, I had 
an accident today” and “I stepped on the baby by accident”). One avoids a 
mistake by anticipating the consequences of one’s potential act; one avoids an 
accident by taking another route altogether. My point is that the moral ques-
tion and, more importantly, the question of the actual relation of Heidegger’s 
philosophy to his political choice(s) at this period and his understanding of 
the political are clear from neither book.67 We are still left  with the question of 
the place of the political in Heidegger’s thought.

P H I L O S O P H Y  A N D / O R  P O L I T I C S ?

One thing is relatively clear here. As Graeme Nicholson has pointed out, 
Heidegger tries, in the inaugural rectorate address, to give philosophical signif-
icance to several Nazi catchwords—street language, he calls them. Most promi-
nent among these are Führer, Kampf, and Volk. Heidegger takes the opportu-
nity, for instance, to avoid referring to the position of Rektor as Magnifi senz, 
the title that was and remains to this day standard practice in German univer-
sities. One could, as noted, add to this the use of the “Blut und Boden” slogan, 
popularized by Darré. But to what avail: as Nicholson notes, “he exposed his 
philosophy to the world of power, and he lost.”68 I think, however, this to be an 
accurate account of Heidegger’s att raction to National Socialism and the possi-
bilities it seemed to off er him (even if, as Alexandre Kojève was to remark with 
conscious, if not explicit, reference to the Heidegger case: “Th e philosopher’s 
every att empt at directly infl uencing the tyrant is necessarily ineff ectual”).69

How one understands this is of utmost importance. In a recent book—taken 
by some to be the fi nal nail in the Heidegger- Nazi joint venture coffi  n—Em-

67. For a severely critical reading of Heidegger’s relation to National Socialism, see Th omas Sheehan, 
“A Normal Nazi,” New York Review of Books 40, nos. 1– 2 ( January 14, 1993): 30– 35.

68. Nicholson, “Th e Politics of Heidegger’s Rectoral Address,” 176. One can profi t here by reading Ken-
neth Burke, “Th e Rhetoric of Hitler’s Batt le,” in Th e Philosophy of Literary Form: Studies in Symbolic Action 
(New York: Vintage, 1941), 191– 220.

69. Alexandre Kojève, “Tyranny and Wisdom,” in Leo Strauss, ”On Tyranny,” Including the Strauss-
 Kojève Debate, ed. Victor Gourevitch and Michael Roth (New York: Free Press, 1991), 165– 66.
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manuel Faye has shown the depth and the extent of Heidegger’s involvement 
with Nazi or Nazi- like activities before, during, and aft er his period as rector.70 
From this, Faye argues that Heidegger imported Nazism into philosophy and 
that, consequently, his work is not really philosophy at all. Indeed, he urges 
that it be removed from the philosophy shelves in libraries. It is not clear why 
the importation of Nazism into philosophy should automatically disqualify it 
as philosophy, any more than would the importation of free market econom-
ics. In any case, the argument I am making here—following to some degree 
the implications of Nicholson’s work—is that it is rather the other way around. 
Th ere is no doubt as to Heidegger’s profound involvement with Nazism. How-
ever, it was his philosophy that led him to fi nd in his understanding and ex-
perience of National Socialism a potential actualization of his philosophical 
thought. And, as noted above, Heidegger tells Löwith that it does.71

Th e question then becomes whether the fact that a philosophical under-
standing can lead its author to see a possible realization of his thought in some-
thing like National Socialism is a reason to reject it. For many it has been. One 
might, however, rather than closing down this path ab initio, ask whether there 
are other possible realizations of such thought—ones that Heidegger never 
saw or discarded. What is clear is that, if the position I am advancing is accu-
rate, Heidegger’s thought has and must have political or practical implications. 
It is, thus, signifi cant that he fi nds the need to translate the analysis of indi-
vidual Dasein into a national, German Dasein.72 What will make the Germans 
German is that they will their Dasein, by the decision to pursue that which is 
theirs.73 Th e willing of a collective (i.e., political) Dasein, however, must diff er 
from that of the Dasein of an individual, for that of the individual is made in 
the constant presence of the actuality of individual death.74 No matt er how a 

70. See Faye, Heidegger. See also the excellent comments by Pierre Joris on his blog (htt p:// pierrejoris 
.com/ blog/ ?p=2377) and Taylor Carman’s review of Emmanuel Faye’s Heidegger: Th e Introduction of Na-
zism into Philosophy in the Times Literary Supplement on September 10, 2010.

71. See n. 60.
72. See here Löwith, My Life in Germany Before and Aft er 1933, 32– 33. See also similar considerations 

in R. Philip Buckley, Husserl, Heidegger and the Crisis of Philosophical Responsibility (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 
1992), 214– 18, to which I owe some prompting in this section. Max Weber sees a similar destiny for any 
Machstaat.

73. Careful here: we might have to go aft er Robert Frost for proclaiming in “Th e Gift  Outright”: “Th e 
land was ours before we were the land’s.”

74. Bernard Stiegler (Technics and Time, 1: Th e Fault of Epimetheus [Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1998], pt. 2) argues that Heidegger never managed to integrate the discussion of the collective and 
that of individuation (as in Being and Time). I argue below, in my discussion of the pólis, that he did.
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community or a nation dies, it does not die like an individual, even if, as Carl 
Schmitt  claimed, “it is only a weak people that perishes.” Nor can it will like 
an individual. We are, thus, led to the requirement of a willer of the collective: 
this is the gloss that Heidegger att empts for Führer. Who and what Heideg-
ger considers to be the Führer is complex. Having said that “the leaders shall 
be led,” when he then says that “the Führer alone is the present and future 
reality of Germany and its law,”75 he is envisaging a willing of the German Da-
sein that will be led, from above, by a philosophically informed leader whose 
proper context is the world of Wissenschaft , that is, a properly reconstituted 
university.76 He is also calling on the supposed legitimacy off ered by the ex-
isting political situation in Germany: a double game, not without its dangers. 
Th ere is, however, a picture of the political here that has some relation to the 
“inner truth and greatness” of the movement he saw around him (whatever 
one makes of that) but is not (necessarily) the same as what were the practices 
of National Socialism.

I wish, then, to approach Heidegger, the political, and politics from this 
venue. While the above gives merely a sketch of the kind of debate that has 
raged around the question of Heidegger and politics, most especially over the 
last twenty years, much of this debate fails to deal with the question of what 
Heidegger actually thought about the political, even if he, inescapably, for a 
time at least, associated himself with the politics of a great and awful political 
movement. Most important is that he could not perceive a way to dissociate him-
self fr om it, even and especially aft er the fact. When Elizabeth Hirsch (who had 
studied with Heidegger at Marburg and taken a doctorate there) asked him 
aft er the war to apologize or express regret for his allegiance to the NSDAP, he 
responded, “Aber wie?” (But how?).77 What to make of this? His is, I take it, a 
serious question. It is not philosophically adequate to att ribute this response, 
as does Th omas Sheehan, to a lack of “courage.”78 In “A Dialogue on Language” 
in Heidegger’s On the Way to Language, originally published in 1959, speaking 
about dialogue and language, the “Inquirer” says to the “Japanese,” “Above all, 
[there would be] silence about silence,” and then asks, “Who could simply be 

75. Heidegger, “German Students,” 46.
76. It is worth recalling here my argument in chapter 3 to the eff ect that, in “Science as a Vocation,” 

Weber had also thought that the German university no longer manifested, if it ever had, the Humboldtian 
idea of fr ei lehren und fr ei lernen and needed to be reconstituted along diff erent lines.

77. As reported in Elizabeth F. Hirsch, “Lett er to the Editor,” New York Times, March 2, 1988, A22.
78. Th omas Sheehan, “ ‘Everyone has to tell the truth’: Heidegger and the Jews,” Continuum 1, no. 1 

(Autumn 1990): 30– 44.
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silent of silence?” to which the “Japanese” responds, “Th at would be authen-
tic saying.”79

We may take this to be Heidegger’s response to those questioning his si-
lence. Th is points us in a direction but does not solve the question, About 
what could Heidegger not fi nd the words to express regret? Is this a matt er 
of there not being a way to express authentic regret or of there being no regret? 
Cordelia, aft er the passage quoted as an epigraph to this chapter, although she 
loves her father, cannot “heave her heart into her throat” to speak the words 
he orders, for those words cannot honestly respond to a command. Heideg-
ger’s silence is consequent neither to weakness, nor to a temporary mistake, 
nor to accident. It may, however, be consequent to a particular notion of the 
political. If his thought opens a path to the choices he made (to join the party, 
actively to urge support for the regime),80 what did he understand to be down 
that path, and what permitt ed him to think that National Socialism was of that 
path? Most centrally, how did he understand the place of the political to come 
about in human life?

Th is question must be approached with regard to what Heidegger under-
stands the relation of philosophy to the political to be. I noted above that, dur-
ing the period of the rectorate, he appears to have subordinated philosophy 
to political events but, in fact, sought pride of place for philosophy: it is to be 
a time when the “leaders are themselves led”81 (and might this include the 
Reichskanzler himself?). To approach these questions, it is necessary to spend 
a few pages laying out some of the developments in his thought aft er the early 
1930s. I do this here conscious of its inadequacy, merely, with a large brush, 
to set up some background before turning to the question of the political in 
Heidegger. Th e Collected Works in German is scheduled to run to ninety- six 
volumes.

It is, for Heidegger, in the nature of philosophizing to be astonished that 
things are and to question that. As he writes in “Th e Question concerning 
Technology”: “Th e Greek thinkers . . . said . . . [that,] [i]n the realm of think-

79. Martin Heidegger, On the Way to Language (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 52– 53. Heidegger 
thus is one who remains dedicated to what Badiou called “the event,” that moment of kairos that explodes 
on the earth and changes the confi guration by which it is understood. See chapter 6, n. 82.

80. If you were not Jewish and kept your cards relatively close to your vest, as did a scholar like Bruno 
Snell, you might very well remain in your post. Th is is what Arendt, in her response to Gershom Scholem 
over the Eichmann in Jerusalem controversy, refers to as the option of “doing nothing.” See “A ‘Daughter 
of Our People’: A Response to Gershom Scholem,” in Th e Portable Hannah Arendt, ed. Peter Baehr (New 
York: Penguin, 2000), 392.

81. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 470.
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ing, a painstaking eff ort to think through still more primally what was primally 
thought is not the absurd wish to revive what is past, but rather the sober readi-
ness to be astounded before the coming of the dawn.”82 In part, he takes the 
centrality of astonishment from Aristotle’s Metaphysics, but his aim is deeper. 
Over the course of Western thought, Heidegger argues, philosophy has thought 
about what things, concepts, actions, moods, etc. are, but it has not thought 
about Being, about the isness of what is; it has not thought of what that that 
is is. We might call this the isness of the extant, or the Being of beings. While the 
moment of wonder—θαυμάζειν (to wonder, marvel)—that launches philos-
ophy can always return,83 in Plato, he argues, it was already covered over by the 
doctrine of the Forms or “ideas,” a doctrine that leads inevitably to that which 
is meta- physical, that is, beyond that which is. Likewise, in Aristotle, Being was 
held to reside in έnέργεια (energeia), an unfolding actuality that was realized 
in a given substance. Here, Heidegger says, is the beginning of the valorization 
and privileging of science and technology. Th e thought of Plato and that of 
Aristotle are in diff erent ways at least a beginning of the forgett ing of Being.

What would it mean to think Being? We cannot be thinking about a thing. 
To think Being means, rather, to be a zetetic, to be on a quest to return to ques-
tion any meaning that we seek to give, be this to experience, to an entity, to life 
itself. It means precisely not wanting to put an end to a question by solving it, 
as if life were some kind of mathematical problem. Such questioning seeks, not 
a result, but only to question. (“How is [it] supposed to get us anywhere?” asks 
Heidegger.)84 It is, thus, a form of self- criticality that does not have a resting 
point. As Emerson remarked: “Around every circle another can be drawn.”85

Hence, Heidegger says about Being that we must be “open” to it; we must 
“answer” it. What might it mean to be “open” to what is? Take the experience 
of music. What answer can be given to the question of what music is. Answers 
such as “a complete experience,” “it moves me to tears,” “it makes me smile in 
joy,” “it soothes the savage breast,” and so forth will not do—we will not fi nd 
what it is, and in all cases we sense, I think, both their truth and the inadequacy 
of these responses. Nor will answers such as “a set of vibrations in the air that 

82. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” 303.
83. See Aristotle, Metaphysics 982b12. Stephen Mulhall gives a nice example from William Golding’s 

novel Th e Spire in his Heidegger and Being and Time (London: Routledge, 1996), 1– 2.
84. Martin Heidegger, “Language,” in Poetry, Language, Th ought (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), 190. 

See the important discussion in Babett e Babich, “On the Continental- Analytic Divide: Nietzsche’s Lying 
Truth, Heidegger’s Speaking Language, and Philosophy,” in A House Divided: Comparing Analytic and Con-
tinental Philosophy, ed. C. G. Prado (Amherst, NY: Humanity, 2003), 63– 104, esp. 102.

85. R. W. Emerson, “Circles,” in Essays and Lectures, 403.
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hit the ear” and “notes on the staff ” help us. In fact, any att empt to defi ne it—to 
get someplace defi nite—will necessarily fail, if only because, as Schopenhauer 
and Nietzsche understood, music does not represent anything. Something that 
does not represent anything is simply what it is and cannot be described or re-
ferred to. We know that it means, but we cannot say what that meaning is. In-
deed, any att empt to say what it means will be, must have the quality of being, 
wrong. As one of the examples I noted in my chapter on Freud, when asked 
the meaning of a piece he had just played, Schumann responded by playing the 
piece over again, every note. I do not equate music and Sein:86 the example here 
is merely to show that we have experience of wanting to fi nd words that are 
adequate to or for some realm (not to use the word something) and knowing 
that we cannot fi nd such words.

Th ese concerns are at the center of Heidegger’s fi rst major work, Being and 
Time. To this one might respond, as famously did Rudolf Carnap in 1931, that 
Heidegger was, in eff ect, making something out of nothing. For Carnap, the 
is was simply a copula between subject and predicate.87 To this Heidegger has 
three responses. First, he raises as a question and a problem the claim that is is 
simply a piece of syntax—for him this is already part of the forgett ing of Being. 
Th is will necessarily involve him in an extended critique of Western philos-
ophy, especially of metaphysics and science. A formulation of this can be found 
in his “A Lett er on Humanism” (1947), to be considered below.

Second, he needs to ask in what way the condition of modern Western man 
represents this forgett ing of being. Th us, he is concerned with technology, 
alienation, nihilism, dehumanization, and, indeed, the way that we process 
animals for slaughter as if they were simply entities for our use. Here, a key text 
will be “Th e Question concerning Technology” (1953).

Finally, he will ask whether the thinking of Being has permanently passed 
from the human condition or whether it might be possible to recover it. Here 
are centrally his writings on poetry and art in general. “Th e Origin of the Work 
of Art” is an exemplary text (fi rst given as a lecture in 1935 but not published 
as revised until 1950).88 Let me briefl y take up these texts to fl esh out these 

86. Although Schopenhauer and Nietzsche come close to it—a topic worth pondering.
87. Rudolf Carnap, “Th e Elimination of Metaphysics through Logical Analysis of Language,” in Logi-

cal Positivism, ed. A. J. Ayer (Chicago: Free Press, 1959), 60– 82. Th e literature here is large, but see Jaako 
Hintikka, “Overcoming ‘Overcoming Metaphysics through Logical Analysis of Language’ through Logical 
Analysis of Language,” Dialectica 45, nos. 2– 3 (1991): 203– 18.

88. See the discussion in Jacques Taminiaux, “Th e Origin of ‘Th e Origin of the Work of Art,’ ” in Read-
ing Heidegger: Commemorations, ed. John Sallis (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 392– 404; 
and Babich, “Th e Work of Art and the Museum.”
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claims a bit. With this established, however, I can then turn to Heidegger’s un-
derstanding of the pólis and its relation to the political and to politics. I should 
note that a full consideration of Being and Time is beyond the purview of this 
chapter.

T H E  “ L E T T E R  O N  H U M A N I S M ”

Th e “Lett er on Humanism” was writt en in 1947 in response to a November 
1946 lett er from Jean Beaufret.89 Beaufret had taken an agrégation in philosophy 
at the Ecole normale supérieure in the mid- 1930s, working in a neo- Kantian 
framework. It was not until the Second World War that he became interested 
in phenomenology, having, while in military training, gott en to know his fel-
low normalien Maurice Merleau- Ponty, who showed him a text by Husserl. 
During the war, he came across Sartre’s essay on Husserl, which in turn led him 
to Heidegger.90 During the war, Sartre published Being and Nothingness, which 
made extensive use of Husserl and some of Heidegger’s Being and Time. Aft er 
the war, on October 29, 1945, Sartre’s public lecture “Existentialism Is a Hu-
manism,” given, he says at the outset, “to defend existentialism against some 
of the reproaches that have been made against it,” was a major event.91 Th e lec-
ture was published the following year, and this is what led Beaufret to address 
his lett er to Heidegger.

In the lett er, Beaufret made reference to Sartre’s near identifi cation of exis-
tentialism with Heidegger.92 Defending existentialism against accusations that 
it was quietist, relativistic, and so on, Sartre’s central conclusion is this:

Our point of departure is, indeed, the subjectivity of the individual, and that 
for strictly philosophic reasons. It is not because we are bourgeois, but be-
cause we seek to base our teaching upon the truth, and not upon a collection 

89. See the very important discussion in Robert Denoon Cumming, Phenomenology and Deconstruc-
tion: Th e Dream Is Over (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 66ff .

90. Jean- Paul Sartre, “Intentionality: A Fundamental Idea of Husserl’s Phenomenology,” trans. J. P. 
Fell, Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology 1, no. 2 (1970): 4– 5. Th e essay fi rst appeared in the Nou-
velle revue fr ançaise in January 1939.

91. Jean- Paul Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism,” in Existentialism fr om Dostoevsky to Sartre, ed. Wal-
ter Kaufmann (New York: Meridian, 1989), 360– 61. Th e French original is Jean- Paul Sartre, L’existentialisme 
est un humanisme (Paris: Nagel, 1946).

92. Heidegger had at the end of the war appealed in writing to Sartre for support, saying that he was the 
only man in France capable of understanding him. Th e lett er apparently went unanswered but would prob-
ably have been known to Beaufret. See Tom Rockmore, “On Humanism and French Humanism,” Philoso-
pher 86, no. 2 (Autumn 1997), online at htt p:// www .the- philosopher.co .uk/ wicker- humanism .htm.
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of att ractive theories, full of hope but lacking real foundations. And at the 
point of departure there cannot be any other truth than this, I think, therefore 
I am, which is the absolute truth of consciousness as it att ains to itself. Every 
theory which begins with man outside of this moment of self- att ainment is 
fi rst of all a theory which thereby suppresses the truth, for, outside of this Car-
tesian cogito, all objects are no more than probable, and any doctrine of proba-
bilities which is not att ached [suspendue] to a truth will crumble into noth-
ing. In order to defi ne the probable one must possess the true. Th us for there 
to be any truth whatever, there must be an absolute truth, and there is such 
a truth which is simple, easily att ained and within the reach of everybody; it 
consists in being a- hold of oneself without intermediary [se saisir sans inter-
médiare]. . . . When I assert that freedom, in every concrete circumstance, 
can have no other goal but to will itself, if once man has recognized that he 
establishes values in délaissement,93 he can will only one thing, and this is free-
dom as the foundation of all values. But this does not mean that he wills in 
the abstract. It means only that acts taken by men in good faith have as their 
ultimate meaning the pursuit of liberty as such. A man who belongs to some 
communist or revolutionary society wills certain concrete ends; these ends 
imply an abstract will to freedom, but that freedom wishes to be concrete. We 
will freedom for freedom’s sake, in and through particular circumstances. And 
in thus willing freedom, we discover that it depends entirely upon the free-
dom of others and that the freedom of others depends upon our own. Obvi-
ously, freedom as the defi nition of a man does not depend upon others, but as 
soon as there is a commitment, I am obliged to will the liberty of others at the 
same time as my own. . . . Th us, although the content of morality is variable, a 
certain form of this morality is universal. Kant declares that freedom is a will 
both to itself and to the freedom of others. Agreed: but he thinks that the for-
mal and the universal suffi  ce for the constitution of a morality. We think, on 
the contrary, that principles that are too abstract fail when we come to defi n-
ing action. . . . Th ere are no means of judging. Th e content is always concrete, 
and therefore unpredictable; it has always to be invented. Th e one thing that 
counts is to know whether the invention is made in the name of freedom.94

Sartre centrally affi  rms the primacy of subjectivity. While maintaining, how-
ever, the key importance of subjectivity, he distinguishes himself from Des-

93. Th e word translates Gelassenheit and means “serene openness.” Kaufmann gives forsakenness.
94. Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism,” 361– 62 (translation modifi ed; my italics).
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cartes (“I think, therefore I am”) by the (now famous) apothegm that “exis-
tence chooses its essence,” which, in turn, implies that there are no conditions 
that govern choice as each choice is made in and out of existence and is, there-
fore, concrete, contingent, and specifi c. In his famous example, a young man 
who has to choose between staying with his infi rm mother and joining the re-
sistance against the Nazis (the existential experience of the Occupation was, 
for obvious reasons, strongly present in Sartre’s experience) cannot avoid mak-
ing a choice and has no basis on which to ground or justify this choice. It is 
a choice: his action is pure and refers only to itself: “Th ere are no means of 
 judging.”

Now, in his essay/ lecture, Sartre appeals three times by name to Heideg-
ger and associates himself repeatedly with the notion of Gelassenheit (délaisse-
ment), the term by which Heidegger designates the spirit of availability before 
that which is and permits one to let it be. He had already done the same in his 
1943 Being and Nothingness. Central, however, to Heidegger’s response in the 
“Lett er on Humanism” is a disavowal of both humanism and existentialism.95 
Heidegger remarks that “the market place of public opinion [Öff entlichkeit, 
‘the public sphere, that which is out in the open’] continually demands ‘new 
‘isms’ ” and that the Greeks had thought “without such headings.”96 Th e realm 
of Öff entlichkeit is, for Heidegger, the realm of das Man, the public sphere of no 
particular individuality.97 (When one says, “One should not eat peas with one’s 
fork,” the “One” one is appealing to is das Man, as is the appealer.) Th is is the 
realm that forgoes or forgets philosophy, and it was for Heidegger characteris-
tic of much—indeed, of most—of the world. Here, Heidegger stands in dis-
tinction to Sartre, who had in his essay explicitly argued that philosophy needs 
to be, should be, “vulgar” precisely in order to engage the masses.98 Heidegger 
is explicit, it must be said, that to speak against humanism is not to defend “the 
inhuman [or] to glorify barbaric brutality.”99

Heidegger resists here what one might call a certain standard understand-
ing of human collectivity, which we might think of as “horizontal” or anthro-
pological. He writes: “Every nationalism is metaphysically an anthropologism 
and as such subjectivism.” Th e passage continues by tacitly linking a national-

95. See the excellent account in Cumming, Phenomenology and Deconstruction, 67– 72.
96. Martin Heidegger, “Lett er on Humanism,” in Krell, ed., Basic Writings, 195– 96.
97. When Habermas entitles his work Die Strukturwandel der Oeff entlichkeit (Th e structural transfor-

mation of the public sphere), he is making an anti- Heideggerian claim.
98. Ethan Kleinberg (Generation Existential: Heidegger’s Philosophy in France, 1927– 1961 [Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 2005], 153) reports this.
99. Heidegger, “Lett er on Humanism,” 233. See the discussion in Gordon, Continental Divide, 359– 62.
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ism such as that which Germany had just undergone with an internationalist 
collectivism, presumably like that of the Soviet Union: “Nationalism is as litt le 
brought and raised to humanitas by internationalism as individualism is by an 
ahistorical collectivism. Th e latt er is the subjectivity of man in totality. It com-
pletes subjectivity’s unconditioned self- assertion, which refuses to yield. . . . 
Expelled from the truth of Being, man everywhere circles around himself as 
the animal rationale.” It is, thus, the case that nationalism in any of its forms 
must be rejected as a form of self- assertion. Presumably, nationalism as self-
 assertion is a debased form of self- assertion, not the kind he had called for in 
relation to the German university in 1933 when assuming the rectorate. Th en, 
self- assertion was meant to call the German university to think itself in terms 
of its Being—to reconstitute itself ontologically, as it were. To avoid the mis-
understanding of confusing nationalism with self- assertion, he now, rather, 
expresses the problem of modernity as the problem of homelessness. Early in 
the Lett er, he had asserted that “homelessness so understood consists in the 
abandonment of Being by beings.”100

Th is gives us a bett er understanding of the signifi cance of the so-called 
Kehre. In Being and Time, Heidegger’s concern had focused on individ-
ual Dasein.101 Shortly aft er that work’s publication, there occurred a change 
of focus in his work, which Heidegger came to refer to as die Kehre (a turn 
or reversal). In his lett er to William Richardson, he states that, whereas in 
Being and Time he had analyzed “man in relation to Being,” aft erward he 
analyzed “Being and its truth in relation in man.”102 Note that he speaks of 
“Being and its truth in relation,” not “to man,” but “in man.” Th e eff ect of 
this change is to require that one think of Being and its truth as they relate 
in a Dasein that is necessarily limited. Heidegger thus calls into question 
what Husserl and Cassirer were defending, the existence of absolutely valid 
norms grounded and manifest in reason.103 Th is critique, or, as he called it, 
Destruktion, left  him, however, with the problem of being accused, as would 
Husserl, of having fallen back into anthropology; indeed, an early section of 
Being and Time already asserted a diff erentiation of his work from anthropol-

100. Heidegger, “Lett er on Humanism,” 221, 218.
101. See the discussion in Arendt, Willing, esp. 173– 74.
102. Martin Heidegger, “Lett er to Father Richardson,” in Richardson, Heidegger, xvi.
103. Th e key move comes in the 1929 Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics and is at the center of Heideg-

ger’s debate with Cassirer in Davos. See Gordon, Continental Divide; and Jeff rey Andrew Barash, Martin 
Heidegger and the Problem of Historical Meaning (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003), chap. 5. I am 
indebted here to Gordon’s and Barash’s books in particular.
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ogy.104 His answer to the “it’s anthropology” criticism consisted in developing 
the position that it was Dasein’s openness to Being (or the possibility thereof) 
that made human experience and, thus, human historicity possible; his anal-
ysis thus turns to those human activities that open up experience to Being in 
the course of human history. Some of this analysis focuses on the language of 
those thinkers whose work opens an approach to Being and its truth. Addition-
ally, he explores those human activities that open for humans a world other 
than the one they are in as well as those activities that close down such open-
ness. As we shall see, the former is the realm of art broadly understood and the 
latt er that of technology. Eventually, these will come together in his analysis of 
the pólis as the occurrence of “Being and its truth in relation in man.”

Where, then, might human beings be at home as human? Heidegger re-
sists—indeed, rejects—any ism, and the basis of his rejection comes in his 
considerations of language. He understands language to be “the house of 
Being.” He means by this that language was not to be understood as a tool, an 
instrument, as it were, that merely permitt ed one to go aft er what one wanted. 
Rather: “Man dwells in this house.” Humans do not own language—in some 
reverse way they are owned or spoken by language. (Th is is not as gnomic as 
some have made it: if I say I promise, I have by using those words brought on 
myself a set of obligations to which I am called to respond; that I may refuse 
does not diminish the fact of being called.) Th is constitutes a break with the tra-
dition of Western logic and philosophy that sees language as a tool: Heidegger 
does not seek to solve problems—that is, to do away with them, to get what 
something is right once and for all. As I noted above, his response to those crit-
ics who say that his work does not resolve any problems was, “Why should we 
want to get somewhere?” Th e mott o for his Gesamtausgabe, chosen by Heideg-
ger himself, is “Wege nicht Werke” (Paths, not works).105 For Heidegger, to 
think on a fundamental level (of Being) is, not to analyze, but to andenken (a 
verb we might translate as memorate for the noun Andenken is a “memento” or 
a “keepsake” or a “souvenir”). As a verb, andenken is generally translated as con-
template. Andenken is to bring to mind that which before it was is.106

104. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. Joan Stambaugh (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1996), sec. 10, pp. 42– 47. Wilfred Sellars once criticized the later Witt genstein (with whom Heidegger 
is oft en compared) as “interesting anthropology” but not philosophy (personal communication, 1972).

105. See Babich, Words in Blood, Like Flowers, chaps. 11– 14. See also Christopher MacCann, ed., Hei-
degger: Critical Assessments (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 5 (introduction).

106. I call on John 8:58, where the Christ says: “Before Abraham was, I am.”
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Heidegger deals with human beings and the world in which they live. If 
you have ever wondered—and we all have, if only when young—why there 
is something rather than nothing, why the sun comes up in the morning, 
whether anyone ever really understands another person, whether our age is 
being taken over by the rationalized and mechanical—then you have glimpsed 
philosophy, if only at some fl eeting moment. But to philosophize is to be pos-
sessed of “a willingness to think not about something other than what ordinary 
human beings think about, but rather to think undistractedly about things that 
ordinary human beings cannot help thinking about.”107 One might even say, 
following Emerson in “Self- Reliance,” that philosophy is to provide “tuition” 
for our “intuitions.” William Richardson writes about the “Lett er on Human-
ism”: “Th ought, if it is to be true to itself, must be bound only by Being in con-
tinual advent towards thought. It must preserve in docility to this continual 
arrival. It is thus that thought responds to Being’s appeal, yields to Being’s de-
mands on it.”108

Can this be done? It might seem that Heidegger off ers only despair. Indeed, 
he says that the light of Being struck only for a very brief moment two and a 
half millennia or more ago and then vanished: “Aft er Heraclitus, the light was 
suddenly extinguished.”109 What has happened in modern times (which, for 
Heidegger, start around Plato) such that the thought of Being has been lost? 
Th is is a constant theme, perhaps most succinctly set forth in “Th e Question 
concerning Technology.” While it is tempting to read this as a kind of bucolic 
romantic nostalgia,110 Heidegger’s argument here, as we shall see both here and 
in more detail in my consideration of his work on Hölderlin, is anything but.

“ T H E  Q U E S T I O N  C O N C E R N I N G  T E C H N O L O G Y ”  A N D 
“ T H E  O R I G I N  O F  T H E  W O R K  O F  A R T ”

Heidegger takes steps toward a position that seems other than one of despair in 
several works; here, I shall be concerned with two of the most important, “Th e 
Question concerning Technology” and “Th e Origin of the Work of Art.”111 I 

107. Cavell, Th emes Out of School, 9.
108. Richardson, Heidegger, 549.
109. Martin Heidegger, “Logos,” in Vorträge und Aufsätze (Pfüllingen: Neske, 1954), 229. I owe this ci-

tation to Babett e Babich.
110. One fi nds such accusations in a number of places. See, e.g., the discussion in Rebecca Comay, 

“Aft er Metaphysics: On the Way to Heidegger,” Man and World 19 ( June 1986): 225– 39.
111. I am indebted here to conversations with and several articles by Babett e Babich, many of which are 

in her Words in Blood, Like Flowers.
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turn fi rst to the essay on technology to understand what Heidegger means by 
and thinks about technology. In this context, Heidegger reminds the reader that 
the “essence of technology” is not the same as technology itself. In a formula-
tion that he will use oft en, he says that “the essence of technology is nothing 
technological.” Technology is, indeed, a means to an end—this is the instru-
mental correctness of it. It is also an anthropological activity—it is something 
that people do. Th ese understandings are correct, but they are not true. To be 
true requires being brought into a “free relationship with that which concerns 
us from its essence.”112

We can, however, learn fr om the correct statement that technology is in-
strumental—that it is a way of making something, of gett ing somewhere. Th e 
correct can, in other words, point the way to the true. As causality is the cen-
tral quality of instrumentality, Heidegger thus turns to a consideration of it. 
Drawing from Aristotle (his Posterior Analytics and Metaphysics) and Aquinas 
(Principia naturae, chap. 4), he recalls the four causalities that are present in 
any made entity (see fi g. 7.1).113 His example is a chalice: the material cause is 
the matt er from which the chalice is made; the formal cause is the shape into 

112. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology” 312.
113. Th anks to Professor Babett e Babich for the designations.

Fig. 7.1. Heidegger’s example showing the four causalities of a chalice.
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which the matt er enters; the fi nal cause would, in the case of the chalice, be, for 
example, use in the celebration of the Eucharist; and, fi nally, the effi  cient cause 
is that which actually makes the chalice (in this case one is tempted to think of 
the silversmith). What is important here is that Heidegger’s understanding of 
a cause is derived from and constitutes an extension of Aristotle’s. Most basi-
cally, Heidegger says that, rather than it being the case that the maker imposes 
a form on the matt er, matt er participates in the acquisition of form—much 
in the way that Michelangelo remarked that all he did was to remove extrane-
ous material from the preexisting statue. Th ere is, thus, a kind of cooperation, 
a mutual interaction between material and maker. Th e causalities provide, as it 
were, the conditions that permit the matt er to assume its form—for the silver 
to become a chalice. Important in this understanding of causality is that there 
is no sense of a shape being forced or imprinted on matt er.114

Importantly, Heidegger describes this relation as one of Verschulden (ob-
ligation) and Verschuldetsein (indebtedness). Th e notion of obligation is cen-
tral to his point. Th e chalice owes its existence to—it is obliged to—the four 
causes. Th ey make it possible for it to come into and be in the world. What 
Heidegger wants to resist in this discussion is the notion—common to mod-
ern understandings of causality—that the imposition of an external force (e.g., 
the silversmith) on the inert metal is what brings the chalice into the world. 
Th is is why he insists on the four causes—all of them are necessary for the 
chalice to come into existence. When we think as Heidegger impresses on us, 
we understand anything that is in terms of its coming to be. (Th at this can have 
political implications was pointed out by Sartre as he enjoined us to think of 
what brought into existence the cup of coff ee we bought at the local café.)

Th e four causalities bring into presence—make available—that which is 
not yet present, that which has the possibility of becoming available but is 
not. We are, thus, in the realm of poiesis, the Greek word that means “making,” 
“bringing into existing,” “composing,” “producing,” “bringing about,” “caus-
ing.” Th ere are two kinds of poiesis. Physis is the making that naturally brings 
itself forth, in the way that a bud comes forth as a fl ower. Tekne is distinguished 
from physis in that it is what brings forth that which does not bring itself forth: 
the chalice requires tekne, a word hard to translate as it moves to technology, 
technique, craft , and art. One might think of tekne as the kind of knowledges 
that bring a given object or entity into existence. Th e experience of nature 

114. I recognize a debt here to Richard Rojcewicz, Th e Gods and Technology (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 2006), pt. 1.
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can be an experience of what the Greeks had called physis. Th e word means 
“nature,” “originating power,” “the place of things.” It denotes a coming into 
being, a bringing forth. Physis, however, is, thus, also a poiesis; indeed, Heideg-
ger says that it is poiesis “in the highest sense.”115 Technology in this (ancient) 
sense is, thus, a revealing, a making available, specifi cally that which makes 
available what does not make itself available. It is something poetic—that is, 
like a poem it makes available that which was not previously available. In this 
context the beauty of natural objects (physis) leads us, as Kant had noted, to 
think of them as if made, whereas that of works of art (tekne), again as Kant 
argued, leads us to think that they have come about by a natural force.116 Th e 
problem will come with modern technology, itself also a form of tekne.

Hence, of these causes, the most complex is the fourth, which gets usually 
translated as effi  cient cause. Indeed, the modern notion of causality tends to lead 
us to think of the silversmith as the cause: it is he who gives the form, makes 
the chalice. Th e other factors are just that—elements on which the craft sman 
works. Effi  cient cause is generally used in translations of Aristotle, but as Hei-
degger notes: “Th e Aristotelian doctrine neither knows the cause that is named 
by this term, nor uses a Greek word that corresponds to it.”117 In fact, what Aris-
totle is concerned with here is, as he says in De motu animalum, the “moving 
cause,” the “From whence?”118 Th e Greek word for this cause—óθεν/ hothen—
means simply “how it happened that.” Th us, in the Protagoras, we fi nd Socrates 
saying to Protagoras that he is going to say from what provenance he has come 
to think that Protagoras’s notion of virtue cannot be taught: “How I came to 
think that it cannot be taught [ὅθεν δἑαὐτὁν γοῠμαιού διδακτὸ νεί—ναιεἶναῐ].”119 
Th e notion of effi  cient hardly casts the right light here. At this point, Heidegger 
cites Plato to develop his claim that the chalice is obliged to the fourfold cau-
sality for being brought forth into presence.120 In the Symposium, Diotima says 
to Socrates: “You will agree that there is more than one kind of poetry in the 
true sense of the word—that is to say calling into existence something that was 
not there before, so that every kind of artistic creation is poetry and every art-

115. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” 317. Th is distinction is important in Christian 
thought. In the Nicene Creed, Christ is “begott en not made” (γεννηθέντα οὐ ποιηθέντα/ génitum, non fac-
tum), which is integral to being the Son of God and consubstantial with the Father, rather than a being that 
God makes (as he did Adam and, by extension, humans like us).

116. My thanks to Patchen Markell for pointing this out to me.
117. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” 102.
118. Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals 1.1. Compare Physics 2.3.7.
119. Plato, Protagoras 319b.
120. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” 316.
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ist is a poet.”121 Th e word given as poetry is poiesis, which has the general sense 
of “bring about,” “bring into existence,” and/or “do.”

Modern technology is also a bringing forth, but of a diff erent kind. Heideg-
ger writes: “Th e revealing that rules in modern technology is a challenging 
[Herausfordern].”122 It is a demand that nature give up the energy that is stored 
as nature. Whereas a windmill turns in the wind and the wind blows on while 
corn is ground and nothing is stored for future use, a strip mine changes the 
earth into a mineral deposit, what Heidegger calls a standing reserve, energy 
ready and waiting to be used. Heidegger refers to this as a sett ing upon nature. 
As this process develops across human activities, there is formed a Ge- stell, a 
bringing together into a whole of the sett ings upon of nature—a development 
that Heidegger refers to as a destining.

Th e key distinction here is between what technology does (it brings forth 
from another: hence the discussion of causality) and physis123 (nature that un-
folds itself and brings forth from itself). What brings it forth, Heidegger ar-
gues, is also poiesis. In modern times, he avers, our att itude toward physis has 
changed in great part because of a changed att itude toward our understanding 
of tekne. Hence, a famer who sows and grows and harvests can be seen as ac-
cepting that which nature gives. But a dam across a river, which certainly is a 
tekne/ technique, forces the river into something other than it naturally is. Th e 
river no longer does what a river does; it is servant to the technology. And the 
process acquires a life of its own, even aft er the original intention is no more. 
Here, remarkably like Heidegger’s example of the dam on the Rhine, is a quite 
(albeit unconsciously) Heideggerian article from the January 25, 2009, Cleve-
land Plain Dealer:

brecksville—Something’s got to give at the Brecksville dam.
Although a relatively small structure about 20 miles upstream from Lake 

Erie, the dam has become a big problem for both the Ohio Environmental 
Protection Agency and the Cuyahoga Valley National Park.

Th e EPA and environmentalists want the dam gone—a move that is key 
to improving river health upstream and to restoring the bott om half of the 
Cuyahoga to the free- fl owing stream it was in pre- industrial days. Dams are 
bad for rivers because they keep fi sh from moving upstream to spawn; they 

121. Plato, Symposium 205b– c.
122. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” 320.
123. Ibid., 317.
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slow down the water, causing stagnant pools; and they can retain old pol-
luted sediment.

But the Brecksville dam was built to provide the water for about eight 
miles of the Ohio & Erie Canal. Th at section includes the working locks at 
the Canal Visitor Center, used to show visitors how the canal system once 
worked.124

Note that, in the Ohio case, the meaning of the ten- foot- high dam was to turn 
the river into what Heidegger calls Bestand—the “standing reserve” that ex-
ists in order to be “set upon” by humans. It was to serve the needs of industry 
as well as provide water for the transport of merchandise and humans. And, 
while the dam no longer serves its original purpose, its Bestand status is even 
extended in the contemporary period when the canal is no longer in com-
mercial use: it is now a teaching device “to show visitors how the canal system 
once worked.” Likewise, Babett e Babich adduces the example of the sixteenth-
 century Stari Most (Old Bridge) at Mostar in the then Yugoslavia that con-
nected two sides of the town: it was destroyed in the civil war but has been re-
built as an imitation of the old bridge because, without it, the town no longer 
att racted tourists (see fi gs. 7.2– 7.4).

For Heidegger, the dammed river, or, indeed, the bridge rebuilt to draw 
tourists, is uncannily monstrous—das Ungeheure.125 Th is att itude has devel-
oped, he thinks, to its greatest extent in countries like the United States and 
the (then) Soviet Union (the situation shows no sign of changing in the now 
Russia)—the similar exploitation of nature by technology transcends their 
diff erences. Heidegger is quite clear that we can get extraordinary results from 
the control of nature: he is interested in asking what the cost of such activity 
is. Th e river becomes an object from which to extract goods: we are in some 
important sense in confl ict with the world for it resists our att empts to extract 
from it. Th e technology by which we do this thus masks Being and hides the 
world from us: an artifi cial construction deceives us (here Heidegger calls on 
the resonance of gestellen [construct] to verstellen [deceive and self- deceive]).

Th e political and human stakes are great here: the forgett ing of Being and 
its att endant and causal technologization of the world risks bringing the world 

124. For pictures, see htt p:// blog.cleveland .com/ metro/ 2009/ 01/ brecksville_dam_bad_for_river 
.html, or search “Brecksville dam and locks.”

125. In his account of his visit to Greece (Sojourns [Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005]), 
Heidegger will fi nd Greece only on Delos, where no one is allowed residence—everywhere else it is prett y 
much eff aced by the crowds taking pictures.
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and the human race to disaster: in fact, the atom bomb, Heidegger says, is 
but an incident in the forgett ing of Being.126 Is it, however, the case, as An-
drew Feenberg avers, that Heidegger “literally cannot discriminate between 
electricity and atom bombs, between agricultural techniques and the holo-
caust”?127 Such accusations have given rise to the claim that Heidegger is ei-
ther politically obtuse, or callous, or just plain silly. (Richard Rorty calls him a 
“blowhard” on such matt ers.)128 I will address this question below.

Heidegger fi nds that, in the modern world, the world is hidden from human 

Fig. 7.2. The Stari Most (Old Bridge) at Mostar, built in the sixteenth 
century. Photo courtesy of S. Mehmet Zeki Ibrahimgil.

126. See Martin Heidegger, What Is a Th ing? (Chicago: Gateway, 1968). For a particularly reductive and 
facile critique, see Richard Rorty, “Heidegger and the Atomic Bomb,” in Making Th ings Public, ed. Bruno 
Latour and Peter Weibel (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 274– 75.

127. Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology (London: Routledge, 1999), 197. See the critical discus-
sion in Peter Paul Verbeek, What Th ings Do (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press), 61ff .

128. Rorty, “Heidegger and the Atomic Bomb,” 275.



Fig. 7.3. The Stari Most in November 1993. Photo courtesy of S. Mehmet Zeki Ibrahimgil.

Fig. 7.4. The Stari Most rebuilt in 2004. Photo courtesy of David S. Demarest.
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beings by the fact that they live in it and approach it as a Bestand—that is, as 
something to be set upon and extracted from. Th is is accomplished as an “en-
framing” (Gestell)—that is, by the understanding “that nature reports itself in 
some way or other that is identifi able through calculation and that it remains 
orderable as a system of information.” Th e danger is a kind of hubris: “Man . . . 
exalts himself as the lord of the earth. . . . Th is illusion gives rise in turn to one 
fi nal delusion: it seems as though man everywhere and always encounters only 
himself.”129 It is for this reason that Heidegger thinks that the atom bomb, the 
factory slaughtering of animals for food, and the concentration camps (which 
“manufactured corpses”)130 are of a family. Th is equation is not consequent to 
an insensitivity but refl ects his understanding that, for a technician, the diff er-
ence between production and destruction is, ultimately, irrelevant. Heidegger 
is saying that, as technologically driven rationalism has become the founda-
tion of life in the West, human beings can now att empt to make the earth solely 
in their own image. It is a desire, an att empt, to bring the world totally under 
human control. Th us, in his approaching factory farms and atomic weapons, he 
is, in fact, arguing that they are both manifestations of the desire to subdue the 
earth—and both place the earth in danger. “We have it in our power,” wrote 
Th omas Paine in Common Sense, “to begin the world over again”—this att itude 
is the grounds for Heidegger’s resistance to the Enlightenment.

Yet is this not hopelessly nonpolitical? Does it not make a diff erence that we 
kill chickens rather than human beings, that we dam a river rather than oblit-
erate Hiroshima? To say—correctly—that it does is not, however, to under-
stand the truth of what diff erence it actually makes. What is clear is that what 
Heidegger comes to call global technology has become “a force whose scope in 
determining history can scarcely be overestimated.” And he poses the ques-
tion of this force in terms that are political: “A decisive question for me today 
is, how can a political system accommodate itself to the technological age and 
which political system will this be? I have no answer to this question. I am not 
convinced that it is democracy.” Democracy, he goes immediately on to ex-
plain, cannot have a “genuine confrontation with the technological world, be-
cause behind [it] is . . . the notion that technology is in its essence something 
over which man has control.”131 I bracket for a bit the question of why democ-
racy cannot have such a confrontation and turn to the question of what might. 

129. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” 328, 332.
130. As he proclaimed in a 1947 lecture. See the discussion in Iain Th omson, Heidegger on Ontotheology, 

Technology, and the Politics of Education (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 83– 84.
131. “Der Spiegel’s Interview with Martin Heidegger,” 36.
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As George Kateb has argued: “Any society intent on ruthless production will 
fi nd a seamless continuity in turning to mass destruction.”132

“ T H E  O R I G I N  O F  T H E  W O R K  O F  A R T ”

What vision of the political does Heidegger have? To continue my approach to 
this question—the place of the political in Heidegger—I need now to turn to 
the essay on the work of art. Witt genstein once remarked: “People today think 
that scientists are there to instruct them, poets, musicians, etc. to give them 
pleasure. Th at the latt er have something to teach them never occurs to them.”133 
Th e thought is shared by Heidegger and is manifest in the repeated att ention 
he pays to works of art, with the essay “Th e Origin of the Work of Art” provid-
ing perhaps the best formulation of his approach. In this essay, he starts, one 
might say, where the essay on technology left  off —with the gnomic claim that 
another form of making—of poiesis—might be a “saving power.” Heidegger’s 
concern is, thus, with art as poietic—as a form of making or bringing into 
existence. How do entities (works of art) come into being, and what does that 
coming into being entail? Art, for Heidegger, prepares what he calls a “free” re-
lationship to the world, a relationship that “opens” our Da- Sein to the essence 
of technology. It thus makes possible a liberation from that to which we are 
chained, whether we will it or not, that is, to technology. (Th e word art comes 
from the Anglo- Norman and designates a “means or method or knowledge 
employed to gain a certain result”; the same meaning holds for the classical 
Latin ars; the derivation is from the ancient Greek arariskein, “to fi t together,” 
“to make fi tt ing.”)

Heidegger starts the essay by posing a hermeneutic problem. To determine 
the origin of a work of art, we must fi rst identify something as a work of art. 
To do this, however, we must already know what a work of art is. We are, thus, 
caught in a circle—a circle that Heidegger names virtuous. And we must break 
into this circle in order to determine what the origin of a work of art is.134 He 
proposes, then, to start with the common understanding—“Works of art are 
familiar to everyone”—by looking at its “thingly” character. His basic approach 

132. Kateb, “Th e Adequacy of the Canon,” 405. It is worth noting that, in her Th e Origins of Totalitari-
anism (New York: Schocken, 2009), 457, Arendt uses the same description of the camps as does Heidegger, 
to no protest that I know of.

133. Witt genstein, Culture and Value, 42.
134. Martin Heidegger, “Th e Origin of the Work of Art,” in Poetry, Language, Th ought, 18. Page numbers 

for subsequent citations are given parenthetically in the text.
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here, as elsewhere, is to start from ordinary, everyday words—words we use all 
the time—and think about them in such a manner as to bring them alive. It is 
clear that any work of art has a thingly quality: he calls att ention to the stoni-
ness of a work of architecture, the coloredness of a painting, that which is spo-
ken in a “linguistic work,” sound in a musical composition (19). Now, everyone 
would agree to this. Heidegger, however, wants to talk about the thingly qual-
ity of a work of art without moving in the standard—and, for him, mistaken 
direction—of making the matt er- form distinction. One is tempted to say that 
the statue is stone and that someone has brought form to the stone. (Resisting 
this understanding was already a central argument of the essay on technology.) 
A work of art, he argues, is neither precisely a substance to which qualities are 
att ached (22), nor simply the object of a manifold of sensations (25), nor mat-
ter on which a form has been imposed (26). “Matt er and form are in no case 
original determinations of the thingness of the mere thing. A piece of equip-
ment, a pair of shoes for instance, when fi nished is also self- contained like a 
mere thing, but it does not have the character of having taken shape by itself 
like [a] granite boulder” (28– 29). Th e notion of “equipment”—which occu-
pies “an intermediate place between mere thing and work”—is to be central. 
Indeed, he suggests that it will be the basis of a comprehensive understanding 
of “ultimately everything that is” (29). He refers to a “well- known painting” 
of shoes by Van Gogh, remarking that the artist painting such shoes several 
times.135 Heidegger spends a page describing the shoes of a peasant woman 
working in muddy fi elds, of her taking them off , tiredly and unrefl ectively, at 
night, unrefl ectively because the shoes have been her shoes and in them she 
has done what one does in such shoes. What are these shoes “in truth”? What is 
“the truth” of these shoes? Heidegger argues that it has to do with the actuality 
of their “use” (33) and with their “reliability” (34). Th e former is “an essential 
consequence” of the latt er, and it is from the painting that we have seen this: 
“Th is painting spoke. In the vicinity of the work we were suddenly somewhere 
else than we usually tend to be” (35 [my italics]). As with Nietzsche and the 
spectators for tragedy, we are beside ourselves. Another world has opened up 
for us: it is the work of art that has called us to that place—we have not made 

135. I am indebted here to the insightful discussion in Babett e E. Babich, “From Van Gogh’s Museum 
to the Temple at Bassae: Heidegger’s Truth of Art and Schapiro’s Art History,” Culture, Th eory and Cri-
tique 44, no. 2 (2003): 151– 69. An expanded and revised version of this essay appears as chap. 12 of Words in 
Blood, Like Flowers. Th ere are at least seven separate paintings of shoes by Van Gogh; only the fi rst version 
of Babich’s essay reproduces the paintings. Copies may be found online at htt p:// www .lifein2suitcases .com
/ ?p=133 and htt p:// barefoott essblog .com/ category/ shoe- of-the- moment/ page/ 2/ as well as by search-
ing “Van Gogh shoes.”
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it for ourselves. Th e artwork has disclosed the truth of this equipment: art is 
not, therefore, primarily representational; it does not reproduce something 
external to it (36– 37); rather, it makes available the “thing’s general essence.” 
Heidegger then looks at poetry and Greek temples to further push his argu-
ment that an artwork is, in its essence, not representation.136

If the origin of the artwork is art, what, then, is art? (39). Art, says Heide-
gger, is an artwork. Th e work stands in relation to the world that it opens up, a 
relation that can be removed by placing it in a museum, for instance, or by the 
disappearance of the world in which it came into being (think here of the dif-
ference between a cathedral in the fourteenth century and the “same” cathe-
dral as a tourist’s goal today [cf. the Mostar bridges]). Accordingly, Heidegger 
re- creates verbally what a Greek temple was: “Th e temple- work, standing there, 
opens up a world and at the same time sets this world back again on earth, 
which itself only thus emerges as native ground” (42). Perhaps some sense of 
this can be gathered from a photograph of the temple of Apollo at Bassae, in 
the Western Peloponnese (see fi g. 7.5).137 Approaching the temple from the 
side, as one did in ancient times, to rise up the hill behind it—the lines of the 
roof throw you off  to the sky while holding you fi rmly to the earth—one tra-
verses the length of the temple to enter the pronaos on the far north end. Some-
thing of this bringing another place into existence can also be found in poetry, 
as with the “Anecdote of the Jar” by Wallace Stevens (that Stevens chose a jar 
rather than a jug may give one a sense of what he had been reading):

I placed a jar in Tennessee,
And round it was, upon a hill.
It made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill.

Th e wilderness rose up to it,
And sprawled around, no longer wild.
Th e jar was round upon the ground
And tall and of a port in air.

136. For a contemporary version of this (one quite conscious, though not explicitly so, of Heidegger’s 
arguments), see Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), esp. the 
title essay and p. 160, as well as the essay on Morris Louis (where he argues that Louis’s Unfurled series 
makes available what one might call the “general essence of color”). See as well as his Absorption and Th eat-
ricality in the Age of Diderot (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988).

137. Th e temple is now covered by a protective tent. See the discussion in Babich, “From Van Gogh’s 
Museum to the Temple at Bassae.”
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It took dominion everywhere.
Th e jar was gray and bare.
It did not give of bird or bush,
Like nothing else in Tennessee.138

Th e poem is a parody of and comment on Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” 
but, here, rather than the human intellect being the source of suffi  cient order, 
nature and the work (the jar) are.139 Unlike with the Keats poem, the presence 
of the spectator disappears aft er the fi rst line and is replaced by the creator 
“it”—the jar. Th e jar as a work sets off  a world, and a world is “wherever those 
decisions of our history that relate to our very being are made, are taken up and 
abandoned by us, go unrecognized and are rediscovered by new inquiry” (44– 
45). Th e artwork, says Heidegger, moves the earth and transforms matt er into 
presence. If we have lost the actual world of the Greek temple, in poetry we have 
retained that world and that earth as language. Th us, poetry (poiesis) shows us 
that language can make available to us how humans are brought into the clear 

138. Wallace Stevens, “Anecdote of the Jar,” in Collected Poetry and Prose (New York: Library of Amer-
ica, 1997), 60– 61.

139. In a slightly awkward sentence (it feels added on), Heidegger relates beauty to truth, and it is pos-
sible that he had Keats in mind also. See Heidegger, “Th e Origin of the Work of Art,” 56.

Fig. 7.5. The temple of Apollo at Bassae. Photo courtesy of Rolf Gross.
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opening of truth, of alétheia (71). It can, thus, give humans a place where they 
may authentically dwell, rather than live, as we presently do, a life of what he 
had, in the essay on technology, named the life of Ge- stell, of enframing.140

Th ere is, thus, a tension between the world that is brought into being and the 
“earth,” just as there is between the jar and the wilderness. Th is tension or “striv-
ing,” as Heidegger names it, is not “discord and dispute” but, rather, the condi-
tion in which “the opponents raise each other into the self- assertion of their 
natures” (49). As the fi rst version of this essay was given in 1934, that the word 
self- assertion appears is highly important. It was in the self- assertion of the Ger-
man university that Heidegger thought that one might bring about the “commu-
nity of the people” to the “honor and destiny of the nation” and “spiritual mis-
sion of the German people.” His language here is the language of struggle and 
batt le (as it was also in the inaugural rectorate address), and from this struggle 
truth happens (50). He understands struggle, however, in the way that Heracli-
tus does: it is that which gives defi nition to both men and gods by uniting them 
in confl ict.141 Th ere is, thus, a relation between Heidegger’s more purely poietic 
thought (here on the work of art) and his apparently more praxitical thought (as 
in the inaugural rectorate address). His understanding of polemos, however, is 
less immediately practical- political than was Schmitt ’s, although there are obvi-
ous family resemblances. Karl Löwith notes: “One fi nds a political decisionism 
in Carl Schmitt  which corresponds to Heidegger’s existentialist philosophy, in 
which the capacity- for- being- a- whole of individual authentic existence is trans-
posed to the ‘totality’ of the authentic state, which is itself always particular.”142

As an aside here, I must note that the emphasis on the role of confl ict in 
the development of what one is is not limited to German philosophy. J. S. Mill 
asserts that the development of “man as a progressive being” will be achieved 
only in struggle. Th us:

First, if any opinion is compelled to silence, that opinion may, for aught we 
can certainly know, be true. To deny this is to assume our own infallibility.

Secondly, though the silenced opinion be an error, it may, and very com-
monly does, contain a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing 
opinion on any object is rarely or never the whole truth, it is only by the col-

140. See here Martin Heidegger, “Building Dwelling Th inking,” in Poetry, Language, Th ought.
141. Heraclitus: “We must know that war [polemos] is common to all and strife [eris] is justice, and 

that all things come into being through the compulsion of strife” (Diels Kranz B80). See Fried, Heidegger’s 
Polemos, 26ff .

142. Löwith, My Life in Germany Before and Aft er 1933, 32.
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lision of adverse opinions that the remainder of the truth has any chance of 
being supplied.

Th irdly, even if the received opinion be not only true, but the whole truth; 
unless it is suff ered to be, and actually is, vigorously and earnestly contested, it 
will, by most of those who receive it, be held in the manner of a prejudice, 
with litt le comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds. And not only 
this, but, fourthly, the meaning of the doctrine itself will be in danger of being 
lost, or enfeebled, and deprived of its vital eff ect on the character and conduct: 
the dogma becoming a mere formal profession, ineffi  cacious for good, but 
cumbering the ground, and preventing the growth of any real and heartfelt 
conviction, from reason or personal experience.143

Read straightforwardly, Mill’s tone is no less strong than is Heidegger’s.
Nietzsche opens the fourth book of Th e Gay Science with a wish for the new 

year. With it, I return to one of this book’s epigraphs: “I want to learn more 
and more to see the necessary in things as beautiful.”144 He does this, I think, 
in order to give himself att achment to this earth and to not try to make some-
thing of it aft er his own image—the temptation to which we are all subject 
aft er the death of God. Th us, the att achment to the earth in both Nietzsche 
and Heidegger is aesthetic in a Kantian sense; that is, it is without interest. Th e 
point—one of the points—of the essay on technology is to show that even in 
the making of something—here the chalice—that making takes place or can 
take place not in and by the imposition of form on matt er but in allowing the 
matt er to disclose itself to and in and as the world. Heidegger’s word for this 
is Gelassenheit, which he defi nes as “openness to the mystery” of that “which 
shows itself and at the same time withdraws.” What this means is that human 
beings are in danger of living such that they impose only categories that have 
a human origin on that which is. Paradigmatic of this for Heidegger is tech-
nology, which for him consists primarily in att acking the world in order to 
make it known under the control of categories that manifest the imposition 
of existing human structures. Heidegger would agree with Bacon that (a cer-
tain kind of) “knowledge is power” and fi nd that this is precisely what is to be 
not willed. If we can do so, then “we can use technical devices and yet with 
proper use also keep ourselves so free of them that we may let go of them any 
time.”145 (Th ere are immediate consequences to this: one has less and less the 

143. J. S. Mill, On Liberty (Cambridge: Hackett , 1986), 48– 49 (my italics).
144. Nietzsche, Gay Science 276, WKG, 5-2, 199.
145. Martin Heidegger, Discourse on Th inking (New York: Harper, 1966), 55, 54.
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sense that a large portion of the middle- class population can live without op-
erating earbuds.)

Elsewhere, Gelassenheit is similarly defi ned as “the spirit of availability 
before What- Is which permits us simply to let things be in whatever may be 
their uncertainty and their mystery.” Key here is the notion of uncertainty: 
there is no reason that anything is. It is no accident that the Introduction to 
Metaphysics starts by asking “why are there beings at all rather than nothing”—
a modifi cation of Leibniz’s question, “Why is there any world at all?” in his “On 
the Ultimate Origin of Th ings.” Heidegger’s sentence is the fi rst line in a book 
that introduces the reader to metaphysics. Heidegger will assert two pages 
later that this is the “broadest . . . and also the deepest [question].” In my read-
ing, he will seek to show that such a question is itself fundamentally meta-
physical in its presupposition that the world is there for humans to make sense 
of, that there might be a “why,” that is, something beyond (meta) this world 
(physis). Rather, he calls for a thinking without willing, without imposition on 
the world.146 Th us Stevens’s jar on a hill and a theme of which Hannah Arendt 
will make much in her volume Willing.

Th ere is here an important implication for the understanding of the in-
augural rectorate address. Heidegger argued there that, through Wissenschaft  
(science), the German university “educates and disciplines the leaders and 
guardians of the destiny of the German people.” He then related Wissen-
schaft  to knowledge and, thus, to philosophy. Calling on an old story that Pro-
metheus was the fi rst philosopher, he cited a line from Aeschylus’s Prometheus 
Bound (514): “τέχνη δ ἀνάγκης ἀσθενεστέρα μακρο [tekne d’anagkes asthenes-
tera makro],” which he translates as “Wissen aber ist weit unkräft iger den Not-
wendigkeit” (Knowing, however, is far less powerful than necessity). What is 
striking is his rendering of tekne as Wissen (knowledge). Science is a making. Of 
what? Heidegger says that knowing is helpless before fate (aft er all, this is the 
point of a tragedy). It must, therefore, develop its “highest defi ance” (or dis-
obedience—Trotz), and this defi ance will call for “all the power of the hidden-
ness of what is.” Th e key is, then, this: “Just in this way, what is opens itself in 
its unfathomable inalterity and lends knowing its truth.” Th e result, however, 
is, one may say, political in the sense that he will att ribute to the pólis: “For the 
Greeks science is not a ‘cultural good,’ but the innermost determining center of 
the entire manner in which humans are a people and the same time a state.”147 

146. Ibid., 79– 80.
147. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 3, 4 (translation modifi ed aft er center): 

“Mitt e des ganzen volklich- staatlichen Daseins.”
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If I read this correctly, Heidegger is saying that what philosophy can do is open 
up the availability of that which allows humans to belong with each other, not 
anthropologically, but in the light of Being. Philosophy does not create the 
state: while the word will not be used for a while, this is at least an early form 
of Gelassenheit. It is in “leading the leaders,” as he says in his opening sentences, 
that philosophy (what the university is properly for if true to itself) can recover 
a space in which the truth of Being would be available. It is, thus, possible to 
have had the thought and hope that the new Führerzeit (the leader that would 
be led) could make such Gelassenheit possible. Th e thought is understandable; 
the particular hope was unforgivably wrong.

Th ere is much more to be said about “Th e Origin of the Work of Art,” but, 
for my purposes, this will suffi  ce. Th e question that is now raised is as to the 
potential poietic being of the political in relation to the conditions of moder-
nity. Does Heidegger think that there is a particular role that the political plays 
as a “saving power”?

P H I L O S O P H Y  A N D /  O F  T H E  P O L I T I C A L

I argued above that there is a close relation in Heidegger between poiesis and 
praxis. In the inaugural rectorate address, Heidegger starts out by assert-
ing that the essence of the German university will achieve “clarity, rank and 
power” only when “fi rst of all and at all times the leaders are themselves led.”148 
He closes the address with a citation from Plato’s Republic (497d 9): “tà . . . 
megàla pànta èpisphalẽ [τὰ [γὰρ δὴ] μεγὰλα πὰντα ὲπίσφαλῆ].” Heidegger 
translates this as “all that is great stands in the storm.” Episphale means some-
thing like “precarious,” “prone to fall.” As always, the context of the quote re-
veals Heidegger’s meaning:

Socrates: But it was not suffi  ciently explained, I said, from fear of those ob-
jections on your part which have shown that the demonstration of it is long 
and diffi  cult. And apart from that the remainder of the exposition is by no 
means easy.

Glaucon: Just what do you mean?
Socrates: Th e manner in which a state that occupies itself with philosophy 

can escape destruction. For all great things are precarious and, as the proverb 
truly says, “fi ne things are diffi  cult.”

148. Heidegger, “Th e Self- Assertion of the German University,” 11.
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Glaucon: All the same, he said, our exposition must be completed by mak-
ing this plain.

Socrates: It will be no lack of purpose [boúlesthai], I said, but if anything, a 
lack of ability that would prevent that. But you shall observe for yourself 
my zeal. And note again how zealously and recklessly I am prepared to say 
that the pólis ought to take up this pursuit in just the reverse of our present 
fashion.

Glaucon: In what way?
Socrates: At present, said I, those who do take it up are youths, just out of 

boyhood, who in the interval before they engage in business and money-
 making approach the most diffi  cult part of it, and then drop it—and these 
are regarded forsooth as the best exemplars of philosophy. By the most dif-
fi cult part I mean discussion. In later life they think they have done much if, 
when invited, they deign to listen to the philosophical discussions of others. 
Th at sort of thing they think should be by work. And toward old age, with 
few exceptions, their light is quenched more completely than the sun of 
Heraclitus, inasmuch as it is never rekindled.149

Two things are of note. First, Plato is saying that “great things are prone to fall.” 
Heidegger is saying (or perhaps urging) that they “stand in the storm.” Clearly, 
in Plato, they have not fallen yet, but, in Heidegger’s emphasis, they resist that 
to which Plato asserts they are prone. Second, the context adds content to 
Heidegger’s citation. Th e problem is to determine how a state150—a pólis—can 
occupy itself with philosophy without coming to ruin. Socrates’/ Plato’s con-
cern is explicitly about “the manner in which a pólis that occupies itself with 
philosophy can escape destruction.” Th e usual manner, says Plato, in which 
philosophy is taken up comes during late adolescence—this is a problem 
(note that Heidegger is addressing students of this age) for they “drop it” and 
their light goes out, not to be reborn (as Heraclitus had said about the sun). 
While there is, as Stuart Elden and others have observed, an apparent Pla-
tonism to this address, it also resists Plato.151 Th e leaders are to be led, and phi-
losophy is to be joined to the pólis. In Th e Essence of Truth: Plato’s Cave- Allegory 

149. Plato, Republic, trans. Paul Shorey, in Hamilton and Cairns, eds., Plato: Th e Collected Dialogues, 
497d3– 498b1.

150. Th e Republic—politeia—is Der Staat in German. Heidegger will question this translation. See 
below.

151. Stuart Elden, “Rethinking the Polis: Implications of Heidegger’s Questioning the Political,” Po-
litical Geography 19 (2000): 407– 22. See also Jacques Taminiaux, Heidegger and the Project of Fundamental 
Ontology (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991).
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and the Th eatetus, fi rst given as lectures in 1932, Heidegger will write of “Th e 
φιλόσοφος as Liberator of Prisoners. His Act of Violence, His Endangerment, 
His Death.”152 Liberating will necessarily involve violence, a violence to which 
the philósophos is entitled from having beheld the agáthon. Th is violence, how-
ever, is what it takes to eff ectuate the periagoge in the cave—the point is that 
people will not of themselves come to see the world diff erently. (One might, 
without hallucinating, recall Lenin’s arguments about trade union conscious-
ness.) In An Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger insists on the violent char-
acter of the δείνον that plays the central part in the great choral ode from the 
Antigone. Deinon is violent because it is in the nature of human Dasein to con-
stantly reach beyond itself.153

Somewhat later in the book, Heidegger notes the following: “Plato main-
tains as his fi rst principle that the guardians of the state must be those who 
philosophize. He does not mean that philosophy professors are to become 
chancellors of the state [Reichkanzler] but that philosophers are to become 
φύλαχές—guardians. Control and organization of the state is to be undertaken 
by philosophers, who set standards and rules in accordance with the deepest 
freely inquiring knowledge, thus determining the general course which soci-
ety should follow.”154 In 1932, the question of who would be Reichkanzler and 
what course he might follow pressed heavily on Germany. It is not pushing too 
hard to say that 1932– 33 seemed to Heidegger to present the possibility that he 
could become a guardian of the new regime, the leader of the leader. Hence, 
when chancellor, his acceptance of the designation Führer (and, as noted, not 
Magnifi senz) is not so much an aping of the Nazi usage as it is an assertion of 
superiority, even if it seeks to draw energy from the more popular use of that 
word in Germany of the time. I have argued above that Heidegger sought to 
take over and give the “street vocabulary” of the Nazis a philosophical mean-
ing. While being a guardian was a logical development of his thought, it also 
betrays an arrogance and naïveté about the actuality of events in Germany that 
is quite astonishing.155

In 1932, refl ecting on the cave allegory, Heidegger had argued that liberation 
did not consist simply in the ascent from the cave to the sun: “Rather genu-

152. Martin Heidegger, Th e Essence of Truth: Plato’s Cave- Allegory and the Th eatetus (New York: Con-
tinuum, 2007), 58.

153. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, 160/ Einführung in die Metaphysik, 115.
154. Ibid., 73.
155. See Ott o Pöggeler, “Den Führer führen: Heldegger und kein Ende,” Philosophische Rundschau 32 

(1985): 26ff .
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ine freedom means to be a liberator from the dark: True freedom is realized in 
the descent back into the cave and the freeing of those who are there.”156 He is 
also clear that this return to the cave exposes the philosopher to death—not 
necessarily an actual death, but, rather, the death of being unable to overcome 
“prevailing self- evidences,” such that he will be rendered “harmless and un-
threatening.” Only “by laying ahold of [the cave dwellers] violently and drag-
ging them away” is there any hope for success. Indeed, the philosopher does 
not “despair,” but “remains fi rm,” and “will even go over on the att ack and will 
lay hold of one of them to try to make him see the light in the cave.”157 It is not 
clear exactly how far Heidegger might extend what he means here by violence, 
although the use of the term is in line with his discussion of polemos. It is likely, 
however, that he thought that the violence associated with the installation of a 
new regime was not unrelated to what the philosopher had to do.

As we shall see, aft er the war Heidegger was to change his position on the 
task of the philosopher. At this point, however, one needs to explore his under-
standing of what it was that was to be guarded such that liberation might occur. 
In the discussion of the case quoted above, he refers to the “state,” indicating 
that this is not an adequate translation of pólis. Starting in 1935, he returned sev-
eral times to the idea of the pólis—to some commentators it has seemed, and 
not without reason, that he was trying to distance his own sense of the political 
from that which was becoming apparent in National Socialism. Th ese texts in-
clude An Introduction to Metaphysics, the lecture course on Hölderlin’s poem 
Das Ister (Th e Danube), and the course entitled Parmenides. It is important to 
remember, however, that he had already raised a question about the adequacy 
of rendering pólis as city- state in Th e Essence of Truth: Plato’s Cave- Allegory and 
the Th eatetus (1932), thus before Hitler’s appointment as chancellor, albeit dur-
ing the time of the rise of National Socialism.

What is the pólis? What brings it into being? A fi rst clue comes from the 
word state—Staat. One derivation is from the Latin stare—to stand. Another 
derivation, however, is from a set of Teutonic words meaning a defi nite place 
or town. Th e English version of this is stead, as in homestead, which as a noun 
prett y much disappears by the seventeenth century. Th e Oxford English Dic-
tionary informs us that it means, not only “an inhabited place,” but also “a place 
as designated by the context.” It also carries the meaning of “to be in the place 
of,” as in our instead of. (In Middle Low German, the Hanseatic cities were re-

156. Heidegger, Th e Essence of Truth, 66. I am informed and assisted in this paragraph by the excellent 
discussion in Rubenstein, Strange Wonder, 51– 54.

157. Heidegger, Th e Essence of Truth, 61, 62, 65.
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ferred to as de Steden.) Heidegger refuses the Latin derivation in favor of the 
Greek- Teutonic understanding. Th e pólis is, thus, not state or even city- state—
Heidegger sneers at people who think to solve the question by stringing predi-
cates together. It is “rather in the fi rst instance . . . ‘the stead’ [die Sitt e], the site 
[die Stätt e] of the abode of human history that belongs to humans in the midst 
of beings.”158 Earlier, he had asserted that the pólis is the polos159—he calls it 
both a “pole” and a “vortex” (Wirbel) “around which everything turns.”160 Polos 
is the word that Plato uses in the Timaeus (40c) for the axis of the universe 
around which everything turns.

Th e pólis thus determines the political, not the other way around. In this 
sense, the pólis is at the heart of Heidegger’s teaching. As Heidegger remarks 
in An Introduction to Metaphysics: “Th e pólis is the site of history, the here, in 
which, out of which and for which history happens. To this site of history be-
long the gods, the temples, the priests, the celebrations, the games, the poets, 
the thinkers, the ruler, the council of elders, the assembly of the people, the 
armed forces, and the ships.”161 Th e list is important. It includes religion, honor, 
competition, art, philosophy, politics, commerce, and warfare—as noted ear-
lier, all the elements of the Antigone choral ode. Th e pólis is, thus, not political, 
but that from which all that is human takes place (which is what history is), 
including and especially that which we call political. Th us, our understanding 
of the political presupposes the pólis, not the other way around.162 Th e pólis, as 
the space of human Dasein, thus comes into being by that which is unbound 
by Dasein, by that which, in the words of the Antigone ode, is hupsipólis apó-
lis—above the city, without a city.163 (Th ere is a parallel here to my discussion 
in chapter 2 of übersehen in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy: one is both above the 
world of culture and without it.)

It is his discussion of art, starting at some time in the early 1930s,164 that 

158. Martin Heidegger, Hölderlin’s Hymn “Das Ister” (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1996), 82.

159. See the discussion in Mark Blitz, “Heidegger and the Political,” Political Th eory 28, no. 2 (April 
2000): esp. 182– 86.

160. Heidegger, Hölderlin’s Hymn “Das Ister,” 81.
161. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, 162– 63/ Einführung in die Metaphysik, 116– 17.
162. See the similar conclusion in Elden, “Rethinking the Polis,” 416.
163. Antigone 370: “ἄλλ οτ’ ἐπ’ ἐσθλὸν ἕρπει / νόμους γεραίρων χθονὸς θεῶν τ’ ἔνορκον, / ύ̔ψιπόλις: 

ἄπολις ὅτῳ τὸ μὴ καλὸν / ξύνεστι τόλμας χάριν.” Most translations give litt le sense of “above the city: with-
out a city.” A rendering of Heidegger’s translation gives: “Rising high over the site, losing the site is he for 
whom what is not, is, always, for the sake of daring.”

164. “Th e Origin of the Work of Art” was writt en in 1934; the same year, Heidegger summarizes his 
views on art in Nietzsche I, sec. 12.
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leads Heidegger to expand his concern to the Dasein of a people, of a collectiv-
ity that knows itself to be one. Much of this exploration takes full form in the 
lectures on Nietzsche. He criticizes Nietzsche for giving a Schopenhauerian 
reading of the beautiful. Th is reading takes Kant’s claim that the aesthetic ex-
perience is “without interest” to imply the “the will is put out of commission.” 
Into this space Nietzsche wishes to put rapture or Rausch—dionysian intox-
ication that would be the opposite of Kant’s “disinterested delight.” Impor-
tantly, however, Heidegger goes on to say that Nietzsche erred here in being 
too Schopenhauerian. Had he avoided this allegiance, “he would have had to 
recognize that Kant alone grasped the essence of what Nietzsche in his own 
way wanted to comprehend concerning the decisive aspect of the beautiful.” 
Th e decisive aspect of the beautiful—for Heidegger and, in his reading, for 
Nietzsche—is the honoring of what is of worth in its appearance. Th e diff er-
ence between Kant and Heidegger- Nietzsche is that Heidegger and Nietzsche 
(in Heidegger’s corrected reading) “expand the meaning directly to all histori-
cal signifi cance and greatness.”165 And, although Heidegger does not discuss the 
matt er here, it is the case that this reading of Kant implies the possibility of an 
“enlarged mentality,” thus of a collective aspect to human Dasein. Heidegger’s 
consideration of the pólis thus extends the analysis of the temple in “Th e Ori-
gin of the Work of Art.” Th ere, the temple had established a relation between 
earth and the gods; in a similar manner, the Van Gogh painting opened us to 
and opened to us the world of the wearer of shoes. Th e pólis is the space in which 
humans are opened up or, rather, set on their way as and to their historical being.166 
As Heidegger notes: “Truth happens in the temple’s standing where it is. . . . 
[W]hat is as a whole is brought into unconcealedness and held therein. . . . 
Truth happens in Van Gogh’s painting. Th is does not mean that something is 
correctly portrayed but rather that in the revelation of the equipmental being 
of the shoes, that which is as a whole—world and earth in their counterplay—
att ains to unconcealedness.”167 J. M. Bernstein properly calls our att ention to 
the importance of the following passage from the essay: “Th e resoluteness in-
tended in Being and Time is not the deliberate action of a subject, but the open-

165. Heidegger, Nietzsche I and II, 111/ 130– 31. See the remarks, to which I am indebted, in Jacques 
Taminiaux, “On Heidegger’s Interpretation of the Will to Power as Art,” New Nietzsche Studies 3, nos. 1– 2 
(Winter/ Spring 1999): 1– 22.

166. Th e philosopher Ute Guzzoni, who studied with Heidegger and is the author of several books on 
him, indicates to me (personal communication, April 2011), as does William Richardson (personal com-
munication, May 2011), that, while Heidegger never actually used the word Gelassenheit in conjunction with 
pólis, he could very easily have done so.

167. Heidegger, “Th e Origin of the Work of Art,” 56.
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ing up of human being, out of its captivity into that which is, to the openness 
of Being. . . . In this way, standing- within is brought under law.”168 Th e move 
from the focus of Being and Time to that of the work of the 1930s is a move from 
the purely individual to the collective, a move, however, that in no way stands 
in contradiction to the earlier focus. (Hence, Heidegger is correct in saying 
that “Heidegger II” is contained in “Heidegger I.”) I averted to the affi  nity 
between the political and the aesthetic in the introduction to this book. Both 
the political and the aesthetic seek to move from the fi rst- person singular to 
the fi rst- person plural. Th is is not a move from subjectivity to universality—it 
is a recognition that the political claim, like the aesthetic, is constituted by the 
making available of that which (in a given set of circumstances) is common to 
the individual, and vice versa. Th at it is like the aesthetic is, I think, neither an 
aestheticization of the political nor a politicization of the aesthetic.169

Th e implication—indeed, the conclusion here—is that the pólis must be 
understood as an origin, as a work of art. Indeed, in the closing pages of “Th e 
Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger is specifi c: “Whenever art happens—
that is whenever there is a beginning—a thrust enters history, history either 
begins or starts over again. History means here . . . the transporting of a people 
into its appointed task as entrance into that people’s endowment. . . . Art is his-
torical, and as historical it is the creative preserving of truth in the work. Art 
happens as poetry. Poetry is founding in the triple sense of bestowing, ground-
ing and beginning. Art as founding is essentially historical.”170 Key here is the 
notion of beginning. Art shows us what a founding (as of a people, a country, 
a declaring of independence) is and why it is in and of history.171 He goes on 
to conclude the essay with: “Th e origin of a work of art—that is, the origin 
of both the creators and the preservers—is art. Th is is so because art is by its 
nature an origin: a distinctive way in which the truth comes into being, that 
is becomes historical.” Just below this passage he asks whether “we [are] in 
our existence historically at the origin” and suggests that the origin lies in the 
future.172 As we will see in the next chapter, Hannah Arendt will take the notion 
of a beginning and give it a diff erent direction than does Heidegger.

168. Ibid. See J. M. Bernstein, Th e Fate of Art (University Park: Pennsylvania University Press, 1992), 
125– 29.

169. Th us I disagree here with Bernstein (ibid., 130) and distance Heidegger from Walter Benjamin.
170. Heidegger, “Th e Origin of the Work of Art,” 77.
171. See Jacques Derrida, “Declarations of Independence,” New Political Science 15 (1986): 7– 15; and 

Bonnie Honig, “Declarations of Independence: Arendt and Derrida on the Problem of Founding a Repub-
lic,” American Political Science Review 85, no. 1 (March 1991): 97– 113.

172. Heidegger, “Th e Origin of the Work of Art,” 78.
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Th e pólis is the realm of historical freedom in that it is where human beings 
disclose that which they are with each other—their historical being, as Heideg-
ger calls it. He here equates being- in-the- world with being- with- others and 
calls this historicizing. Such historicizing is, he says, a destiny, and this destiny, 
consequent to “communicating and . . . struggling,” is “free.”173 History is, here, 
understood, not in anthropological terms, but in ontological ones.174 Heideg-
ger brings together Geschichtlichkeit (historicity) and Geschicklichkeit (fated-
ness, but also skillfulness)—one might understand what Heidegger means 
by historicity both here and in the inaugural rectorate address as “being sent 
on one’s way” with the willingness to take this sending on oneself.175 Th e pólis 
is, thus, the space of the encounter of beings with Being, which encounter, in 
turn, sends them on the way that is their own. (So Weber’s notion of voca-
tion is reborn, but now as a beginning with others.) Th e refusal or failure of 
such an encounter is what is meant by homelessness—increasingly the condi-
tion of modern human beings. To repeat: most importantly, historicity is for 
Heidegger ontological and not anthropological. As Hannah Arendt was to put 
it: “Th e polis, properly speaking, is not the city- state in its physical appear-
ance. . . . It is the space of appearance in the widest sense of the word, namely 
the space where I appear to others as others appear to me, where men exist 
not merely like other living or inanimate things but make their appearance ex-
plicitly. Th e space does not always exist, and . . . most [men] do not live in it. 
No man can live in it all the time.”176 Along similar lines, Heidegger asks in An 
Introduction to Metaphysics:

What if the fault is not our own, we of today, nor that of our immediate or 
most distant forebears, but rather is based in a happening that runs through 
Western history from the inception onwards, a happening that the eyes of 
historians will never reach, but which nevertheless happens—formerly, 
today, and in the future. What if it were possible that human beings, that 

173. Heidegger Being and Time sec. 74, p. 436 (also cited in a diff erent translation in Bernstein, Th e Fate 
of Art, 126).

174. See the discussion of a similar distinction in the work of Stanley Cavell (between “horizontal” 
and “vertical” understandings) in Joseph Lima and Tracy B. Strong, “Telling the Dancer from the Dance: 
On the Relevance of the Ordinary for Political Th ought,” in Th e Claim to Community: Essays on Stanley 
Cavell and Political Philosophy, ed. Andrew Norris (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), 58– 79.

175. I am assisted here by Hannah Arendt, “Concern with Politics in Recent European Th ought,” in 
Essays in Understanding, 428– 47, esp. 432. I might also note that Luther’s word for vocation is Schickung. I 
think that there are echoes here of Weber’s understanding of vocation, except that this is with others rather 
than by oneself.

176. Hannah Arendt, Th e Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 298– 99.



C H A P T E R  S E V E N — 316

peoples in their greatest machinations and exploits, have a relation to beings 
but have long since fallen out of Being, without knowing it, and what if this 
were the innermost and most powerful ground of their decline?177

“Falling out of Being” has been the lot of the West from very early on. Heideg-
ger’s question will be whether it is possible to rectify that situation (but what 
would rectifi cation mean?). Two important matt ers do follow from this consid-
eration. First, the encounter with Being was and is in no way absolute—it is 
the encounter of a particular people. In Being and Time, Heidegger says: “We 
have left  the arrogance of all Absolutes behind us.”178 As Hannah Arendt says: 
“Th is means that the philosopher has left  behind him the claim to be ‘wise’ 
and to know eternal standards for the perishable aff airs of the City of men, 
for such ‘wisdom’ could only be justifi ed from a position outside the realm of 
human aff airs and thought legitimate only by the philosopher’s proximity to 
the Absolute.”179 It is the nature of modernity to meld the primacy accorded 
to reason in the Western tradition since Plato with the pursuit of technology-
 based domination and to conclude that this is all there is. What is needed is 
what Nietzsche had called for—a critique of science itself.180

Second, if one takes on oneself that one is sent on one’s own way in the 
encounter with Being (which is what the pólis is), then one is obeying one’s 
own law, one is in the realm of freedom. Th is was again something on which 
Heidegger had placed emphasis in the inaugural rectorate address. Th is free-
dom, however, is understood neither in a positive nor in a negative sense.181 
However one construes own in the Kantian formula for autonomy, the central 
matt er is that the law be one’s own. In extending this to a people, Heidegger 
rejects any sense that this was democratic or that the democracy that was Ath-
ens in the fi ft h century might have encouraged such an artistic development. 
Th e fl ourishing of art in (democratic) fi ft h- century Athens is, for Heidegger, 
a mere historical coincidence. In a lett er to Wolfgang Petzel, he cites approv-
ingly a lett er of Jacob Burckhardt’s from which he draws the following: “As I 
grow older, I am increasingly one- sided in certain convictions. For example, 
that the day of decline begins with democracy in Greece. Th e great force that 

177. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, 39.
178. Heidegger, Being and Time, sec. 44, p. 229/ Sein und Zeit, p. 272.
179. Arendt, “Concern with Politics in Recent European Th ought,” 432.
180. Th at Nietzsche went much further in this pursuit than he is generally given credit for—indeed, 

that this was his central enterprise—is established in Babich, Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Science.
181. See Leslie Paul Th iele, “Heidegger on Freedom: Political not Metaphysical,” American Political 

Science Review 88 ( June 1994): 282.
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was accumulated continued to exist for a few more decades, long enough to 
create the illusion that this force was the work of democracy.” Heidegger adds 
to this passage the following: “Our Europe is disintegrating under the force of 
a democracy that comes from below against the many above.”182

Th is hostility to all aspects of democracy continues, even if Heidegger tried 
in the latt er part of his life to downplay it. Already in the Introduction to Meta-
physics, he had insisted on the centrality of the order of rank in the pólis.183 
When the lecture courses of 1936– 37 on Nietzsche were printed in 1961, he ex-
cised a certain number of passages. In the fi rst volume, he removed from the 
discussion of Nietzsche on nihilism the sentence: “For Nietzsche, Christianity 
is just as nihilistic as Bolshevism, and consequently just as nihilistic as mere so-
cialism.”184 In the original version, “mere” socialism was presumably contrasted 
to “national” socialism. More importantly, a lengthy passage is omitt ed aft er a 
citation of Nietzsche’s “God is dead.” Th is passage ends as follows:

Europe still wants to cling to “democracy” and does not want to learn to see 
that this would be historical death. For as Nietzsche clearly saw, democracy 
is just a derivative of nihilism, that is, the devaluation of the highest values, 
in such a way that they are henceforth just and only that—“values”—and 
no longer form giving powers. [Th ere follow citations from Will to Power.] 
Th erefore “God is dead” is not an atheistic formula, but rather the formula-
tion for a grounding experience of an event in Western history.185 I took up 
this phrase in full awareness in my 1933 rectorate address.186

It is of signifi cance that, in winter 1936, he chose to relate his Nietzsche lec-
tures to his inaugural rectorate address. He had resigned from the rectorate in 
1934. While aft er the war Heidegger would point to these lectures as examples 

182. Heidegger quoted from Petzet, Encounters and Dialogues, 222. I do not hold, however, as does 
Dom inik Finkelde (“Gegen die politische Philosophie,” Philosophisches Rundschau 57, no. 4 [August 2010]: 
328– 30), that this means that Heidegger is against all political involvement, although he clearly played his 
cards carefully, as when in the “Lett er on Humanism,” e.g., he warns against political involvement. In What 
Is Called Th inking? (1954; New York: Harper, 1968), 66– 73, he asserts that World War II decided nothing 
and cites favorably Nietzsche’s distress about the “decline of the state.”

183. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, 141/ Einführung in die Metaphysik, 102.
184. I owe these references to Fried, Heidegger’s Polemos, 259– 61. Th e omission comes aft er the end of 

the fi rst paragraph of p. 36 of the 1961 German edition of the Nietzsche lectures and on p. 27 of the English 
edition (aft er fi rst paragraph). One reason might be that Nietzsche knew nothing of Bolshevism.

185. Contrary to what Fried asserts (Heidegger’s Polemos, 259), this particular sentence is not omitt ed 
in the 1961 German edition. Th e next one is. See the German text without this paragraph in Nietzsche I, 183, 
and in English in Nietzsche I and II, 156.

186. Cited from Fried, Heidegger’s Polemos, 259.
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of his resistance to National Socialism, the text of the time makes clear that he 
associated them with whatever position he took as rector. (And I have argued 
that his position was related to National Socialism even though it was his own 
Privatnationalsocialismus and foresaw a “guardian” role for philosophers.) It is 
worth noting here that, while Heidegger excludes neither violence nor hier-
archy from the human practices that take place in the pólis (those named above 
are some of them), he does think that the essence of the political (the pólis) 
is itself centrally characterized by confl ict unto death, much as did Schmitt . 
For Heidegger, however, the polemos is deeper, more ontological than it is for 
Schmitt , who tends to see the political in closer relation to politics.187 Tom 
Rockmore argues that Heidegger’s ontology commits him to a “turn to poli-
tics.”188 It probably does, but this is not the same turn as a turn to the political. I 
have no desire to rescue or excuse what Heidegger says about politics; I have 
some hope for what he says about the political.

What is the relation between this site of Being and that which humans do? 
In the summer seminar of 1924 “Basic Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy,” 
Heidegger argued that rhetoric is “the discipline that most comfortably lays 
out possibilities for concrete being.”189 Rhetoric for Heidegger is here much 
the same as what Arendt would later mean by speech—a space of human inter-
action in which human activity constitutes the world in which those actions 
have meaning and where those actions are themselves subject to the world 
they have constituted.190 What is important is that Heidegger here follows and 
implements Aristotle’s defi nition of rhetoric: “It thus appears that rhetoric is 
an off shoot of dialectic and also of ethical studies. Ethical studies may fairly be 
called political” (Rhetoric 1356a 29). Rhetoric is “speaking- to-others,” and this 
is the essence of the pólis, and “being- in-the- pólis” is the fundamental possibil-

187. Although Heidegger certainly shared with Schmitt  the sense of the importance of polemos. See 
Fried, Heidegger’s Polemos; and Faye, Heidegger, esp. chap. 6. Faye (ibid., 228– 37) argues that Heidegger is a 
further radicalization of Schmitt ’s radicalization of Hegel and refers to Heidegger’s discussion of the “total 
state” in seminars from 1933– 34 for which he has notes. Žižek (In Defense of Lost Causes, 134) has convinc-
ingly argued for the diff erence between Hegel and Heidegger, arguing that “Heidegger’s concept of the 
Leader confounds” the objective aspect of governing with the subjective one (whereas Hegel keeps them 
separate).

188. Tom Rockmore, Heidegger’s Nazism and Philosophy, 49. Th e word pólis does not appear in Rock-
more’s index.

189. Daniel Gross, introduction to Heidegger and Rhetoric, ed. Daniel M. Gross and Ansgar Kemmann 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006), 9. Th is paragraph follows Gross’s analysis.

190. Th us, contrary to what Dana Villa argues in Arendt and Heidegger (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1995), there is, prior to Being and Time, an affi  nity between Heidegger and Arendt. She re-
members to the end Heidegger’s seminar on the Statesman.
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ity of being human.191 Th is permits Heidegger eighteen years later in his course 
on Das Ister to assert that Aristotle shows that humans are zõon politikòn (po-
litical animals) because they are ζῷον λόγον ἔχον (zōon logon ékon): “animals 
possessed with speech.” He writes: “Aristotle’s statement that the human being 
is zõon politikòn means that humans are those beings capable of belonging to 
the pólis: yet this entails precisely that they are not ‘political’ without further 
ado.”192 Being “political” is not something beings like ourselves necessarily do, 
like breathe—Weber had made the same point.

It is, thus, not, I think, the case that “later and aft er the fact, as it were, 
Heidegger has drawn upon mythologized and muddled concepts like ‘folk’ 
and ‘earth’ in an eff ort to supply his isolated Selves with a shared, common 
ground to stand on.”193 In drawing this conclusion, Hannah Arendt sought 
to distance the post- 1933 Heidegger from the Heidegger of Being and Time. 
She had argued, quite correctly I think, that, for Heidegger, “the character of 
man’s being is determined essentially by what man is not, his nothingness.”194 
Rather, he found in these concepts (all of which derive from his notion of the 
pólis) an account of the recurring, if never realized, possibility of the encoun-
ter of Sein by Dasein. Th at the Sein of Dasein is no- thing, as Arendt pointed 
out, means that any att empt at expressing it will necessarily be wrong and de-
ceptive. When Heidegger says that the “substance of man is not ‘spirit,’ [but] 
is rather existence,”195 he is saying that all one can properly say about human 
beings embodies only the fact that they are. Th e question of Being that Da-
sein raises about itself will never have an answer, but there are more and less 
rightful ways of raising it. (Here, we see why Heidegger understands truth as 
αλήθεια—as openness.) Th is means that there can be, so to speak, degrees of 
distance from Sein, depending on the questioning itself. His hope for the Ger-
man university had been that it would raise the question in such a way as to 
fi nd itself on its own way. In his recognition that there are what I might call de-
grees of the thought of Being and that, therefore, it is possible for there to be a 
world in which Being has been completely forgott en, there is the implication 
that existence is not necessary. Our world is poorly made—indeed, in “Th e 

191. See Martin Heidegger, Basic Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy (Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 2009), 78– 81.

192. Heidegger, Hölderlin’s Hymn “Das Ister,” 83.
193. Arendt, “What Is Existential Philosophy?” 181. Th is is her fi rst major English- language publication 

and her most overtly anti- Heideggerian.
194. Ibid., 180.
195. Heidegger, Being and Time, sec. 25, p. 110/ Sein und Zeit, p. 117.
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Question concerning Technology,” he indicates that humans are actively pur-
suing the unmaking of the world. As George Kateb noted: “To the Heideg-
gerian thought that it is an accident that there is not nothing . . . it now depends 
on human choice whether, one day, there will be nothing.”196

O U R  O N T I C  W O R L D

When Heidegger comes to discuss these ontic actualities, he emphasizes, as 
we have seen, two elements. First is the element of strife; second is the hos-
tility to democracy as a manifestation of the nihilism besett ing and infected 
Europe and the West. Th e understanding of strife has much to recommend it. 
His vision of democracy seems, on the other hand, thin. Here, I return to an 
argument that I advanced in chapter 6.

Th e pólis for Heidegger is the locus of humans’ historical relation to Being. 
It makes the political possible, and the political is, thus, an instantiation of the 
possibility of a human relation to Being. Th e pólis has, thus, for Heidegger an 
ontological status. Th e ontic qualities of politics—those he detailed in the In-
troduction to Metaphysics (“To this site of history belong the gods, the tem-
ples, the priests, the celebrations, the games, the poets, the thinkers, the ruler, 
the council of elders, the assembly of the people, the armed forces, and the 
ships”)—are all made possible by the pólis/ pólos/ pólein—which is the space 
in which human Dasein reveals itself.

For Heidegger, the political task for Germany is diff erent from what it was 
for the Greeks. For the Greeks, the task was to maintain the space of Dasein 
in the presence of Being. For modern Europeans—the Germans in particu-
lar—the task is to recover the engagement with Being in an age that has for-
gott en it. All seems to divert us: he instantiates as silly distractions the assas-
sination of King Alexander of Yugoslavia in France, the 1936 boxing victory of 
Max Schmeling over Joe Louis,197 and, notably, the party rallies—these are “di-
versions” that inhibit the raising of the questions, “What for? where to? And 
what then?”198 Like Schmitt  and Weber before him (and, indeed, like Haber-
mas aft er him), Heidegger thinks that Europe is in a very precarious space, or 
lack of space:

196. Kateb, “Th inking about Extinction, I,” 24.
197. An article in the SS journal Das schwarze Korps said: “Schmeling’s victory was not only sport. It 

was a question of prestige for our race” (htt p:// www .jewishvirtuallibrary .org/ jsource/ Holocaust/ joelouis 
.html). Schmeling lost the 1938 rematch in the fi rst round.

198. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, 40.
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Th is Europe, in its unholy blindness always on the point of cutt ing its own 
throat, lies today in the great pincers between Russia on the one side and 
America on the other. Russia and America, seen metaphysically, are both the 
same: the hopeless frenzy of unchained technology and the rootless orga-
nization of the average man. . . . We lie in the pincers. Our people [Volk], as 
standing in the center, suff ers the utmost pressure—our people, the richest 
in neighbors and hence the most endangered people, and for all that, the 
metaphysical people. We are sure of this vocation; but this people will gain 
a fate from its vocation only when it creates in itself a resonance, a possibil-
ity of resonance for this vocation, and grasps its tradition creatively. All this 
implies that this people, as a historical people, must transpose itself—and 
with it the history of the West—from the center of the future happenings 
into the originary realm of the powers of Being.199

Th e question that now confronts us is whether the only path out of Hei-
degger’s ontological understanding of the political (the pólis) is the antidem-
ocratic one that he took and whether that which is democratic is as neces-
sarily problematic as he asserts. I do not think that one can simply overlook 
this question. I do not think that this is a case of a “political misadventure,” as 
Miguel de Bestegui puts it.200 I have argued that Heidegger’s political positions 
have a clear relation to his philosophical understanding. Th us, if his ontological 
understanding of politics is fatally and necessarily linked to, and only to, his po-
litical pronouncements and his political activity, then there are grounds for re-
jecting it and his thought. If, however, the steps that Heidegger takes can open 
paths that he did not travel on, then that thought is of great import.

In Heidegger, the essential character of human being is determined pre-
cisely by the fact of taking on oneself this fact: to have existence in the world—
Dasein—is in its deepest sense to deny, to be guilty in relation to, to be in-
debted to Being. If what he says in the “Lett er on Humanism”—that what is 
essential in the determination of humanity in man is not man but Being—
then, since Being is no- thing, man is determined by no- thing. His emphasis 
on the central quality of death leads to the realization that, in the end, each is 
radically separate from each other. Contrary to Nietzsche, for Heidegger, in-
dividuation is the last word about human beings. We know by loving that we 
live alone. To this one might say that Heidegger still needs to account for—

199. Ibid., 41.
200. Miguel de Bestegui, Heidegger and the Political (London: Routledge, 1998), 8.
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to provide a possibility for—a common ground. When he sought to do so in 
the early 1930s, he came, I think, to regret the results, without, however, even 
seeing another possibility.201

In the 1930s, fl ush with possibilities for philosophical rebirth that he found 
in National Socialism, Heidegger had delineated a central role for the philos-
opher: the return to the cave presaged a potentially violent regrounding of 
human existence. By the end of the war, doubt has set in. In Plato’s Doctrine of 
Truth he writes:

Th e one who has been freed is supposed to lead these people too away from 
what is unhidden for them and to bring them face to face with the most un-
hidden. But the would-be liberator no longer knows his or her way around 
the cave and risks the danger of succumbing to the overwhelming power of 
the kind of truth that is normative there, the danger of being overcome 
by the common “reality” to be the only reality. Th e liberator is threatened 
with the possibility of being put to death. . . .

Th e return to the cave and the batt le waged within the cave between the 
liberator and the prisoners who resist all liberation . . . [is where] the story 
comes to conclusion.202

Th e interpretation of this passage is diffi  cult. “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth” was 
fi rst writt en in 1942 but not published until 1947. On the one hand, the lan-
guage is of struggle: there is “batt le,” the need to “tear away,” to “wrest from,” 
to “steal.” Change will be diffi  cult. On the other hand, the passage expresses 
doubt as to the possibility of success on the part of the “liberator.” Blame is 
placed mostly on the prisoners, not the liberator. Th is is close to a declaration 
of the irrelevance of philosophy to politics. Th e tone is diff erent from Heideg-
ger’s discussion of the cave in Th e Essence of Truth: On Plato’s Cave- Allegory 
and Th eateatus (writt en in 1931 and not published until 1943). Th ere he asserts: 
“Whoever comes out of the cave only to lose himself in the ‘appearing’ [Schei-
nen] of the ideas would not truly understand these. . . . He would regard the 

201. Žižek (In Defense of Lost Causes, 151– 52) argues almost perversely that the problem with the Nazis 
is that they did not go far enough to “disturb the basic structure of the modern capitalist social space” and 
that Heidegger never managed to transcend this limitation.

202. Martin Heidegger, “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth,” in Pathmarks (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 171. Mary- Jane Rubenstein, to whom I am indebted here, makes the same point and quotes 
this same passage (see Strange Wonder, 54).
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ideas themselves as just beings of a higher order. Deconcealment [Entbergsam-
keit] would not occur at all. It is clear from this that liberation does not achieve 
its fi nal goal merely by ascending to the sun. Freedom is not just a matt er of 
being unshackled, not just a matt er of being free for the light. Rather genuine 
freedom means to be a liberator from the dark. Th e descent back into the cave 
is not some subsequent diversion on the part of those who have become free, 
perhaps undertaken from curiosity about how cave life looks from above, but 
is the only manner through which freedom is genuinely realized.”203

One reading of the juxtaposition of these two passages would hold that, 
whereas in 1931 Heidegger saw himself as a liberator, by 1943 he despaired of 
such.204 As such, he would have been mistaken in his adherence to National 
Socialism. And there is certainly some truth to this in terms of his biography. 
However, in the earlier text, he goes on to complicate the question. In the dis-
cussion of the return to the cave, he notes that, in contemporary times, “people 
no longer get killed.”205 What death in the cave means now is: “Philosophy is 
powerless within the region of prevailing self- evidences. Only insofar as these 
themselves change can philosophy have its say.”206 So the problem is the nature 
of world in which the philosopher must live and teach. He is, however, not to 
leave the cave: “Being free, being a liberator, is to act together in history with 
those to whom one belongs in one’s nature.” However: “Th e philosopher must 
remain solitary, because this is what he is according to his nature. His solitude 
is not to be admired. Isolation is nothing to be wished for as such. Just for this 
reason must the philosopher, always in decisive moments, be there [da sein] 
and not give way. He will not misunderstand solitude in external fashion, as 
withdrawal and lett ing things go their own way.”207 Heidegger, it would seem, 
chose Nazism because it would change “prevailing self- evidences,” something 
the philosopher cannot do; he remained with it for the Germans were those 
to whom he belonged “in his own nature.” He was always there, solitary, quon-
dam sic futurus, the once and future philosopher- king. Whatever one makes of 
this stance, it is not that of Socrates. Th e expectation, however, that “prevailing 
self- evidences” can be changed was certainly not an unreasonable understand-

203. Heidegger, Th e Essence of Truth, 65– 66.
204. Th is is, if I read correctly, Rubenstein’s reading (Strange Wonder, 47– 56).
205. Th is is, incidentally, also Rousseau’s complaint about modernity in the Discourse on Arts and 

Sciences: instead of Socrates being required to drink hemlock, he is invited to a salon.
206. Heidegger, Th e Essence of Truth, 61 (my italics).
207. Ibid., 62, 63.
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ing—as in my citation of Cavell above as to the possible appeals of Nazism. 
Like Lenin, Heidegger seems to have assumed that all changes in “prevailing 
self- evidences” would ultimately be for the good.

Heidegger’s position sets up the denial, not only of anything that might be 
called democratic, but also of speaking with others in general, for it makes it 
clear, as he famously says in the Spiegel interview, that “only a god can save us.” 
In chapter 8 and the conclusion, I wish to see what another path or paths might 
be—and what diff erence they might make. I shall center the chapter around 
the work of Hannah Arendt, who owes something to most of the writers con-
sidered in this book. She is neither, as she once replied to a labeling by Eric 
Voegelin in his review of Th e Origins of Totalitarianism, “a liberal, nor a positiv-
ist, nor a pragmatist.”208 She is, however, in some sense of the word, a democrat, 
which none of those I have considered in the previous chapters is.

208. Hannah Arendt, “A Reply to Eric Voegelin,” in Essays in Understanding, 405.
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Without a Banister: 
Hannah Arendt and Roads Not Taken

It is hard to speak the truth for in fact there is only one, but 
it is living and thus has a living and changing face.

Franz Kafk a, “Th e Truth about Sancho Panza”

One always fi nds horror in oneself—fortunately one can act.

André Malraux, Man’s Fate

For unto us a child is born. . . .

Isa. 9:6

O V E R  T H E  C O U R S E  O F  T H I S  B O O K ,  I  H A V E  E X A M I N E D  S I X  T H I N K E R S  W H O 

have been and are of central importance to the understanding of the condition 
of Western men and women in the twentieth century (and, to some degree, to 
the rest of the world also). In a nontrivial sense, they give us, or try to give us, 
some of the vocabulary by which we try to make sense of the world in which 
we (Westerners, more likely white than not, more likely male than not) live. 
All of them share a common conviction that the institutions and practices of 
liberalism are inadequate to the demands and stresses of the present times. 
Th at they have thought so is not entirely without reason. Th is is a century that 
has seen a new form of warfare—total warfare, involving not just a few nations 
but much of the globe, involving not just armies but entire populations both 
actively and passively. A conservative estimate gives 155 million deaths in the 
wars of the twentieth century, 43 million deaths in genocides, 87 million deaths 
from famine. And we are not counting those maimed in body and in spirit. 
What used to be thought of as nature is increasingly revealed to be understood 
as a supply dump from which humans may extract what they want. Indeed, we 
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have “cracked nature’s mold.”1 Th e question arises whether we are capable of 
making sense of and engaging these developments. As George Kateb has re-
marked, the twentieth century was the morally worst century ever.2

Another way of putt ing my central question is to ask whether the canon of 
political theory up until, say, sometime in the nineteenth century (Plato, Aris-
totle, Augustine, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and so forth), even 
with all its pessimism about the human condition, is adequate to the events 
of the twentieth century (and the twenty- fi rst).3 Th e answer to that question 
seems to me in important elements to tend toward the negative. Th e decen-
tering of the universe, the decentering of the human species, the decentering 
of the rational agent, the unlimited exploitation of nature, and the exponential 
growth of technological capabilities, all these are cumulative developments 
that call into question the promise that intentional and conscious human ac-
tivity might be adequate to our times. Th is is all the more the case when one 
considers the vastly enhanced capacities for the manipulation of understand-
ing that modern developments in the media (from radio to the Internet) have 
engendered. Clemenceau was once asked what people will say about the ori-
gins for the First World War. His answer was that he did not know but that they 
would not say that Belgium invaded Germany. It is no longer the case that we 
can be so certain of this. Even if traces of the past remain (as in the hat that 
Clementis, a member of the Polish Politburo, had placed on the head of the 
Party leader, Clement Gott wald, during a cold- weather review, only to be him-
self airbrushed out of the picture aft er falling from grace: his hat remained),4 
they are available only to those who remember—and memory is limited more 
by power than even by lifetime. “ ‘I have done that,’ says my memory. ‘I can-
not have done that,’ says my pride, and remains adamant. At last—memory 
yields,” wrote Nietzsche.5

Such issues were important to all those considered in the previous chap-
ters. Such concerns have been of central concern to their thoughts about the 
human condition. Th e vocabulary they provide us—words like bureaucracy, 
party, unconscious, Gestell, exceptional case, leadership, genealogy—are central to 
any att empt at understanding the world in which we live. On occasion, these 

1. William Shakespeare, King Lear, 3.2.8.
2. Kateb, Human Dignity, 85.
3. See Kateb, “Th e Adequacy of the Canon.”
4. Milan Kundera, Th e Book of Laughter and Forgett ing (New York: Harper, 1999), 3– 4. Th e same fate 

befell the photographer who took the picture.
5. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 68, WKG, 6-2, 86.
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thinkers may seem to claim to att empt what Sheldon Wolin once called epic 
theory: “By an act of thought, the theorist seeks to reassemble the whole po-
litical world. He aims to grasp present structures and interrelationships, and 
to re- present them in a new way. Like the extraordinary scientifi c theory, such 
eff orts involve a new way of looking at the familiar world, a new way with its 
own cognitive and normative standards.”6 Wolin relates this to the kind of rev-
olutions in science famously described by Th omas Kuhn. Yet such theorizing 
is the construction of a particular vision—what will serve as a banister for 
those who will make use of it. Hence, it is epic—and epics serve as the text-
books for a people and an epoch. To a greater or lesser degree, not always suc-
cessfully, the writers considered in this book try to do without such vision. It 
was not without consideration that Heidegger refers to his writings as “paths, 
not works.”

If the world is as disjointedly out of frame as it seems, then any political the-
ory adequate to that will have to start from the fact of the dislocation of human 
beings. I tried in the introduction and chapter 1 to lay out some of the shared 
ways these thinkers see this world, this despite their diff erent positions on, 
or off , the political spectrum. I suggested that, genealogically, they all found 
themselves in a radicalization of the Kantian critical project. It is noteworthy, 
however, that none of those I have considered are liberals, or even, in most 
contemporary senses, democrats. Some of them lent themselves, more or less 
actively, to what one can only call evil. I want, therefore, in this chapter to see 
whether it is possible to share—indeed, to start from—some of the under-
standings of those considered in this book and still have a politics that lends 
itself to some understanding that is democratic. In his “Th e Adequacy of the 
Canon,” George Kateb suggests that one writer who might have such a claim 
is Hannah Arendt.7

: : :
Hannah Arendt was born in 1906 to a secular Jewish family in what is now 
Hannover. She grew up in Königsberg (Kant’s hometown) and Berlin.8 She 
studied philosophy at the University of Marburg with Heidegger, with whom 

6. Sheldon Wolin, “Political Th eory as a Vocation” (1969), in Machiavelli and the Nature of Political 
Th ought, ed. Martin Fleisher (New York: Atheneum, 1972), 65– 66.

7. Kateb, “Th e Adequacy of the Canon,” 384.
8. A short but useful biography is in Julia Kristeva, Hannah Arendt (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2001), 8– 30. A complete account is Elizabeth Young- Bruehl, For Love of the World (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2004).
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she had a deep love aff air. Breaking off  the relationship, she moved to Heidel-
berg and wrote a thesis on the concept of love in Saint Augustine under the 
direction of Karl Jaspers. As a Jew (and a woman), she was prevented from 
habilitating (the prerequisite for teaching in German universities). With the 
rise of Nazism (she had been researching anti- Semitism), she was interrogated 
by the Gestapo and, thereaft er, left  for Paris. In 1940, aft er the war broke out, 
she was imprisoned but managed to escape and, through the aid of sympa-
thetic Americans, made her way to the United States with her husband. She 
eventually took up university teaching positions at Princeton, Berkeley, North-
western, the University of Chicago, and the New School for Social Research. 
Th roughout her career in America, she refused the designation philosopher,9 
saying that, whereas philosophy was concerned with human beings in their 
singularity, she was concerned with human beings in their plurality, for “men, 
not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world.”10 She thus called herself a 
political theorist. She died in 1975.

Th e secondary literature on Arendt is extensive and has recently been grow-
ing exponentially. As befi ts any great thinker, she has been claimed for almost 
every position: I have att ended panels where she has sequentially appeared 
as a German existentialist, a racist, a forerunner of Habermasian ideal speech 
theory, a theorist of local American democracy, an early feminist, a postmod-
ernist avant (or should it be en marge de?) la lett re—all this in the space of two 
hours. I do not want to address her manifold avatars here. Nor do I want to 
focus separately on what is generally thought to be her “biggest” book—Th e 
Human Condition. In part, this is because much of it seems well- known or at 
least readily available in good commentaries: her distinction of work, labor, 
and action has passed into the vocabulary of political thought, even if it is not 
always accepted.11 Th is is also in part because it would lead me to an extensive 
exploration specifi cally of her relation to the thought of Heidegger, and this 
has been generally increasingly well done in the more developed secondary 
literature.12 Nor is it necessary as I am convinced that her work is prett y much 

9. See the interview with Gunther Gaus in Arendt’s Essays in Understanding, 3.
10. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 7.
11. Much remains to be done. See most centrally Patchen Markell, “Arendt’s Work: On the Architecture 

of Th e Human Condition,” College Literature 38, no. 1 (Winter 2011): 15– 44.
12. See, in particular, Villa, Arendt and Heidegger. A less philosophical but still interesting account of 

their relation is Daniel Maier- Katkin, Stranger fr om Abroad: Hannah Arendt, Martin Heidegger, Friendship 
and Forgiveness (New York: Norton, 2010). Reductively sensationalist is Elzbieta Ett inger, Hannah Arendt/ 
Martin Heidegger (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007).
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of a piece and that her concerns remain constant throughout her life.13 What 
I do want to do is to refl ect on what she saw political theory to be. She travels 
much the same road as most of the thinkers I consider in this book—Nietz-
sche, Weber, Schmitt , and Heidegger in particular—but she takes a turn that 
is diff erent. And that makes all the diff erence.

Aristotle had told us that philosophy begins in thaumázein—θαυμάζειν (to 
wonder, marvel, be astonished). In the New Testament, the word appears only 
twice. In the parallel occurrences (Matt . 27:14 and Mark 15:5), Pilate marvels 
at the fact that Jesus says nothing.14 What is signifi cant is that thaumázein is as-
sociated there with the encounter of an experience for which there were no 
words. As Arendt remarks: “Th e wonder that man endures or which befalls 
him cannot be related in words because it is too general for words. . . . Th at this 
speechless wonder is the beginning of philosophy became axiomatic for both 
Plato and Aristotle.”15 Th e word means a kind of an initial wordless astonish-
ment at what is, at that that is is. For Aristotle, thaumázein is the beginning of 
philosophy as wonder. It is not for the Greeks, therefore, the beginning of po-
litical philosophy.

Key here is the fact of speechlessness. Th is wonder “cannot be related in 
words because it is too general for words.” Arendt suggests that Plato encoun-
tered it in those moments in which Socrates, “as though seized by a rapture, 
[fell] into complete motionlessness, just staring without seeing or hearing any-
thing.” It follows from that that “ultimate truth is beyond words.” Neverthe-
less, humans want to talk about that which cannot be spoken: “As soon as the 
speechless state of wonder translates itself into words, it . . . will formulate in 
unending variations what we call the ultimate questions.” Th ese questions—
What is being? Who is the human being? What is the meaning of life? What is 
death? and so forth—“have in common that they cannot be answered scien-
tifi cally.” Th us, Socrates’ “I know that I do not know” is actually an expression 
that opens the door to the political, public realm, in the recognition that noth-
ing that can be said there can ever have the quality of being fi nal.16

13. As is Ernst Vollrath in the fi ne essay “Hannah Arendt and the Method of Political Th inking,” Social 
Research 44 (Spring 1977): 160– 82.

14. Th e Greek is koine. Mark dates from around 50– 75 CE, Matt hew probably about twenty- fi ve years 
later. Matt hew: καὶ οὐκ ἀπεκρίθη αὐτῷ πρὸς οὐδὲ ἓν ῥῆμα, ὥστε θαυμάζειν τὸν ἡγεμόναλίαν; Mark: ὁ δὲ ̓ Ιησοῦς 
οὐκέτι οὐδὲν ἀπεκρίθη, ὥστε θαυμάζειν τὸν Πειλᾶτον. Th e Latin Vulgate uses mirare for thaumázein. Th e oc-
currence in the Gospels is probably the result of an import of Greek philosophy into the Christian event.

15. Hannah Arendt, “Philosophy and Politics,” Social Research 71, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 427– 54, 449.
16. Ibid.
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Arendt is concerned with the meaning of political being- in-the- world as a 
person, as opposed to, say, as a moral or religious or social or economic being-
 in-the- world. She wants, as she says, “to think what we are doing” and, thus, 
not only what we are.17 If it were to be the case that the tradition of political 
philosophy now obscures the actuality of present- day political being- in-the-
 world, then it will be necessary to remove or go elsewhere than that philos-
ophy in order for our political experience—or the lack of it—actually to be 
available to us.18 Suppose we read Arendt as saying that political philosophy 
must now turn and thaumázein—and wonder—not at that what is is, but at 
human actuality, at the world of human activity.19 Th is would involve a change 
in philosophy—for which Hannah Arendt says philosophers are not particu-
larly well equipped. She thinks that such a turn would rest on and derive from 
several elements—she mentions in particular Jaspers’s reformulation of truth 
as transcending the realm that can be instrumentally controlled, thus related 
to freedom; Heidegger’s analysis of ordinary everyday life; and existentialism’s 
insistence on action. It will be an inquiry into the “political signifi cance of 
thought; that is into the meaningfulness and the conditions of thinking for a 
being that never exists in the singular and whose essential plurality is far from 
explored when an I- Th ou relationship is added to the traditional understand-
ing of human nature.”20

What is problematic with purely philosophical thaumázein? Th e Th racian 
maid, who appears in the title to Jacques Taminiaux’s book and in his analysis 
stands for Arendt, derives from an account in the Th eateatus. On encountering 
Th ales, who, all- focused in his wondering, had fallen into a well, the maid notes 
that the philosopher had “failed to see what was in front of him.” Mary- Jane 
Rubenstein notes four elements to Arendt’s suspicion of excessive wonder, a 
suspicion that was, one assumes, directed at Heidegger. First, such wonder 
allows avoidance of the messiness of the everyday world; second, such “un-
critical openness” leads philosophers to be “swept away by dictators.” Th ird, 
such wonder alienates the philosopher (as we saw with Heidegger aft er 1945) 
from the world around him. And, fi nally, such openness to the mystery of the 

17. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 5.
18. Th is is the process that Heidegger calls Abbau and that Derrida, with explicit reference to Heideg-

ger, calls deconstruction. See Jacques Derrida, “Lett er to a Japanese Friend,” in Derrida and Diff erence, ed. 
David C. Wood and Robert Bernasconi (Warwick: Parousia, 1985), 1.

19. See the excellent discussion of thaumázein and judgment in Jacques Taminiaux, Th e Th racian Maid 
and the Professional Th inker: Arendt and Heidegger (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 168– 
98, esp. 193.

20. Arendt, “Concern with Politics in Recent European Th ought,” 425.
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world “disables decision making.”21 Arendt herself called att ention in 1972 to 
the fact that a problem with Th e Human Condition was that it accepted the 
(metaphysical) distinction of the vita contemplativa and vita activa, without, 
however, saying anything at all about the former.22 How might one avoid mak-
ing the distinction too radical?

Th e fi rst thing to recognize about the human world is that it is one of ap-
pearance. In the fi rst volume of Th e Life of the Mind, Arendt writes: “In this 
world which we enter, appearing from a nowhere, and from which we disap-
pear into a nowhere, Being and Appearing coincide. Nothing and nobody ex-
ists in this world whose very being does not presuppose a spectator.”23 From 
this somewhat Kantian judgment she draws three consequences. First is that 
every birth constitutes something new, marks an origin, a founding.24 Before 
I am there was nothing; aft er I am not there is nothing. Each human birth is a 
καιρὸς, that critical moment that marks a qualitative newness. Second, every 
birth is also a death; whereas nature knows neither birth nor death, anything 
(i.e., human beings) that by its nature has a beginning and an end is neces-
sarily a story, a narrative. Th us: “Th e chief characteristic of this specifi cally 
human life, whose appearance and disappearance constitute worldly events, 
is that it is itself always full of events which ultimately can be told as a story, 
establish a biography.”25 Finally, consequent to the fi rst two claims, the third is 
that nothing “exists in the singular; everything that is is meant to be perceived 
by someone.”26

Th us, the second basic recognition about the political realm as Arendt con-
ceives of it is that it deals with plurality: “Politics arise between men, and so 
quite outside of man.” Arendt will, thus, be less concerned with the question of 
human rights, for rights pertain to man, not, that is, to men in their plurality. 
God created man but not men—indeed, originally, he created man in isola-
tion, and it was only in response to a demand from the fi rst man that he cre-
ated another human being. Men create men—others like themselves. If all 

21. Rubenstein, Strange Wonder, 21.
22. Hannah Arendt, “On Hannah Arendt,” in Hannah Arendt: Th e Recovery of the Public World, ed. 

Melvyn Hill (New York: St. Martin’s, 1979), 305– 6. See the important discussion in Jacques Taminiaux, 
“Arendt, disciple de Heidegger?” Etudes phénoménologiques 1, no. 2 (1985): 111– 36. Taminiaux cites this ac-
count. Note the question mark.

23. Hannah Arendt, Th inking, vol. 1 of Th e Life of the Mind (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1978), 19.

24. See Hannah Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 51– 52, 
and Th e Human Condition, 247.

25. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 97.
26. Arendt, Th inking, 19.
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men were absolutely diff erent one from the other, there could be no politics. 
Th at there is similarity is consequent to their relative equality. Politics thus “or-
ganizes those who are absolutely diff erent with a view to their relative equal-
ity and contradistinction to their relative diff erences.”27 As we shall see, her 
emphasis on plurality means that Arendt does not share the implicit elitism 
that one fi nds in Heidegger’s focus on human Being. It also means that she is 
not guilty of that of which she is oft en accused, of a nostalgia for the pólis, as if 
Greece could be or should be reborn in the twentieth century. She learns from 
Greece—but she does so as a modern, centrally conscious of the political de-
velopments of her time.28

Th e two realities of appearance and plurality mean that who I am is to a con-
siderable and determining degree dependent on others. While Arendt does 
assert that “up to a point I can choose how I appear to others,”29 it is more im-
portantly the case that “this disclosure of ‘who’ . . . [one] is . . . is implicit in 
everything somebody says and does. . . . [I]ts disclosure can almost never be 
achieved as a willful purpose, as though one possessed and could dispose of 
this ‘who’ in the same manner he has and can dispose of his qualities.”30 We 
rejoin here a theme fi rst seen in Nietzsche of the importance of the specta-
tor—which is a matt er, not just of being seen, but of allowing oneself to be seen 
and to see.

How do men relate to each other as men (nowadays we might phrase 
the question in terms of humans, for that is what Arendt means)? Central to 
 Arendt’s thought about the political are two elements. Th e fi rst is what she, fol-
lowing but revising Heidegger, calls thinking. Th e second is derived from Kant, 
but again modifi ed: it is the concept of judgment. Her thought linking these 
two elements is entirely novel and permits a revision of the oft en- held opin-
ion that she wants to go back to the Greeks or that she has litt le sense of the 
actualities of politics as they are practiced. It also permits an answer to Hanna 
F. Pitkin’s somewhat hostile rhetorical question: “What is it that they talked 
about in that endless palaver in the agora? . . . What was the content of political 

27. Hannah Arendt, “Introduction into Politics,” in Th e Promise of Politics, 96.
28. See the excellent Ernst Vollrath, “Hannah Arendt: A German- American Jewess Views the United 

States—and Looks Back to Germany,” in Hannah Arendt and Leo Strauss: German Emigres and American Po-
litical Th ought Aft er World War II, ed. Peter Graf Kielmansegg, Horst Mewes, and Elizabeth Glaser- Schmidt 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), esp. 46– 47.

29. Arendt, Th inking, 34.
30. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 179. Similar thoughts and some of the same quotes are in Susan 

Bickford, Listening, Confl ict and Citizenship: Th e Dissonance of Democracy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1996), 60– 61.
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speech and action and why is this question so diffi  cult to answer from 
[Arendt’s] text?”31

In any historical period that is not in crisis (say, the period from 1815 to 
1914),32 one might distinguish categories of existence that are unquestioned (in 
the sense that they are generally taken for granted, say, the existence of private 
property for much of the middle and upper classes) from those that are un-
questionable (those which one would not even know how to question). A crisis 
occurs when that which is unquestionable is questioned.33 Th is can happen—
as it did consequent to the thought of Marx and others—when the unques-
tioned is pushed far enough that it moves into the realm of the unquestionable 
(as happened with Lenin’s analysis of revolution).34

How do we tell right from wrong—what can we mean to say to one an-
other—in an age when nothing any longer sensuously connects us to a tran-
scendental principle, when instrumentality triumphs over any substantive 
consideration of ends, when nothing is unquestionable? Such an age is an age of 
epistemological and political rupture—all that had been established as fi rm no 
longer has force. It is an age of revolution. As Marx famously remarked in Th e 
Communist Manifesto: “All that is solid melts into thin air.” Arendt thus reads 
the advent of totalitarianism—most especially in its Nazi manifestation—
as something new, as a human phenomenon for which our past gave us no 
names.35 Adolf Eichmann, for instance, was an ordinary human being Nazi of-
fi cial; he was able to give an accurate account of Kant’s categorical imperative, 
even to say that he tried to live it. He nonetheless had committ ed, and fostered 
the commission of, atrocity.

It is precisely the crisis of our time that may make it possible for humans to 
think. In the 1953 “Understanding and Politics,” responding, as it were, to a cry 
of longing by Kant,36 Arendt writes: “Even though we have lost yardsticks by 
which to measure, and rules under which to subsume the particular, a being 
whose essence is a beginning may have enough of origin within himself to 

31. Hanna F. Pitkin, “Justice: On Relating Private and Public,” Political Th eory 9, no. 3 (August 1981): 
327– 52, at 336– 37. See also her Th e Att ack of the Blob: Hannah Arendt’s Concept of the Social (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2000).

32. See the discussion in, e.g., Hobsbawm, “Th e Age of Total War,” 21– 35.
33. See R. G. Collingwood, Th e Idea of History, rev. ed., with an introduction by Jan Van der Dussen 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1993).
34. I am conscious over the next several pages of a general infl uence of Ronald Beiner’s interpretive 

essay in his edition of Hannah Arendt’s Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy.
35. See the excellent Peter Baehr, “Identifying the Unprecedented: Hannah Arendt, Totalitarianism, 

and the Critique of Sociology,” American Sociological Review 67, no. 6 (December 2002): 804– 31.
36. See the epigraph to the introduction.
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understand without preconceived categories and to judge without the set of 
customary rules which is morality.”37 Note here that she is speaking of under-
standing and judging by oneself—without reliance on “preconceived catego-
ries.” Th is is what she meant by thinking without a banister. As we saw in chap-
ters 1 and 2, the loss of yardsticks was the subject of Nietzsche’s sett ing out of 
the consequences of the death of God. Th us, for Arendt, as for Nietzsche,38 
if the crisis of our time can be a catastrophe, it can also be an opportunity. 
When one thinks without a banister, one thinks without reference to either 
unquestioned categories of thought or to unquestionable ones. (Th us, when 
Nietzsche urges us to “doubt bett er than Descartes,”39 he is urging us to think 
without a banister.) One also thinks without reference to “morality.” Th inking 
is now beyond good and evil. While the concern with thinking is prominent 
with Arendt from the time of her work with Martin Heidegger, her initial, most 
extended refl ections on thinking come to a great degree from her experience 
of the trial of Adolf Eichmann. As I examine below, she had been struck in Je-
rusalem by the degree to which Eichmann was a usual human being—not sa-
distic, not even particularly anti- Semitic. What was central to him, she found, 
was his thoughtlessness.

W H A T  I S  I T  T H A T  I S  C A L L E D  T H I N K I N G ?

By thinking, Arendt means the “habit of examining and refl ecting on whatever 
happens to come to pass, regardless of specifi c content and quite independent 
of results.” It is “to do more with [one’s] intellectual abilities . . . than to use 
them as an instrument for knowing and doing.” Th inking thus, to recall Heide-
gger, gets us nowhere; indeed, Arendt goes on to say: “Th e thoughts which I 
had yesterday will satisfy this need [to think] today only to the extent that I 
can think them anew.”40 Th inking is, thus, what is required by and made possible 
by the lack of a banister, for, if there are universal or transcendent categories 
to rely on, then there is, according to Arendt, no need to think (this does not 

37. Hannah Arendt, “Understanding and Politics,” in Essays in Understanding, 321.
38. For example, Nietzsche, Th us Spoke Zarathustra, 3, “On Old and New Tables,” 8, WKG, 6-1, 242: 

“Sind nicht alle Geländer und Stege in’s Wasser gefallen?” (Have not all handrails [banisters] and foot-
bridges fallen into the water?).

39. WKG, 8-3, 373.
40. Hannah Arendt, “Th inking and Moral Considerations,” in Responsibility and Judgment (New York: 

Schocken, 2003), 160, 163. I am assisted in what follows by Maurizio Passerin d’Entrèves, “Arendt’s Th eory 
of Judgment,” in Th e Cambridge Companion to Hannah Arendt, ed. Dana Villa (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2000), 245– 60.
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mean that one could not, only that our life situation does not make it neces-
sary). Th inking without a banister thus means thinking for oneself—deines 
eigenes Weg, as Kant had put it. It does not mean following orders (no mat-
ter what oaths one might have sworn); it does not mean accepting the domi-
nant social norm (no matt er how humane that might be). It does mean think-
ing by oneself. In doing so, however, one is not isolated. Importantly, Arendt 
points out that, when one thinks by oneself, one thinks in a dialogue with one-
self, what she calls in Th inking a “silent intercourse.”41 In a key passage, she ar-
gues that, when one thinks, one automatically encounters one’s conscience—
and consciousness leads to conscience (indeed, in French, the two words are 
the same). Th is is to say that, in thinking, one encounters a voice that tells us 
whether what we are doing is something that we ought not to do.42

Th inking is, thus, precisely not subjective. It is a dialogue of the self with the 
self that can call—when appropriate—the actions of the self into question. It 
is, thus, precisely political in that thinking necessarily puts us into contact with 
a larger world. If it is not yet what in “Truth and Politics”43 Arendt calls rep-
resentative thinking—where I take the thoughts of others into my own, not as 
my own, but as those of others—it is conclusive and not subjective. She notes, 
importantly, that it speaks negatively and instantiates as an example Socrates’ 
daimon. (At the end of the Apology, Socrates tells the jury that his daimon has 
not sought to dissuade him from his course of action and, thus, that the course 
he has chosen must therefore be good.)

It follows from this that not everyone thinks all the time and, indeed, that 
one can lack or refuse or deny oneself the ability to think at all. We are not 
thinking when we are following a rule, an order. When acting from a bureau-
cratic position, we do not, in Arendt’s sense, think. It is the case, however, as 
she says in Th inking, that thinking is, or remains in principle, an ever- present 
possibility for everyone, even if most, for much of the time, do not think.44 
Here, the debt to Kant (whom Arendt had read fi rst, she recalls, at age four-
teen, a reading that made it clear to her that she was to study philosophy) 

41. Arendt, Th inking, 191. See also her “Th inking and Moral Considerations,” 165.
42. In “Civil Disobedience” (in Crises of the Republic [New York: Harcourt Brace, 1972], 58– 68), 

Arendt will criticize Th oreau for allowing individual conscience to take precedence in the political realm. 
I think that this is a comprehensible but narrow reading of Th oreau. For Th oreau, civil disobedience makes 
the state recognize that one is against it; it appeals to the people at large to recognize this refusal; it identi-
fi es those who have, in Th oreau’s words in “Civil Disobedience,” “chosen to be an agent of the government.” 
See Cavell, Th e Senses of Walden, 82– 84.

43. See the discussion below
44. Arendt, Th inking, 191.
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comes through very strongly. While I will argue below that this concern shapes 
her entire corpus, it is also apparent, as I noted, that it comes to downstage 
prominence only with the experience at the trial of Adolf Eichmann. Indeed, 
J. Glenn Gray tells us that it is “to the thoughtless Eichmann that we owe . . . 
her resolve to explore . . . the realm of thought.”45 It is in Eichmann that a cen-
tral quality of the modern world is crystallized for Arendt.

Eichmann had been in charge of the Final Solution in Hungary and had 
been the secretary taking the notes for the Wannsee conference in 1942 at 
which the Final Solution was decided on. While he himself had not person-
ally shot anyone, he had been responsible for the eff ective and quite effi  cient 
carrying out of the extermination policy against Hungarian Jews. Aft er the 
war, he had escaped to Argentina, where, in 1960, the Mossad had tracked him 
down and kidnapped him, returning with him to Israel. He was put on trial 
and eventually condemned to death and hung. Arendt covered the trial for 
the New Yorker magazine. She concluded that what was most troubling about 
Eichmann was precisely his normality—he was not a monster or a sadist, and, 
indeed, during the trial he had, as we have seen, been able to give an adequate 
account of Kant’s categorical imperative and claimed to live by it (even if the 
order of the Führer was now the “present and future German reality and its 
law,” as Heidegger informed his students). Arendt saw in this a new order of 
evil, an evil particular to the present, an evil extremely troubling as those who 
engaged in it had no sense of doing something wrong. Important here is her 
realization—for her centrally characteristic of the political events of the (now 
just) past century—that, under modern conditions, those who commit evil 
do not feel that they are doing so or at least understand their acts as necessary 
and justifi ed in terms of some important goal to be achieved. Most bluntly, Hit-
ler (and Eichmann) did not feel that they had done something impermissibly 
wrong. And this means that moral self- consciousness cannot by itself be relied 
on to deter the most awful of acts. Nor did Arendt think this thoughtlessness 
limited to Nazi totalitarianism.

I shall not here go into the controversy that Arendt’s articles and book gen-
erated.46 Most of it centered around her reporting of the fact that some of the 
Jewish councils (the groups in charge of order in various ghett oes) had coop-
erated with the Nazis in bringing order to the process by which Jews were de-
ported to the camps (these events were a very small part of her book) and espe-

45. J. Glenn Gray, “Winds of Th ought,” Social Research 44, no. 1 (Spring 1977): 45.
46. Th ey are well summarized in Maier- Katkin, Stranger fr om Abroad, 268– 93.
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cially around an incorrect reading that Arendt was downplaying the horrors of 
the Holocaust and excusing Eichmann.47 What is of interest here is the reason 
she gives at the end of the book as to why Eichmann should, in fact, be con-
demned. Her verdict is based precisely on her claim that what was most dis-
turbing about Eichmann was that he never—in the sense described above—
thought. I shall return to this below.

Th inking is most centrally having a way of having perspective on oneself—
two are always involved. It is, thus, necessarily self- critical. As Arendt under-
stands thinking to be precisely the simultaneous expression of freedom and 
responsibility that characterizes that which is truly human, it also makes pos-
sible thinking that is political. She writes:

Political thought is representative. I form an opinion by considering a given 
issue from diff erent viewpoints, by making present to my mind the stand-
points of those who are absent; that is, I represent them. Th is process of 
representation does not blindly adopt the actual views of those who stand 
somewhere else, and hence look upon the world from a diff erent perspec-
tive; this is a question neither of empathy, as though I tried to be or to feel 
like somebody else, nor of counting noses and joining a majority but of 
being and thinking in my own identity where actually I am not. Th e more 
people’s standpoints I have present in my mind . . . the stronger will be my 
capacity for representative thinking.48

Th e reference to “form[ing] an opinion” is important. If for Arendt the human 
world is one of appearance and plurality, then both our thought and our judg-
ment will be structured by appearance and plurality. Human aff airs must, thus, 
be dealt with by opinion,49 not by claims of truth, not by what Bernard Wil-
liams once called external criteria.50 In a plural world, there are plural opinions, 

47. Arendt notes in a September 20, 1963, lett er to Mary McCarthy that much of the furor is about 
facts, thus, about facts that people want to ignore or deny. See Between Friends: Th e Correspondence of Han-
nah Arendt and Mary McCarthy, 1949– 1975, ed. Carol Brightman (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1995), 147– 48. In an exchange with Gershom Scholem (whom she addresses as Gerhard), she indicates 
that she does not love “the Jewish people” because one can love only persons. See Arendt, “A ‘Daughter of 
Our People,’ ” 392.

48. Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” 241.
49. See similar thoughts in Julia Kristeva, “Refoundation as Survival: An Interrogation of Hannah 

Arendt,” Common Knowledge 14, no. 3 (2008): 354. (Th is was originally a speech accepting the Hannah Ar-
endt Prize for Political Th ought in Bremen in 2006.)

50. Bernard Williams, “Internal Reasons and the Obscurity of Blame,” in Making Sense of Humanity and 
Other Philosophical Papers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 35– 45.
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and the question then becomes how my opinion should relate to your opinion. 
It is, thus, as if Arendt sought to legitimate life in the Platonic cave by an ap-
proach derived from Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment. She calls this un-
derstanding enlarged thought, which (quoting Kant) “results from ‘abstracting 
from the limitations which contingently att ach to our own judgment,’ [from] 
disregarding its ‘subjective private conditions . . . , by which so many are lim-
ited,’ that is, disregarding what we usually call self- interest. . . . [T]he greater 
the reach—the larger the realm in which the enlightened individual is able to 
move from standpoint to standpoint—the more ‘general’ will be his think-
ing.”51 Th e standpoint achieved is that standpoint from which one can make 
judgment and in which one can think.

Not thinking, however, was for Arendt increasingly characteristic, even 
the dominant characteristic, of the modern period, perhaps of any period of 
crisis. Indeed, it is the increasingly dominant quality of the world in which 
we live: “Our newest experiences and our most recent fears . . . [are] a mat-
ter of thought and thoughtlessness—the heedless recklessness or hopeless 
confusion or complacent repetition of ‘truths’ which have become trivial and 
empty—[this] seems to me among the outstanding characteristics of our 
time.”52 Th oughtlessness is the negative mirror image of what she called for 
as the only form of thinking appropriate to a period of crisis (indeed, in a 
strict sense, perhaps to any time)—thinking without a banister. Inherent in 
this conception is that, in ages and at times when one must think without sup-
port, many, perhaps most, will not think, or, rather, will avoid thinking. Th ey 
will, thus, be left  without that voice of conscience—Socrates’ daimon—that 
might have kept them from justifying, or even engaging in, acts that are evil. 
Importantly, that something is true means nothing by itself unless it is the sub-
ject of thinking. One might instantiate here the general reaction in the United 
States to the att acks of 9/11. Th e analogy was immediately drawn to Pearl Har-
bor. From this analogy, it followed that our response should be analogous to 
that aft er Pearl Harbor, despite the fact that, unlike Japan, al- Qaeda was not 
a nation- state. Furthermore, this enemy was linked to an Axis of Evil against 
which one was to fi ght a “war on terror.” Osama bin Laden was Hitler or at 
least Tojo, Saddam Hussein another totalitarian, linked by an Axis of Evil to 
the other totalitarians. Yet one cannot fi ght against terror, only against an en-

51. Arendt, Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy, 43.
52. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 5.
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emy—Carl Schmitt  had warned of forgett ing this. Th e result of not thinking 
about what one has done—whether as a policymaker or as a member of the 
population—has been a war that has now gone on for over ten years with nei-
ther goal nor end in sight. People die as a result of thoughtlessness.53

Th inking is a mode of constantly questioning the meaning that one wishes 
to att ribute to some aspect of the world. Such questioning is not designed to 
arrive at a fi nal conclusion and give itself peace. Rather, it is to question con-
stantly, including oneself. It is, thus, a form of responsibility, of not claiming 
that which cannot be claimed, namely, that one can and has come to a con-
clusion about how the world is. (Th ere is an insight here into Socrates’ claim 
that all that he knew is that he knew nothing.) And, as a form of responsibility, 
thinking is, thus, clearly a necessary precondition for political being- in-the-
 world. Responsibility is fi rst and foremost the ability not to do what is wrong, 
an ability, Arendt indicates, that will be seriously corroded if we try to do what 
we think is right.

Th inking thus has several elements. Arendt sets these out in the 1970 essay 
“Th inking and Moral Considerations.” As noted above, fi rst is that thinking 
never comes to an end, nor should it. Arendt wrote to Mary McCarthy: “Th e 
chief fallacy is to believe that Truth is a result which comes at the end of a 
thought- process. Truth, on the contrary, is always the beginning of thought; 
thinking is always result- less. Th at is the diff erence between ‘philosophy’ and 
science: Science has results, philosophy never. Th inking starts aft er an expe-
rience of truth has struck home, so to speak. Th e diff erence between philoso-
phers and other people is that the former refuse to let it go, not that they are 
receptacles of truth. . . . Th e notion that truth is the result of thought . . . is a 
fallacy.”54 She repeatedly returns to this understanding: “Like the veil of Pe-
nelope, it undoes every morning what it had fi nished the night before.” And 
she quotes a note of Kant’s to the eff ect that, even should something be proved 
by pure reason, one would still and should still doubt it. It thus will never and 
should not be expected to ever arrive at “an allegedly fi nal defi nition of what 
is good and evil.” Th inking is, thus, inherently critical (in the Kantian sense) 
in that it prevents us from coming once and for all to a conclusion. It gives us 
meaning without making that meaning controlling. Second, when we think, 

53. I discovered similar thoughts in Elizabeth Young- Bruehl, Why Arendt Matt ers (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2006), 12– 13, aft er writing an initial draft  of this passage and modifi ed my words as 
hers are much bett er.

54. Brightman, ed., Between Friends, 24– 25 (lett er of August 20, 1954).
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we stop ourselves: “Th e paralysis of thought is twofold: It is inherent in the 
stop and think, the interruption of all other activities, and [second] it may 
have a paralyzing eff ect when you come out of it, no longer sure of what had 
seemed to you beyond doubt while you were unthinkingly engaged in what-
ever you were doing.” Th ird, in thinking, we are awakened from our avoid-
ances and slumbers. Fourth, in thought we cannot avoid the actuality of the 
existence of other human beings in the world with us, with existences sepa-
rate from our own. As we will see below, this means that we have the abil-
ity to see the world, not as another person, but as another person sees it. Fi-
nally, by dissolving what had seemed secured and fi xed, thinking opens up 
the possibility of other realities. Th is is not without its dangers. Arendt al-
ludes to the disciples of Socrates who, “not content with being taught how 
to think without being taught a doctrine, . . . changed the non- results of So-
cratic thinking examination into negative results.” As we cannot defi ne what 
piety or justice is, let us be impious or unjust.55 Th is nihilism is, again, the 
result of the desire to stop thinking and is, she says, but the fl ip side of con-
ventionalism.

It might seem that we have in Arendt two functions to thinking—a duality 
that Dana Villa fi nds to be a contradiction or a change of heart.56 In the 1956 
“Philosophy and Politics,” according to Villa, Arendt seems to present us with 
a Socrates who is intent on improving the opinions—the doxai—of his fellow 
citizens, for “both you and I are human.”57 In the 1971 “Th inking and Moral 
Considerations,” on the other hand, Arendt writes, Villa notes, that “he [Soc-
rates] purged people of their ‘opinions.’ ”58 As such, the two versions seem dif-
ferent. However, the reference to purging—a passage cited as evidence by 
Villa—occurs as an example of one of the three aspects of Socrates (gadfl y, 
midwife, stinging ray). If one takes the fuller picture that Arendt gives in the 
second essay, is there still a contradiction? One should start from the fact that 
Arendt is clear that by opinion—she puts the word in scare quotes in the sec-
ond essay—she means here simply “unexamined prejudgments which prevent 

55. Arendt, “Th inking and Moral Considerations,” 166, 176, 484– 85. Aft er writing this paragraph, I came 
across George Kateb, “Fiction as Poison,” in Th inking in Dark Times, ed. Roger Berkowitz, Jeff rey Katz, and 
Th omas Keenan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), esp. 34– 38, where, not to my surprise, there 
are similar considerations.

56. Dana Villa, Socratic Citizenship (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 259– 77.
57. Arendt, “Philosophy and Politics,” 433.
58. Arendt, “Th inking and Moral Considerations,” 174. Villa takes the he to refer to Socrates; it could 

also refer to one of Socrates’ interlocutors, whom Arendt mentions immediately preceding.
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thinking,”59 not the doxai that are the “formulation in speech of what dokei moi, 
that is of what appears to me.”60 It is, thus, not the case that Arendt changed 
her mind on Socrates. In the later essay, Socrates does three things. First, he 
arouses citizens from their slumber—this is the gadfl y who gets others to 
think, to think about those topics for which there is no fi nal answer. Second, 
as midwife he decides—he makes evident—whether an opinion is fi t to live 
or is merely an unimpregnated “wind- egg”: Greek midwives not only assisted 
in the delivery but also determined whether the newborn was healthy enough 
to survive.61 Finally, as stinging ray, Socrates paralyzes in two ways. He makes 
you stop and think, and he destroys the certainty one has of received opinions. 
Arendt is clear that this can be dangerous—and this is the source of Villa’s ar-
gument that she changed her mind. But, in fact, she has not changed her mind. 
She does go on to say that “thinking is . . . dangerous to all creeds and, by it-
self, does not bring forth any new creed”: but she is equally clear that “non-
thinking . . . has its dangers [which are] the possession of rules under which to 
subsume particulars.” To think is dangerous: but to think is to desire wisdom, 
what is not there. It is, thus, a longing, and eros, as with all things erotic, seeks 
“to bring this relationship into the open, make it appear, men speak about it in 
the same way that the lover wants to speak of his beloved.”62

Where does this leave one? For the most part, in normal times, thinking is 
not of political use. It is, however, of use in times when the “center does not 
hold,” in times of crisis: “At these moments, thinking ceases to be a marginal af-
fair in political matt ers. When everybody is swept away unthinkingly by what-
ever everyone else does and believes in, those who think are drawn out of hid-
ing because their refusal to join is conscious and thereby becomes a kind of 
action. Th e purging element . . . is political by implication. For this destruction has 
a liberating eff ect on another human faculty, the faculty of judgment, . . . the 
faculty to judge particulars without subsuming them under those general rules 
which can be taught and learned until they grow into habits.”63 Th inking and 
judging are, thus, interrelated, a relation that appears in times of crisis—for 

59. Ibid.
60. Arendt, “Philosophy and Politics,” 433.
61. Compare Plato, Th eateatus 152a, 157d, 161a. Socrates concludes his discussion in the Th eateatus 

(210b) by saying that all they have done is to produce a mere “wind- egg” and that he must leave as he has 
to get to the courthouse for his trial.

62. Arendt, “Th inking and Moral Considerations,” 178, 179. Arendt adduces Plato, Symposium 176 (ac-
tually it is 177).

63. Arendt, “Th inking and Moral Considerations,” 188– 89 (my italics except for particulars).
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Arendt, in times like ours. Does this leave one ever the spectator, viewing and 
being viewed rather than acting? It does so to a great degree, and, for Arendt, 
that is a good thing. Th inking is a mode of appearing to the world, to an other, 
to oneself, and of allowing the world to appear to oneself.64 In the interview 
with Günther Gaus she writes:

Th e venture into the public realm seems clear to me. One exposes oneself 
to the light of the public, as a person. Although I am of the opinion that one 
must not appear and act in public self- consciously, still I know that in every 
action the person is expressed as in no other human activity. Speaking is 
also a form of action. Th at is one venture. Th e other is: we start something. 
We weave our strand into a network of relations. What comes of it we never 
know. We’ve all been taught to say: Lord forgive them, for they know not 
what they do. Th at is true of all action. Quite simply and concretely true, 
because one cannot know. Th at is what is meant by a venture. And now I 
would say that this venture is only possible when there is trust in people. A 
trust—which is diffi  cult to formulate but fundamental—in what is human 
in all people. Otherwise such a venture could not be made.65

Importantly, thinking is the desire for truth and involves others. In an essay 
on Karl Jaspers, Arendt writes that truth is communicative, that it has the qual-
ity of being for others:

Th e point is that here for the fi rst time communication is not conceived as 
“expressing” thoughts and therefore being secondary to thought itself. Truth 
itself is communicative, it disappears and cannot be conceived outside com-
munication; within the “existential” realm, truth and communication are 
the same. “Truth is what binds us together.” . . . Only in communication—
between contemporaries as well as between the living and the dead—does 
truth reveal itself. A philosophy that conceives of truth and communication 
as one and the same has left  the proverbial ivory tower of mere contempla-
tion. Th inking becomes practical, though not pragmatic; it is a kind of practice 
between men, not a performance of an individual in his self chosen solitude.66

64. In this, I diff er from a book from which I have learned much, George Kateb’s Hannah Arendt: Poli-
tics, Conscience, Evil (Totowa, NJ: Rowman & Allanheld, 1984), esp. 39.

65. Hannah Arendt, “ ‘What Remains? Th e Language [Mutt ersprache] Remains’: A Conversation with 
Günter Gaus,” in Th e Portable Hannah Arendt, 21.

66. Hannah Arendt, “Karl Jaspers: Citizen of the World?” in Men in Dark Times, 85– 86 (my italics).
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Even when done alone, thinking is, thus, a soundless dialogue of the self with 
the self—it always involves two. In this, it is linked to judgment. Judgment also 
involves others, here, not the self with the self, but others in the world.

W H A T  I S  I T  T H A T  W E  C A L L  J U D G M E N T ?

If Arendt’s discussion of thinking owes much to Heidegger, it is modifi ed by 
her discussion of judgment, which she derives from Kant.67 It is the second 
major element in Arendt’s philosophy of the political. A book on this topic was 
to have been the third volume of Th e Life of the Mind trilogy, but she died with 
it barely begun. At the end of the second volume, however, she anticipated the 
third volume as the culmination of the trilogy. Th at we are born here on earth 
means that each of us is a new beginning—what she called already in her doc-
toral dissertation, borrowing from Augustine, natality.68 Indeed, each act is a 
beginning, and, as a new beginning, we are free. What, however, does this free-
dom mean?69 Why should we be doomed to be free? “Th is impasse . . . can-
not be opened or solved except by an appeal to another mental faculty, no less 
mysterious than the faculty of beginning, the faculty of Judgment, an analysis 
of which at least may tell us what is involved in our pleasure or displeasures.”70 
Here, she starts by taking over the understandings of judgment that she fi nds 
in Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment. (I explored them in chapter 1.) She 
notes that there are two kinds of judgment. Th e fi rst “means organizing and 
subsuming the individual and the particular under the ground of the general 
and universal.” Kant called this determinant judgment. She tells us immediately 
that “behind all such judgments there is a prejudgment,” by which she means 
that the standard itself is not subject to judgment.71 (It is, we might say, a banis-
ter.) Th e other form of judgment (which, as we have seen, Kant calls refl ective) 
occurs “when we are confronted with something totally diff erent, . . . some-
thing which we have never seen before and for which there are no standards at 

67. For an excellent account of the diff erences between Arendt and Heidegger, see Dana Villa, Philos-
ophy, Politics and Terror: Essays on the Th ought of Hannah Arendt (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1999), 61– 86. For a fi ne account of thinking and judgment in Arendt, see also ibid., 87– 106.

68. In Th e Tempest, when she fi rst encounters others, Miranda awakens to herself and the world with 
the line: “Oh brave new world, that has such folk in it.” Her father’s response (“T’is new to thee”) is true but 
refuses (as he will fi nd out) to acknowledge the importance of this awakening for her.

69. A full discussion of Arendt’s conception of freedom is beyond the scope of this chapter. See her 
“What Is Freedom?” in Between Past and Future, 143– 72; and the commentary in Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 
43– 45, 117– 20. I have learned much from Villa’s book.

70. Arendt, Willing, 217.
71. Arendt, “Introduction into Politics,” 102.
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our disposal. About such we cannot ‘dispute’ but certainly can argue over or 
agree with.” Here, judgment is “without standards.”72 How do I start with the 
“I” and move to a “we”?

Here, Arendt moves in a direction somewhat tangential to that of Kant or at 
least to a standard reading of Kant. When Kant speaks of refl ective judgment, 
he says the following: “Die refl ectirende Urtheilskraft , die von dem Besondern 
in der Natur zum Allgemeinen aufzusteigen die Obliegenheit hat” (Th e refl ec-
tive judgment is obliged to ascend from the particular in nature to the Allge-
meinen).73 Allgemeinen is generally translated as (in both English and French) 
and taken to be understood as universal—certainly a correct translation and 
one that is licensed by Kant’s clear concern with the universal in the other cri-
tiques. However, it can also be translated as the general, and we know that, in 
her English- language copy of the Th ird Critique, Arendt crossed out universal-
ity and replaced it with generality.74 Politically speaking, something can have 
for a given set of people the quality of being general without this necessarily 
entailing that it be universal. One fi nds something of the same question in re-
lation to Rousseau’s “general will.”75 Th us, the U.S. Constitution has the quality 
of generality (of dealing with that which is common) for Americans, while its 
universal validity is another matt er, indeed, one of contention.76

Th ere is a diff erence between Arendt and Kant here, as many have noted. 
In Kant’s discussion, universality of understanding is, in principle, available. 
 Arendt’s gloss of generality is designed to bring out the political and, hence, 
a potentially historically and spatially more limited quality of representative 
thinking. One can read Kant here somewhat against what most take to be his 
grain, as I think Arendt is doing, and note that, when in the Critique of the 
Power of Judgment he speaks of “an der Stelle jedes andern denken” (“to think 
in the place of each other”),77 the each extends only insofar as it extends, that 
is, only to each one who thinks, in which case one would have generality with-
out universality. Such judging, Kant says (and Arendt quotes him as saying), is 
valid for “every single judging person”; she takes this to mean that generality or 
universality is limited to those who judge (and we know that she thinks this a 
faculty in danger of being lost in the modern age). And Kant actually says: “mit 
dessen Vorstellung wird diese Lust auch als nothwendig verbunden geurtheilt, 

72. Ibid.
73. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 67/ Ak. 5:180. Th e Cambridge translation retains universal.
74. I owe this information to Patchen Markell.
75. See the analysis in my Jean- Jacques Rousseau: Th e Politics of the Ordinary, esp. chaps. 3 and 5.
76. See, e.g., John Rawls, “Th e Law of Peoples,” in Collected Papers, 529– 64.
77. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 67/ Ak. 5:180.
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folglich als nicht bloß für das Subject, welches diese Form auff aßt, sondern für 
jeden Urtheilenden überhaupt” (“Th is aim [desire] is judged to be necessar-
ily bound up with this representation, consequently not merely for the subject 
which takes on this shape, but rather in particular for each one that judges”).78 
In principle, anyone can judge; in actual fact, most do not (“for each one”) and 
are excluded from universality or generality.

Th us far, Arendt has given us a condensed and somewhat modifi ed version 
of Kant’s analysis. We know, in fact, from a lett er to Jaspers that she had always 
found Kant’s Th ird Critique to be her favorite.79 Th e important move comes at 
this point: “In every historical crisis, it is the prejudices that begin to crumble 
fi rst and can no longer be relied upon.” It is against these prejudices that judg-
ment (along with thinking) is launched. Th e burden of Th e Origins of Totali-
tarianism is to make the judgment that, with totalitarianism, something new 
has entered the world, hence that a new way of thinking about it is necessary. 
Once this judgment has been made, one needs to “bring home the reality of 
a given phenomenon[, which] is especially necessitated by the resistance one 
feels in oneself to making such an eff ort,”80 whether out of horror or refusal, of 
arrogance, of the seeming impossibility of rendering an adequate account. (In 
this sense, a phenomenological orientation underlies all of her work.)

W H A T  A R E  T H E  E L E M E N T S  O F  T H E  C R I S I S  O F 
O U R  T I M E ?

It is these concerns—clearly taken over from what she learned from Heideg-
ger—that had led Arendt to write her fi rst major book, Th e Origins of Totalitar-
ianism. Th e claim in that book was that modern times have seen the emergence 
of a new form of human organization, a form precisely in which it is not pos-
sible or acceptable to think. Th e book was oft en, and is still, misread as another 
Cold War book, condemning Nazism and Stalinism from a more or less liberal 
point of view. Th is reading has recently been decisively called into question by 
Margaret Canovan and, in particular, by Michael Halberstam. Th ey argue for 
the primacy of Origins in Arendt’s work.81

78. Ibid., 76/ 190 (my italics). It is not just for the “subject” but also for those “who judge.”
79. Arendt to Jaspers, September 16, 1957, in Arendt and Jaspers, Correspondence, 320– 21. Th eir lett ers 

are fi lled with discussions of Kant.
80. See Kateb, Hannah Arendt, 35.
81. Margaret Canovan, Hannah Arendt: A Reinterpretation of Her Th ought (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994); Michael Halberstam, Totalitarianism and the Modern Conception of Politics (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000). See also Elizabeth Young- Bruehl, Why Arendt Matt ers, 31– 76.
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Totalitarianism had, for Arendt, gone past that which could be understood 
with the political categories that the West inherits from its past. She writes in 
Between Past and Future: “Totalitarian domination as an established fact, which 
in its unprecedentedness cannot be comprehended through the usual catego-
ries of political thought, and whose ‘crimes’ cannot be judged by traditional 
moral standards or punished within the legal framework of our civilization, 
has broken the continuity of Occidental history. Th e break in our tradition is 
now an accomplished fact. It is neither the result of anyone’s deliberate choice 
nor subject to further decision.”82 What are the elements of this new world, 
for which the canon is not irrelevant but is, in some important aspects, inad-
equate? From the beginning of her work in English, this is a central concern. 
If one examines the “Imperialism” section of Th e Origins of Totalitarianism,83 
one fi nds the following:

1. Th e modern age is the age of world politics. As her friend Raymond Aron 
wrote, ours is a century of total war, war that involves everyone, not just the 
soldiers. Nietzsche had foreseen this, as we saw, and made it the central qual-
ity of the coming century.

2. Th e modern age has seen a shift  from localized and limited goals of national 
interest to the limitless pursuit of power aft er power with no certain nation-
ally and territorially prescribed purpose and hence with no predictable di-
rection. Th is is what she calls modern imperialism. She quotes Cecil Rhodes 
(to whom we owe not only Rhodesia but Rhodes scholarships): “I would 
annex the planets if I could.”84

3. Part of this shift  entails the growth of the invisible government over against 
the visible government (i.e., the government that is not in the sight of the 
citizenry).

4. Th is, in turn, leads to an erosion, perhaps even a disintegration, of the 
nation- state, that is, of the space in which human beings belong and live as 
citizens. Th e erosion of the nation- state, she argues, is consequent to impe-
rialism, “proved to contain nearly all the elements necessary for the subse-
quent rise of totalitarian movements. . . . Before the imperialist era, there 

82. Hannah Arendt, “Tradition and the Modern Age,” in Between Past and Future, 26.
83. It would be interesting to compare her analysis to Carl Schmitt ’s concept of Grossraum in his Nomos 

der Erde im Volkerrecht des Jus Publicum Europaeum (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1950), 225 (translated as 
Th e Nomos of the Earth [New York: Telos, 2003], 252). See Stuart Elden, “Reading Schmitt  Geopolitically,” 
Radical Philosophy 161 (May/ June 2010): 18– 25.

84. Arendt, Th e Origins of Totalitarianism, 160– 61.
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was no such thing as world politics, and without it . . . the claim to global 
rule would not have made sense.”85

Arendt’s worry is that the present age might turn out analogous to the period 
immediately prior to World War I, where a small incident triggered an unprec-
edented disaster. Statelessness is the danger, a danger that, it is worth noting, 
Nietzsche had already identifi ed in 1871.86

In Th e Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt seems not directly concerned with 
the economic realm: the Great Depression of 1929 and aft erward does not even 
make the index to her book. Th is is misleading. She was nowhere near as hos-
tile to the aff airs of the oikos as many have made her out to be, but it is impor-
tant to her to maintain a clear distinction between that which is political and 
that which is economic.87 Like Carl Schmitt  (whom she had read extensively), 
she drew a sharp line between politics and economics.88 Th us, the argument of 
Origins is that the infi nite political expansionism of imperialism is a transposi-
tion to the political realm of the economic tendencies of capitalism and that 
this, in turn, is an essential component of totalitarianism. So the fi rst question 
we must ask is how the kind of imperialism that Arendt describes—this new, 
modern imperialism—might be related to the political in the modern world. 
She distinguishes modern imperialism from acquisition- of-territory imperi-
alism—on the model of Rome or China. What has happened in modern im-
perialism is that a principle that is characteristic of capitalist economic behav-
ior has become the driving engine of what passes today for politics. Consider 
the basic form of capitalist commodity exchange: I have two bushels of wheat 
that I sell to you for twelve pairs of shoes, which I sell to someone else for three 
front doors, which I sell to you again for fi ve pit bulls, and so on. Th e funda-
mental insight that Marx had into capitalism is that production was for the pur-
pose of exchange (money makes this far more effi  cient) and only secondarily 
for the purpose of use. (I should note that Marx did not think this incompat-
ible with an expanding economy—but that is a longer story.) Th e point here 
is that it is the nature of economic production of commodities under modern 

85. Ibid., 164.
86. See Friedrich Nietzsche, Th e Greek State, in Strong, ed., Friedrich Nietzsche.
87. For some considerations as to why, see the conclusion to this book.
88. Her library at Bard College contains seven of Schmitt ’s books. His Staat, Bewegung, Volk played 

a signifi cant role in Th e Origins of Totalitarianism. Andreas Kalyvas has carefully examined the relation 
between Schmitt  and Arendt in Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary. On the diff erence between 
politics and economics, see my “Is the Political Realm More Extensive Th an the Economic Realm?” and 
the conclusion to this book.
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conditions to be, not primarily for a goal, but constantly oriented toward the 
future, a future that has no natural ending point, no goal. Truly political aims are, 
by defi nition, specifi c and limited; economic aims have no closed end. Th is has 
increasingly become the dominant form of economic behavior and is charac-
teristic of the behavior Arendt calls imperialist.89

Against this, we see the particular genius that Arendt saw in the nation-
 state. Th e nation- state is a possible site for the political in our times—it is a 
group of people who understand themselves as sharing and pursuing a com-
mon historical identity. Should a nation- state engage in conquest, as in the 
early pursuit of colonies, it will, she argues,90 necessarily eventually arouse 
national feelings in that which it conquers, which will, in turn, lead the con-
quered land to rebel in a national consciousness. Hence, the French conquest 
of Algeria eventually produces the FLN and an independent Algeria, despite 
Algeria having been declared in 1848 to be a department of France (the ninety-
 fi rst). Colonialism is, thus, distinct from what she sees as contemporary imperi-
alism. As she remarks: “What the imperialists actually wanted was expansion 
of political power without the foundation of a body politic.” She continues: 
“For the fi rst time, investment of power did not pave the way for investment of 
money, but export of power followed meekly in the train of exported money, 
since uncontrollable investments in distant countries threatened to transform 

89. For evidence of this, consider the following facts:

Th e enormous increase in capital transfers across the entire world. By 1997, on a typical day the 
world capital markets would move $1.3 trillion at a time when the total yearly value of world exports 
was $3 trillion. By 2007, daily capital market transfers were $3.2 trillion, which is equivalent to $2.2 
billion a minute. Yearly total world exports are now up to $17.09 trillion.

Th e rise of regional, and international, policy- pursuing bodies. Worldwide, there are at least 49,411 
nongovernment organizations registered with the World Association of Non- Government Organi-
zations, of which, tellingly, the fewest proportionally and almost absolutely are in China.

Th e eff orts of global corporations and fi nanciers to divorce themselves fr om state regulations and tax 
regimes. With a few exceptions, it no longer makes sense to think in terms of national fi nancial mar-
kets: they are increasingly being integrated into a single global one as cross- border holdings of fi -
nancial assets and cross- border fl ows of capital grow. Today, e.g., foreigners hold 12 percent of U.S. 
equities, 25 percent of U.S. corporate bonds, and 44 percent of Treasury securities, up from 4, 1, and 
20 percent, respectively, in 1975. Cross- border capital fl ows create stronger links among national 
markets and clearly show that, despite the past decade’s fi nancial crises and the backlash against 
globalization, the world capital market continues to integrate and evolve.

Th e increasing governing of nations on principles of economic growth and the rise of businessmen 
where there once were politicians. As Peter Mandelson, the European Union trade commissioner, said 
recently: “It’s most likely that businessmen and entrepreneurs, rather than diplomats, ministers and 
special commissioners, will provide for economic and political rapprochement between Russia and 
the EU” (htt p:// www .bne.eu/ dispatch5350).

90. Arendt, Th e Origins of Totalitarianism, 171– 73.
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large strata of society into gamblers, to change the whole capitalist economy 
from a system of production into a system of fi nancial speculation, and to re-
place the profi ts of production with profi ts in commission.” Echoing a passage 
in Nietzsche, Arendt laments the consequences of developments that give rise 
to “the existence of people [who] live outside the common world, [who are] 
humans beings in general—without citizenship, . . . representing nothing but 
[their] own absolutely unique individuality.”91 Like Weber and Schmitt , she is 
worried here about the demise of the political and, thus, of citizenship, both 
consequent in our times to the loss of saliency of the territorial nation that is 
its contemporary cradle. Th e seemingly uplift ing Baha’i proclamation that “the 
Earth is but one country and mankind its citizens” is dangerously misleading 
to her, a false rationalization of precisely the imperialism she deplores.

Ironically, however, the same terms can be applied to international fi nancial 
actors—imperialists—who, however, do not lament the nonrelevance of their 
citizenship (or oft en citizenships) but, on the contrary, revel in it. It is also clear 
that, in this globalized world, the traditional domestic instruments of politics 
in the economic realm—taxation and regulation—have lost much of their ef-
fectiveness. Such policies now require the coordination of several states, a co-
ordination that is always extremely hard to bring off . From Arendt’s point of 
view, this is the worst of two worlds: the erosion of the nation- state gives rise 
to imperialism; the residue of the nation- state structure now impedes the so-
lution to the problems of what she calls imperialism (remembering again her 
understanding of its nature). Th us, the globalization of economic actors, of 
the media, and of fi nancial transactions escapes to a great degree the control of 
nation- states. In relation to these developments, most governments—in par-
ticular, that of the United States—fl ail and bewail their powerlessness.

And here there is a paradox. Th e French try to distinguish between global-
ization and mondialisation. Th e former designates the extension of economic 
rationality to all human activities—it is the basis of Arendt’s notion of impe-
rialism. It is the march toward an integrated global market. Th is is McDonald’s 
in Tiananmen Square. Mondialisation—from the French monde, “the world”—
refers to the extension to the planet of all forms of exchange, be it cultural, po-
litical, social, philosophical, or some other. We might suppose two separate 
processes; however, these two realities interact. To take just one aspect, con-
sider the consequences for the physical environment—loss of biodiversity, 
deforestation, pollution, global warming are consequences that take place on 

91. Ibid., 181, 383.
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a planetary level and are, clearly, the interaction of cultural, social, and po-
litical factors with economic factors, those of Arendt’s imperialism. From her 
point of view, a fi scal crisis would have the same origins as an environmental one, 
and both would derive from the weakness of the political sphere. (Again, we 
see the danger in assuming that Arendt pays no att ention to the economic or 
the social.)92

Now the above considerations seem at some point remote from what are 
generally taken to be Arendt’s concerns. Indeed, Arendt has oft en been criti-
cized for amateurish dabbling in social science. I do not wish to enter into that 
debate in this book.93 It is, however, the case that Arendt thinks that develop-
ments such as those described above have profound and deleterious eff ects on 
humans in the world. Consider this passage:

From a philosophical viewpoint, the danger inherent in the new reality of 
mankind [the realization or idea of the unity of mankind] seems to be that 
this unity, based on the technical means of communication and violence, 
destroys all national traditions and buries the authentic origins of all human 
existence. Th is destructive process can even be considered a necessary pre-
requisite for ultimate understanding between men of all cultures, civiliza-
tions, races and nations. Its result would be a shallowness that would trans-
form man, as we have known him in fi ve thousand years of recorded history, 
beyond recognition. It would be more than mere superfi ciality; it would be 
as though the whole dimension of depth, without which human thought, 
even on the mere level of technical invention, could not exist, would simply 
disappear, . . . . It would ultimately arrive at a denominator of which we have 
hardly any notion today.94

Note a few points that might be made more salient. Th e destruction of “na-
tional traditions” buries the “authentic origins” of all human beings. Th is tells 
us that the pólis, as the space in which humans encounter each other in speech 
and in which is the presence of the political ontological for political Dasein (to 
fall back into Heideggerese), requires that there be diff erent communities of 

92. In point of fact, it is sociology and its reductiveness that Arendt fi nds distressing. See Baehr, “Iden-
tifying the Unprecedented.”

93. I rather think that the problem lies with most social scientists’ conception of what they do. My stu-
dent John Lejeune is fi nishing a thesis on revolution that shows the power of Arendt’s analysis. His sensitive 
reading of this chapter prompted me to make several additions.

94. Arendt, “Karl Jaspers,” 87.
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humans, each with its own qualities. Should this disappear, all that is of depth 
to human beings, the very possibility of thinking itself, would disappear. Th is 
is what Benjamin Barber has taught us to call McWorld.95 Before one gives up 
on the nation- state—and its sins are many—one should think of what one 
would, thereby, be giving up.

However, Arendt’s concern with crisis continues to evolve. As we saw 
above, it fi rst comes to a sharp culmination in the book on Eichmann. Central 
to that book is her reworking of the notion of radical evil that she had used in 
Th e Origins of Totalitarianism into the notion of the banality of evil.96 Kant had 
used the fi rst term to designate a doing of evil that came, not from ignorance or 
mistake, but from an evil motivation, an evil heart.97 He found it rare. Th e expe-
rience of the Eichmann trial taught Arendt that evil could be the consequence, 
not of an evil heart, but of simple thoughtlessness. In this sense, the problem 
exemplifi ed in historical totalitarianism was potentially a quality of anyone, ev-
eryday. It was ordinary, banal, in her famous designation.98 Th e change implies 
recognition that many of the processes that she found in totalitarianism are, 
in a perhaps less aggressive but no less dangerous form, present in the worlds 
in which all of us live.

Th is realization, in turn, provides the impetus for the 1961 essay “Th e Cri-
sis in Culture,”99 an essay that is prompted, I suspect, by her engagement with 
Heidegger’s “Th e Origin of the Work of Art.” A possible, although unspo-
ken, starting point for the essay was, apparently, the fracas caused by Clement 
Greenberg’s essay on kitsch, with its distinction between high culture and low 
culture.100 Whether the Greenberg essay was the proximate cause, Arendt had 
had an ongoing concern with the discourses of highbrow and lowbrow culture. 
She makes a distinction between three aspects of cultural goods. Th ey can be 
either “cultural objects” (or “things”—sometimes she calls them “immortal 
works”), or “exchange values,” or sometimes “consumer goods.” As “things,” 

95. See Benjamin R. Barber, Jihad or McWorld (New York: Ballantine, 1996).
96. See the lett er of September 20, 1963, to Mary McCarthy in Brightman, ed., Between Friends, 147.
97. See Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other Writings (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), 42– 91.
98. See similar thoughts in Young- Bruehl, Why Arendt Matt ers, 2– 3.
99. Hannah Arendt, “Th e Crisis in Culture,” in Between Past and Future, 197– 226.
100. See Patchen Markell, “Arendt, Aesthetics and the Crisis in Culture” (2011, unpublished manu-

script), to which I am indebted in this section. Arendt refers to Harold Rosenberg’s response to Greenberg 
on the fi rst page of “Th e Crisis in Culture.” In 1957, she had been involved in a nasty exchange with Com-
mentary (edited by Greenberg and his brother), which had refused to publish a piece of hers (“Refl ections 
on Litt le Rock”) as “too controversial.” She withdrew the piece. See Elizabeth Young- Bruehl, For Love of the 
World, 313– 14. For other struggles with Greenberg, see also ibid., 274, 223.
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their “excellence is measured by their ability to withstand the life process and 
become permanent appurtenances of the world”; as “exchange values,” they 
serve to advance the interests and status of a given class, “the currency by 
which [the cultured philistine] buys a higher position in society.”101 Arendt 
probably adapts the notion of the “cultured philistine” from Nietzsche’s Medi-
tation on David Strauss; indeed, she continues the passage with a comparison 
to “worn- down old” coins, which probably comes from Nietzsche’s On Truth 
and Lie in the Extra- Moral Sense.

As consumption, cultural goods become simply entertainment,102 for which 
no judgment is necessary. Th is latt er is the central quality of our times: “A 
consumers society cannot possibly know how to take care of a world and the 
things which belong exclusively to the space of worldly appearances, because 
its central att itude toward all objects, the att itude of consumption, spells ruin 
to everything it touches.”103 Th e argument about culture is, thus, analogous to 
the argument she makes about politics. Both are the realm of judging because 
no truth- demonstrative proofs can be off ered. Instead, what is at hand is per-
suasion and, thus, speech; she holds, with Aristotle and Heidegger, that the 
capacity for speech is what opens human beings up to the political. Implicitly 
against high culturalists such as Greenberg, Dwight Macdonald, and others, 
Arendt argues that the problem is not kitsch or “mass culture” or the lack of 
“cultivation” (Greenberg’s term) on the part of the masses. Th e problem is pre-
cisely “cultivation.”104 “Th e trouble with the educated philistine,” she held, “was 
not that he read the classics but that he did so prompted by the ulterior mo-
tive of self- perfection, remaining quite unaware of the fact that Shakespeare 
or Plato might have to tell him more important things than how to educate 
himself; the trouble was that he fl ed into a region of ‘pure poetry’ in order to 
keep reality out of his life.” Paradoxically, such a fl ight in fact succumbs to pre-
cisely the developments of modernity that those engaged in it claim to resist. 
With the commodifi cation and consumerization of cultural objects, our link 
to our past(s) is broken. Th is, however, requires not that we hold on to the cul-
tural objects that we have supposedly inherited. Rather, we are in the position 
of having to—and being able to—“discover the past for ourselves.” She un-
derstands this as the possibility of reading “its authors as though no one had 
read them before,” thus without, as we have said, a banister. But, importantly, 

101. Arendt, “Th e Crisis in Culture,” 203, 205– 6, 204.
102. Ibid., 205.
103. Ibid., 211.
104. I owe this point to Markell, “Arendt, Aesthetics and the Crisis in Culture.”
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this entails that the problem in renewing the past, and, thus, ourselves, is not 
so much “mass society” as it is “good and educated society,” for that society 
preserves what it thinks to be cultural objects, but only as devalued commodi-
ties.105 Th ey are never engaged.

“Th e Crisis in Culture” shows that refl ective judgment (characteristic of cul-
ture, art, and politics) does not engender a hierarchy of classes (cultivated to 
unwashed) but opens the possibility of the development of relations between 
all those who fi nd themselves affi  ne in relation to each other, or to any object 
or objects, or, indeed, to any text. Th is is aimed specifi cally at developing what 
Arendt calls an “aristocratic principle of organization.” It is “aristocratic” in that 
it is made up only of those who belong to it: judging determines who belongs 
to a political community, and it is, in this sense, aristocratic. But it also dis-
closes what kind of person the judger is, and, in this sense, who one is becomes 
manifest to others only in judging; in so doing, one is “liberated . . . from mere 
individual idiosyncrasies.” In this sense, judging is democratic in that it affi  rms 
what I have in common with others and excludes no being a priori. She closes 
with a quote from Cicero to the eff ect that he would “prefer to go astray with 
Plato than to hold true views with his opponents.”106 Th e door is, thus, held 
open to a kind of democracy, a democracy in which each has the possibility of 
participating, but also a democracy in which most do not participate because 
they deny themselves or have lost the ability to do so. In this, her position is 
democratic in the way that Nietzsche’s is in Schopenhauer as Educator.107

As noted, Arendt limits judgment to those who judge, which for her means 
here those who are “members of the public realm.” Th e parallel between aes-
thetics and politics derives from her emphasis on the fact that an artwork (a 
work of culture) is an artwork only because it appears to those in the world. She 
writes: “Only works of art are made for the sole purpose of appearance.” And 
the problem with mass society is, “not because of the masses themselves,” but 
because all objects in it are consumed and, in being consumed, are part of what 
she calls the “left - over side” of our biological life, hence part of “life’s necessity.” 
And, as she had argued at length in Th e Human Condition, when something 
is in the realm of necessity, it is not that we do not need it but precisely that 
our need makes us, in that realm, unfree. In a society of necessities, an unfree 
society, there is no break between those who judge objects and the objects, a 
distance that is necessary for freedom so that we can “forget ourselves . . . and 

105. Ibid., 203– 4.
106. Ibid., 223.
107. See chapter 2. See also my “Philosophy and Cultural Revolution.”
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not seize on what we admire but let it be as it is, in its appearance.” Lett ing 
something be as it is is to love it, to be open to it, what Heidegger called Ge-
lassenheit. Such is necessary for refl ective judgment. Th e capacity to judge is, 
therefore, the specifi c political ability; it is “the ability to see things not only 
from one’s own point of view but in the perspective of all those who happen 
to be present.” Judging is, perhaps, the most important activity of “sharing- the-
 world- with- others.”108 Th is is what the political is: we cannot love the world 
unless we let it be.109 Again, the worst sin is to assume that there is a last word, 
an absolute truth, a law for human action.

Th e centrality of appearance is obviously related to Heidegger’s under-
standing of truth as alétheia. But, as importantly, Arendt is arguing that the un-
derstanding of politics that has been current in the West since Plato is wrong. 
In the well- known story of the cave in book 7 of the Republic, Plato situates 
the realm of the pólis in the shadows of manipulated appearance. It is only in 
release from that which chains man to the realm of shadows that truth will 
be found. Politics is, in other words, but the appearance of something engen-
dered by that which is more real. One might think of the imperative to escape 
the cave (for Plato it required compulsion) as the drive toward scientifi c un-
derstanding that has characterized the West for the last two and a half mil-
lennia.110

Allowing something to appear is the fi rst step toward truth understood as 
revealing, as uncovering.111 If politics is the realm of how humans appear to 
each other when they act and speak, from whence does it come? Th e only pos-
sible answer is that politics is an emergence from a realm that is neither that 
of action nor that of speech. Much as we saw in the chapter on Carl Schmitt , 
politics emerges from nothingness. Perhaps this is the realm to which poetry 
can call us—and some of Arendt’s most moving essays are on poetry and lit-
erature—but such a realm is not political.112 In this sense, there is a limit to 
political science, as there is to all science. For Arendt, there are no underlying 
causes out of which that which is political must emerge. Th is is why political 
action is always for her a beginning and a marvel for which we have to try to 
fi nd words.

108. Arendt, “Th e Crisis in Culture,” 210– 11, 221.
109. And here, of course, she is infl uenced by Heidegger’s work on technology.
110. Max Weber traced the genealogy of this drive from Plato to the present in his “Science as a Voca-

tion.” Nietzsche gives a similar account in “How the True World Became an Error.”
111. On the complex relation of Arendt to alétheia, see Taminiaux, Th e Th racian Maid and the Profes-

sional Th inker, chap. 1.
112. See similar thoughts in Vollrath, “Hannah Arendt and the Method of Political Th inking,” 166– 67.
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If science reaches its necessary end, this does not mean that one must stand 
helplessly before events. Indeed, for Arendt the belief in historical inevitabil-
ity is an abandonment of responsibility and a merging of oneself with nature. 
“Th e way of nature,” she writes in her essay on Kafk a, “is always that of ruin 
and a society that blindly subjects itself to the necessity of the laws it has made 
for itself must necessarily perish.”113 For Arendt, as for Weber, we can approach 
the events of our time only by acknowledging our immersion in them, that we 
are what we are because of them. In the preface to Th e Origins of Totalitarian-
ism, she writes:

Comprehension does not mean denying the outrageous, deducing the un-
precedented from precedents, or explaining phenomena by such analogies 
and generalities that the impact of reality and the shock of experience are no 
longer felt. It means, rather, examining and bearing consciously the burden 
that events have placed upon us—neither denying their existence nor sub-
mitt ing meekly to their weight as though everything that in fact happened 
could not have happened otherwise. Comprehension, in short, means the 
unpremeditated, att entive facing up to, and resisting of, reality—whatever 
it may be or might have been.114

Centrally important here is that the comprehension of events, and of political 
events in particular, cannot be accomplished without an account of their im-
pact on human beings, an impact that may be as diverse as humans are. In Th e 
Human Condition, Arendt starts by asserting that the basic fact about human 
beings is that they are conditioned beings: “Men are conditioned beings be-
cause everything they come into contact with turns immediately into a con-
dition of their existence.”115 Several commentators have remarked, as I noted 
above, on the essentially phenomenological quality of Arendt’s analyses, and 
rightly so. Making available the human experience of an event is a necessary 
part of comprehending that event. Th e phenomenological quality is required 
because human events (thus, political events) are always new and change the 
world when they enter into it: “If the essence of all, and in particular of political, 
action is to make a new beginning, then understanding becomes the other side 

113. Hannah Arendt, “Franz Kafk a Appreciated Anew,” in Refl ections on Literature and Culture (Stan-
ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007), 101.

114. Arendt, Th e Origins of Totalitarianism, 7 (a portion of this passage is also cited in Vollrath, “Hannah 
Arendt and the Method of Political Th inking,” 168).

115. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 9.
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of action, namely, that form of cognition, distinct from many others, by which 
acting men (and not men who are engaged in contemplating some progressive 
or doomed course of history) eventually can come to terms with what irrevo-
cably happened and be reconciled with what irremediably exists.”116

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  A N D  K N O W I N G

If understanding or comprehension is the intellectual activity appropriate and 
particular to the political, what, then, is the status of truth in relation to the 
political realm? Arendt was led to refl ect on this at some length in respond-
ing to the storm of criticism that fell on her head following the publication of 
the Eichmann book. Th e accusations were of two kinds.117 One group asserted 
more or less openly that whether or not some of the facts that she described 
were true—for instance, the role of various Jewish councils in determining 
who would be sent to camps and who would remain—it was wrong to bring 
up such matt ers in light of the overwhelming evil of the Holocaust. Th e second 
group either accused her of saying things that she had not said—for instance, 
that she had made Eichmann out to be a Zionist—or else simply denied the 
reality of factual matt ers. Her essay “Truth and Politics” was an att empt to 
make sense of both of these.

A standard judgment about Arendt is that of Jürgen Habermas, who holds 
that she maintains a subjectivist notion of judgment in the political realm and 
that this entails “a yawning abyss between knowledge and opinion that can-
not be closed with arguments. She has to look for another foundation for the 
power of opinion, and she fi nds it in the capability of responsible subjects to 
make and to keep promises.”118 Th e implication here is that, lacking a notion 
of truth applicable to the political realm, Arendt is forced to fall back on re-
sponsibility. We have seen above that she denies science the ultimate voice 
in our understanding of politics. Th e question then arises whether there are 

116. Arendt, “Understanding and Politics,” 321– 22.
117. As noted above, an excellent summary of the various att acks and responses can be found in Maier-
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debt in this section in particular to Zerilli’s “Truth and Politics.” See my comments on it and two other es-
says on the topic in the same issue of Th eory and Event.
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conceptions of truth that are valid as truth that are other than those inher-
ent in the scientifi c understanding. I want now to place an essay considered 
above—“Philosophy and Politics”119—in conversation with a diff erent essay 
than before, namely, “Truth and Politics.”

As we saw, in “Philosophy and Politics,” originally a lecture delivered at 
Notre Dame in 1954, Arendt sets Socrates and Plato in opposition. Plato, she 
argues, took as a lesson from the death of Socrates that there was a gulf between 
true knowledge and opinion and that the knowledge of the philosopher could 
only in the rarest of circumstances (if a philosopher were to become ruler) 
change the opinions of the many. Plato thus introduces “absolute standards” 
for knowledge.120 He fi nds himself in opposition to the pólis—the pólis prom-
ised immortality from action; Plato required immortality for knowledge; the 
two could not stand together. Against Plato, Arendt sets Socrates, who, pre-
cisely because he knew that he knew nothing, sought “not to tell philosophical 
truths but to make citizens more truthful.” He wanted to improve their opin-
ions—that is, their political life. It is, thus, the case that the so-called Socratic 
dialogues are most of all inconclusive. Indeed, the Protagoras starts with Soc-
rates being stopped by a friend and engaged in badinage about his love for Al-
cibiades. He then proceeds to tell the whole story of his just- fi nished encoun-
ter with Protagoras, an encounter that ended with him asserting that he has 
an urgent appointment and must rush off . Th e urgency is to recommence the 
dialogue with another interlocutor. Yet, Arendt tells us, even though Socrates’ 
endeavor did not fi nd a gulf between philosophy and politics, it carried with it 
dangers that Socrates “seems not to have realized.” What happens when opin-
ions—doxai—are destroyed? “Truth . . . can destroy doxa, it can destroy the 
specifi c political reality of the citizens.”121 With all opinions destroyed, how-
ever, men may not become more truthful, for the door is opened for anything: 
this is the gist of Aristophanes’ warning to Socrates in Th e Clouds, where the 
young Pheidippides, sent by his father to learn to argue in Socrates’ Th inkery, 
does, in fact, imbibe Socratic teaching; he does stop gambling, but/ and he 
ends by turning on his father and beating him.

Two facts strike Arendt. Th e fi rst is that political philosophy expressed the 
“att itude of the philosopher to the aff airs of men, . . . to which he too belongs.” 
Second, “every political philosophy at fi rst glance seems to face the alterna-

119. I was reminded to deal with this essay by Zerilli’s “Truth and Politics.” Zerilli cites, however, a ver-
sion from the Spring 1990 issue of Social Research.

120. Arendt, “Philosophy and Politics,” 428. See my discussion of Dana Villa above.
121. Ibid., 434, 442.
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tive either of interpreting philosophical experience with categories which owe 
their origin to the realm of human aff airs or, on the contrary, of claiming pri-
ority for philosophical experience and judging politics in its light.” Th e cost 
of the second alternative is that the philosopher deny his embodiment—his 
participation in human aff airs. To hold to the fi rst approach, however, requires 
accepting the fact that demonstrable fi nal truths about human aff airs cannot 
be att ained. How might we know that we love the truth without having pos-
ited in advance that something is the truth? “Th is is the reason that science, 
which asks answerable questions, owes its origin to philosophy, an origin that 
remains its ever- present source throughout the generations. Were man ever to 
lose the faculty of asking ultimate questions (which cannot be answered with 
fi nality), he would by the same token lose his faculty of asking answerable 
questions.”122 Philosophy begins, and ends, not with truth, but with speech-
lessness and the acknowledgment that a realm for which we have no words is 
essential to having words for anything at all—a theme that radicalizes Kant 
and that we have found in all the thinkers considered in this book.

In “Truth and Politics,” Arendt distinguished between rational truths and 
factual truths. Both rest on a necessary quality of the human condition, a qual-
ity without which there would be no human life: “What is at stake is survival, 
the perseverance in existence . . . , and no human world destined to outlast the 
short life span of mortals within it will ever be able to survive without men 
willing to . . . say what is. No permanence, no perseverance in existence, can 
even be conceived of without men willing to testify to what is and appears to 
them because it is.”123 Rational truths are as compellingly true as is a statement 
like, “Th e sum of the interior angles of a triangle equals 180 degrees.” Factual 
truths, on the other hand, do not have this quality of compulsion. I adduced 
at the beginning of this chapter the fi gure of the airbrushed Clementis and his 
hat; Arendt mentions Trotsky’s erasure from Soviet history books and later 
suggests that the question of who invaded whom on August 4, 1914, is itself not 
secure. Facts thus have the quality of being able to be denied: the very existence 
of facts means that men are fr ee to lie. (I cannot lie about rational truths—to 
what purpose could one lie about the sum of 2 + 2?) “When Plato introduced 
the notion of philosophical [i.e., absolute] truth, he set himself in opposition 
to the polis. . . . But at least there was an antagonism. In the modern world, 
however, this has changed. In the world we live in, the last traces of this ancient 

122. Ibid., 444, 450.
123. Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” 229.



W I T H O U T  A  B A N I S T E R  — 359

antagonism between the philosopher’s truth and the opinions in the market 
place have disappeared. Neither the truth of revealed religion which the po-
litical thinkers of the seventeenth century still treated as a major nuisance, nor 
the truth of the philosopher, disclosed to man in solitude, interferes any longer 
with the aff airs of the world.”124 What has happened is not that the antagonism 
has been resolved, but that factual truths have increasingly acquired the status 
of (mere) opinion, as in, “It is your opinion that the French resisted Hitler to 
the best of their ability.” Zerilli adduces the case of weapons of mass destruc-
tion in Iraq before the U.S. invasion—there were no such weapons, but to have 
held a priori that there were comes to be taken as one opinion among many 
(and one held by those in and with power).125 “What is at stake here,” Arendt 
notes, “is this common and factual reality itself, and this is indeed a political 
problem of the fi rst order . . . [for] factual truth informs political thought just 
as rational truth informs philosophical speculation.”126 Indeed, the realm of 
power seems to be increasingly at war with truth in all its forms.

Th e question then arises as to the relation of truth and politics. From the 
point of view of politics, truth is “despotic”; that is, it demands to be acknowl-
edged as what it is. Politics, however, is essentially about debate between dif-
ferent viewpoints. Th e claim made by that which is true, however, reveals the 
essential free quality of humans—we can deny it. Th e existence of truth means 
that we can lie, that we are always free to lie. In relation to factual truths, this 
is especially the case. Th erefore, our understanding of that which is political 
cannot proceed by the simple assertion of the compelling nature of factual 
truths. Given the contingent nature of factual truths, we must approach them 
in a manner that preserves both their contingency and their truth.

It is at this point that Arendt introduces the notion of an enlarged mental-
ity that she fi nds in Kant’s Th ird Critique (and which I discussed toward the 
beginning of this chapter). To recall:

Political thought is representative. I form an opinion by considering a given 
issue from diff erent viewpoints, by making present to my mind the stand-
points of those who are absent; that is, I represent them. Th is process of 
representation does not blindly adopt the actual views of those who stand 
somewhere else, and hence look upon the world from a diff erent perspec-

124. Ibid., 235.
125. Zerilli, “Truth and Politics,” pars. 45– 52. I am prompted throughout this section of the chapter by 

Zerilli’s essay.
126. Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” 237– 38.
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tive; this is a question neither of empathy, as though I tried to be or to feel 
like somebody else, nor of counting noses and joining a majority but of 
being and thinking in my own identity where actually I am not. Th e more 
people’s standpoints I have present in my mind . . . the stronger will be my 
capacity for representative thinking.

Th is approach to factual truth is necessary because it is the only way to enhance 
the validity of my opinions. Th ought that is human is discursive, and it is so even 
when one is alone, for then it will be “a silent dialogue carried on between me 
and myself.” Th e validity of political claims and judgments cannot be proved 
in the way that the sum of 2 + 2 can be proved to be 4: “Th at all are created 
equal cannot be the conclusion of a demonstration. For these are matt ers of 
opinion. . . . Th eir validity depends on free agreement and consent; they are ar-
rived at by discursive representative thinking; and they are communicated by 
means of persuasion and dissuasion.”127 From this, it follows that the validity 
of political judgments depends not so much on the actuality that and of what 
one knows as on one’s capacity to acknowledge the opinions of others—this is 
her enlarged mentality.128

Not all of life is like this. Arendt is as clear as was Max Weber that the role 
of the scholar (and, she adds, the judiciary) is to tell the truth as best one can: 
fi at veritas et pereat mundus. Such is a mode of “being alone” in which “no po-
litical commitment, no adherence to a cause is possible. . . . Only when one 
of them is adopted as a way of life . . . is it likely to confl ict with the demands 
of the political.” She goes on to say that, at least in “constitutional countries,” 
the political realm knows that it has a stake in the maintenance of institutions 
that make this kind of isolation possible. Th at function is to supply informa-
tion from outside the political realm, to “stand guard over and interpret factual 
truth and human documents.”129

T H E  N E E D  F O R  E X E M P L A R S

Here, Arendt provides us with an interesting contrast to John Rawls. Suppose 
we have a situation in which members of a society have agreed on the two prin-

127. Ibid., 241, 245, 247.
128. Zerilli here cites Stanley Cavell, “Knowing and Acknowledging,” in Must We Mean What We Say? 

chap. 9, as I do also.
129. Arendt, “Truth and Politics,” 260– 61.
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ciples of justice130 and that we thus have what Rawls calls a well- ordered society.131 
Given the fact that Rawls has made reasonableness rather than truth the foun-
dation of the conversation of justice, it is clear that, in such a society, there will 
be diff erent versions of what can be thought to count as reasonable. Th ere will, 
in other words, be disagreement and confl ict, and the question will arise of how 
those disagreements should be addressed. A central question, then, to which 
Rawls pays litt le, if any, att ention, is how each individual should go about expressing 
his or her own version of reasonableness motivated by the hope that others might come 
to share it. One answer would come if the citizens had available models of citizenly 
expression. (I am not talking about discursive democracy and certainly not about 
Habermas.) We are, thus, here in the context again of refl ective judgment.

Stanley Cavell has argued that the lack of att ention to this question comes 
from Rawls’s overly quick dismissal of all forms of perfectionism and, in par-
ticular, of his misreading of what Nietzsche has to say about exemplarity in 
Schopenhauer as Educator. For Nietzsche, an exemplar is that to which one feels 
a call to become but has not yet. We are again in the realm of Pindar: “genoi’ 
oios essi mathón/ γένοι᾿ οἷος ἐσσὶ μαθών [Having learned become what you 
are].” Much too briefl y: Rawls’s acceptance of translations of Exemplar as speci-
men rather than exemplar and of Entstehung as production rather than emergence 
distort the meaning of Nietzsche’s original text.132 He thus reads Nietzsche as 
here advocating the creation or development of superior human beings. Th e 
“production of specimens” (Rawls’s reading) is something altogether diff erent 
than the “emergence of exemplars.” Compare “that is a specimen of Picasso’s 
work” with “that is an exemplary Picasso.”

In these disagreements, some will win, and some will lose, as Rawls recog-
nizes in Political Liberalism.133 Th is is the stuff  of politics. Th e danger is that loss 

130. Th e two principles of justice are that “each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive 
basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for all” and that social and economic inequalities are to be 
arranged so that “they are to be of the greatest benefi t to the least advantaged members of social” and “of-
fi ces and positions must be open to everyone under conditions of fair equality of opportunity” (Rawls, A 
Th eory of Justice, 53, 303).

131. Rawls, A Th eory of Justice, sec. 59. Maurizio Viroli (Jean- Jacques Rousseau and the Well- Ordered State 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003]) associates this with Rousseau’s état bien constitué, which 
pushes things a bit: well constituted is not necessarily the same as well ordered.

132. Rawls, A Th eory of Justice, 325. See also Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome. Cavell does 
not mention the Entstehung problem but gives an important consideration of the problem and notion of 
exemplarity. See my introduction to Nietzsche and Politics, ed. Strong. Th e Nietzsche text is from sec. 6 of 
Schopenhauer as Educator

133. John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 197.
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will turn to violence, and, hence, att ention has to be paid to the conditions of 
individual expression in relation to the achievement of an agreement, albeit 
always contingent, on social issues. I note in a promissory fashion that I do 
not think that one can close down a priori the path that might lead to violence 
(as, say, Joshua Cohen or Jürgen Habermas would) as that closes out other al-
ternatives too quickly. What Arendt provides, over against Rawls, is a political 
answer (rather than a moral one) to the question of how to approach political 
interaction and confl ict.

As he reaches the end of the fi rst part of the Critique of the Power of Judg-
ment, Kant raises the question of the “reality of our concepts”: “Die Realität 
unserer Begriff e darzuthun, werden immer Anschauungen erfordert. Sind es 
empirische Begriff e, so heißen die letzteren Beispiele” (“To demonstrate the 
reality of our concepts, Anschauungen are always required. If they are empirical 
concepts, then the latt er are called examples”).134 Anschauung can also be trans-
lated as intuition, opinion, or experience—Kant is referring here to a special type 
of experience, one that counts as an example of something. For something to 
be an example, it has to manifest in a direct manner characteristic qualities of 
something—here, of a concept, but also of a mode of human excellence.

It is the need for examplars that leads Arendt to write a book that she calls 
Men in Dark Times.135 Th is book presents eleven “persons—how they lived 
their lives, how they moved in the world, and how they were aff ected by his-
torical time.” Why does Arendt undertake these essays? Her answer is impor-
tant: “Even in the darkest times we have the right to expect some illumination, 
and that such illumination may well come less from theories and concepts 
that from the uncertain, fl ickering, and oft en weak light that some men and 
women, in their lives and their works, will kindle under almost all circum-
stances and shed of the time span that was given them on earth—this convic-
tion is the inarticulate background against which these profi les were drawn.”136 
In her essay on Lessing in that book, she focuses in particular on his valuation 
of friendship. She adduces it because it seems to her “to be especially perti-
nent to the question of humanness.”137 Th e friend is, one might say, “the other 
to whom I can use the words I discover in which to express myself . . . a fi gure 

134. Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 225/ Ak. 5:531.
135. Th e book title is taken from a poem by Berthold Brecht, “To Th ose Who Follow in Our Wake,” a 

line in which is: “Wirklich, ich lebe in fi nsteren Zeiten!” (Truly, I live in dark times!).
136. Hannah Arendt, preface to Men in Dark Times, vii, ix.
137. Hannah Arendt, “On Humanity in Dark Times: Th oughts about Lessing,” in Men in Dark Times, 

23– 24.
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that may occur as the goal of the journey but also as its instigation and accom-
paniment.”138 Th e friend functions as a kind of reminder and prod and lets be 
evident to the person accompanied his or her own understanding. Arendt had 
just prior to her statement about expecting some illumination detailed the 
nature of that pertinence. I cite at length for much is here:

In the case of a friendship between a German and a Jew under the condi-
tions of the Th ird Reich it would scarcely have been a sign of humanness 
for the friends to have said: Are we not both human beings? It would have 
been a mere evasion of reality and of the world common to both at that time; 
they would not have been resisting the world as it was. A law that prohib-
ited the intercourse of Jews and Germans could be evaded but it could not 
be defi ed by people who denied the reality of the distinction. In keeping with 
a humanness that had not lost the solid ground of reality, a humanness in 
the midst of the reality of persecution, they would have had to say to each 
other: A German and a Jew, and friends. But wherever such a friendship suc-
ceeded at that time . . . and was maintained in purity, that is to say without 
false guilt complexes on one side and false complexes of superiority or in-
feriority on the other, a bit of humanness in a world become inhuman would 
have been achieved.139

Earlier in the essay she had expressed her horror at the “sentimentality” ac-
corded to Th e Diary of Anne Frank.140 Arendt here points to the manner in 
which one might maintain an authentically human relationship (here friend-
ship) in times and under a regime that want to make such impossible. Why is 
such a friendship important politically? For Arendt, the essence of friendship 
consists in discourse, in “the constant interchange of talk [that unites] citi-
zens. . . . Th e world is . . . humane . . . only when it has become the object of 
discourse.”141 If Kant, she goes on to say, would have sacrifi ced truth to the pos-
sibility of human freedom, he would not, as Lessing would have, sacrifi ced it 
to the possibility of friendship and discourse. Note the hierarchy: friendship 

138. Stanley Cavell, Cities of Words (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2005), 27.

139. Arendt, “On Humanity in Dark Times,” 23 (my italics). Arendt expresses similar thoughts in “Wal-
ter Benjamin: 1892– 1940,” in Men in Dark Times, 189.

140. Arendt, “On Humanity in Dark Times,” 19. In this, she joins the judgment on Anne Frank of 
Bruno Bett elheim in Th e Informed Heart (New York: Avon, 1979). See Baehr, “Identifying the Unprece-
dented,” 807– 10.

141. Arendt, “On Humanity in Dark Times,” 24.
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and discourse make freedom possible. Nietzsche wrote that the categorical 
imperative “riecht nach Grausamkeit [reeks of cruelty],”142 and Arendt holds 
much the same position. For her, Kant’s moral philosophy must be seen as “in-
human . . . because the categorical imperative is postulated as absolute.” “Th e 
inhumanity . . . is bound up . . . with the concept of one single truth,” and this 
is because Kant “could not bear to think that in action, too, man cannot be-
have like a god.”143 Th is is why she prefers Th e Critique of the Power of Judgment 
to his moral philosophy.

What, then, is the ground for the world in which we live? How does it hap-
pen that there is a world in which we live? Th is is a problem that has been with 
us since the fi rst chapter. Arendt provides, I believe, a new answer, one that 
is consonant with her focus on birth and death, on plurality. I have cited this 
passage in part above:

Th e word “life,” however, has an altogether diff erent meaning if it is related 
to the world and meant to designate the time interval between birth and 
death. Limited by a beginning and an end, that is, by the two supreme events 
of appearance and disappearance within the world, it follows a strictly linear 
movement. . . . Th e chief characteristic of this specifi cally human life, whose 
appearance and disappearance constitute worldly events, is that it is itself always 
full of events which ultimately can be told as a story, establish a biography; 
it is of this life, bios as distinguished from mere zōe, that Aristotle said that 
it “somehow is a kind of praxis.”144

I have placed the key passage in italics. Arendt is saying that birth and death—
appearing and disappearing—are what make our existence in the world pos-
sible. What we mean by the world in which we live and act (which we cannot 
know before we are born, as we were not, or aft er we die, as we are again not) 
is constituted by birth and death. It is not an outlandish leap to say, then, that 
birth and death are the transcendental deduction of Being. If this is the case, 
then Arendt’s thought rests on the confrontation of that for which we cannot 
have words, a problem, we recall, that was set for us by the following passage 
already cited in the introduction:

142. F. Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, 2.6, WKG, 6-2, 316.
143. Arendt, “On Humanity in Dark Times,” 27.
144. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 97 (my italics). Th e elided material deals with the relation of “life” 

to “eternal return.” See similar considerations in Kristeva, “Refoundation as Survival.”
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Th e problem with the notion of the “thing- in-itself ” is not, as it has been put, 
that Kant does not, or cannot, explain its relation to the objects we know, or 
that he oughtn’t to be able so much as to imagine its relation (because in his 
view the categories do not apply to it). Th e problem with the concept of the 
thing- in-itself is that it should have itself received a transcendental deduc-
tion, i.e., that it itself, or the concepts that go into it (e.g., externality; world 
(in which objects are met)), should have been seen as internal to the catego-
ries of the understanding, as part of our concept of an object in general.145

We can, thus, see that Hanna Pitkin’s question as to what was talked about in 
the agora is, in some sense, off  the point. For Arendt, the question is not what 
they talked about but whether, in full consciousness of the particular worlds 
in which they lived, they talked to each other. Th is mode occurs historically for 
Arendt in particular at moments when vertical authority is successfully chal-
lenged or collapses—she instantiates the formation of soviets aft er the Russian 
Revolution or aft er the 1919 uprising in Bavaria or the councils that came into 
existence aft er the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 (until crushed by the Sovi-
ets). We can, in February 2011, see something of the same in the areas of Libya 
that have separated themselves from the rule of Colonel Gadaffi  .146 And for 
men and women to continue to talk to each other—to acknowledge that there 
are others in the world, which is the essence of the political—they have to 
start, not from a theoretical insight that there cannot be one single truth in the 
human world, but from the “gladness that it does not exist and that, therefore, 
the unending discourse among men will never cease so long as there are men 
at all. A single absolute truth . . . would have spelled the end of humanity.”147

It follows from this that, for Arendt, we should not, in Heidegger’s words, 
“want to get anywhere.”148 For her, however, this is true also in the political 
realm, which it was not for Heidegger. Th is means that the political realm is, 
in the end, not primarily about achieving goals, even if politics is. It is about 
maintaining a space in which humans can speak to each other without a last 
word ever being possible or desired. And this, in turn, is at the root of some of 

145. Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 53– 54. In Th e Senses of Walden, 104n, Cavell argues that Th oreau’s 
Walden is precisely such a deduction, as, indeed, Cavell’s book shows it is. One might take Th e Human Con-
dition to do the same.

146. Arendt, On Revolution, 251– 59, 269– 79; Zolberg, “Moments of Madness.”
147. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 97.
148. Heidegger, “Language,” 190.
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her distress over modern times. Lies were, at one point, meant to deceive an 
enemy. Now, lies have turned into self- deception and imagemaking: “If mod-
ern political lies are so big that they require a complete rearrangement of the 
whole factual texture . . . what prevents these new stories, images and non- facts 
from becoming an adequate substitute for reality and factuality?” Th e dangers 
that arise out of the modern manipulation of facts are those of “completeness 
and potential fi nality,” which, she notes, were “unknown to former times.”149

In her essay on the Pentagon Papers, “Lying in Politics,” Arendt recalls her 
argument about how the contingency of factual claims makes lying possible 
and then notes that there are two “recent varieties” in the “art of lying.” Th e 
fi rst is characteristic of Madison Avenue and the “public relations managers” 
in government. Here, the lying consists in an att empt at predetermining the 
range of choices that appear available, a quality that is exacerbated in politics, 
she notes, by the Senate’s inability or reluctance “to participate and advise in 
the conduct of foreign aff airs.” A second, more virulent, variety comes from 
the “problem- solvers” who now shape policy. Th ese are “rational,” “above sen-
timentality,” eager to fi nd “formulas . . . that would unify the most disparate 
phenomena with which reality presented them; that is, they were eager to dis-
cover laws,” hence “mentally gett ing rid of [all] disconcerting contingency.”150 
In Men in Dark Times, Arendt twice cites approvingly Heidegger as saying “Das 
Licht der Öff entlichkeit verdunkelt alles [Th e light of the public sphere ob-
scures everything].” Th is is, she says, “the heart of the matt er.”151 When Heideg-
ger wrote these words in 1927, however, they designated for him a philosophi-
cally unbridgeable space between the realm of contemplation and the world 
of everydayness. What Arendt means by this (in a sense somewhat diff erent 
from Heidegger’s) is that, if the human disappears into the impersonality of 
“what one does,” of habits of the world as it confronts us and as we have learned 
them, the world of “mere talk” rather than speech, then the particular essence 
of human beings, that they can live politically one with the other, will be lost. 
What we will have lost is a world that we might have in common. Hence, for 
Arendt, the problem of the “light of the public sphere” makes a demand on 
us to act politically. Indeed, the Brecht poem from which she takes the title of 
Men in Dark Times contains lines recalling the authority of the wisdoms of the 
past and asserting the necessity of forgoing them:

149. Arendt, “Truth in Politics,” 253– 54, 255.
150. Hannah Arendt, “Lying in Politics,” in Crises of the Republic, 11– 12.
151. Arendt, preface to Men in Dark Times, ix, and “Walter Benjamin,” 189. Th e passage is from Heideg-

ger’s Being and Time, sec. 27, p. 165/ Sein und Zeit, p. 127.
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Ich wäre gerne auch weise.
In den alten Büchern steht, was weise ist:
Sich aus dem Streit der Welt halten und die kurze Zeit
Ohne Furcht verbringen
Auch ohne Gewalt auskommen
Böses mit Gutem vergelten
Seine Wünsche nicht erfüllen, sondern vergessen
Gilt für weise.
Alles das kann ich nicht:
Wirklich, ich lebe in fi nsteren Zeiten!

I would happily be wise.
In the old books rests what wisdom is:
To retreat from the strife of the world
To live out the brief time that is your lot
Without fear
And to get along without violence
To repay evil with good– 
Not to satisfy but to forget one’s desires,
Is for those who are wise.
But I cannot heed this:
Truly I live in dark times!

“I cannot heed this.” In a way, Brecht echoes Wallace Stevens. As Rousseau 
had noted, it is the quality of modern times that the general will be replaced by 
particular wills. Th is is the actuality that liberal thought has accepted as a nec-
essary given. In political science, we call it revealed preferences. From  Arendt’s 
understanding, such a claim of necessity will lead in the end to shouting in 
the face of the wind: the words are blown behind us and have no eff ect on 
the future. And this, in turn, indicates that, insofar as one may call her a demo-
crat, her democracy is far from being liberal.152 Liberal democracy as it derives 
from Hobbes and Locke exists to a great degree to legitimate institutions that 
allow human beings more successfully to pursue their private goals than they 
might without such institutions. It is important to realize that Arendt did not 
think totalitarianism to be a passing anomaly in human history. Indeed, as this 

152. I am informed in this paragraph and the next by Canovan, Hannah Arendt, chap. 6, although I do 
not share Canovan’s sense that Arendt comes down for “classical republicanism,” even if strands of that 
thought are surely present.
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chapter has shown, it has entwined itself with existing institutions: it consti-
tutes a, perhaps the, novelty of the modern Western world. And, she realized, 
variations of such totalitarianism were perfectly compatible with the rise of a 
consumer and individual- good oriented society. Arendt cannot take the path 
of “retreat[ing] from the strife of the world.” Nor can it be a matt er of leaving 
questions up to professionals, elected and reelected almost ad libitum.

In a public forum, George Kateb of Princeton University called (the then) 
President Bush a tyrant. In what does tyranny consist? In the Persian Lett ers, 
Montesquieu argued that it consists in requiring that others have no existence 
for oneself except that which one allows them. His argument is a striking pre-
fi guring of the closing paragraph of Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem. Compare 
Montesquieu to the terms in which Arendt imagines that the judgment might 
have been worded, were justice to have been done: “And just as you supported 
and carried out a policy of not wanting to share the earth with the Jewish 
people and the people of a number of other nations—as though you and your 
superiors had any right to determine who should and should not inhabit the 
world—we fi nd that no one, that is, no member of the human race, can be ex-
pected to want to share the earth with you.”153 Th is seems to me exactly right: 
tyranny consists in speaking for oneself and having the power to impose that 
speech on others, to hear only one’s own words. I note with political distress 
that, when the then President George W. Bush came on the television, I turned 
to the World Poker Tour. I did not do this with Nixon or Reagan, much as I 
disagreed with them. My distress is almost unpolitical, for my channel chang-
ing was a form of not being willing to acknowledge that I shared a world with 
G. W. Bush. I wanted, in other words, not to deal with the fact that he was in 
our president. Th is strikes me as dangerous: it is as if I was pretending to my-
self that he is not our president, refusing to acknowledge the world of which 
I am a part. As a response to tyranny, it consists in allowing that tyranny to 
be, as if it were not mine. It leads me to fail to recognize that, living in a tyran-
nical world, I may, unthinkingly, become a tyrant myself. (As Plato pointed 
out, tyrants have no friends: such is the logic of rationalized bureaucracy.) It 
may lead me to turn away from this world, my world, in disgust, much as one 
thinks that Heidegger may aft er some point have done. If, speaking for my-
self, the government in Washington during the fi rst eight years of this cen-

153. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, 279. See also Verity Smith, “ ‘Liberty’s Grammar’: Of Sovereigns, 
Subjects, and the Concept of Constitutionalism” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, San Diego, 2009), 
and “Dissent in Dark Times: Hannah Arendt on Civil Disobedience and Constitutional Patriotism,” in 
Berkowitz, Katz, and Keenan, eds., Th inking in Dark Times, 105– 14.
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tury was hardly mine, I must not forget or avoid the knowledge that, speaking 
for us, it was (and is) still, but perhaps barely, ours. Eichmann showed Arendt 
how a human being could be entirely without political interaction with other 
humans. And, in detailing that lack, she reminded us that a glimmer of light 
remains for us, even in these dark times. “Th ere is a litt le light left  unput out,” 
wrote Augustine, elaborating on John 12:35. “Walk on, walk on that the dark-
ness overtake you not.”154

154. Augustine, Confessions (New York: Image, 1960), 252 (10.23).



Conclusion
Th e World as It Finds Us

No human would have the concept of virtue, if he had 
always been among nothing but scoundrels.

Immanuel Kant, “On the Very Idea of Sense”

But although morality is open to repudiation, either by the prophet 
or the raging and suff ering self, or by the delinquent or the oldest 

and newest evil, and though it cannot assure us that we will have no 
enemies nor that our actions are beyond reproach, even when they 
pass all moral tests; not just anybody, in any way, can repudiate it.

Stanley Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason

Könnt’ich Magie von meinem Pfad entfernen
Die Zaubersprüche ganz und gar verlernen,
Stünd’ich Natur! von dir ein Mensch allein

Da wär’s der Muhe wert, ein Mensch zu sein.

Were I to remove magic from my path
Wholly and utt erly unlearn the magic words,

Were I to stand before you, Nature, and be alone
It would be worth the eff ort of being a human.

J. W. Goethe, Faust II

W H E N ,  I N  1 9 5 0 ,  H A N N A H  A R E N D T  V I S I T E D  H E I D E G G E R  F O R  T H E  F I R S T 

time since 1933, they went for long walks. We know from subsequent lett ers that, 
on one walk, she quoted to him some lines from Goethe’s last work, the poem 
collection entitled West- Östlicher Divan.1 While we do not know precisely what 

1. See Martin Heidegger to Hannah Arendt, October 6, 1953, in Hannah Arendt and Martin Heidegger: 
Lett ers, 1925– 1975 (New York: Harcourt, 2004), 114.
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verses she cited, Barbara Hahn has argued that it was likely the poem “Unbe-
grenzt” (Without limits), as she cites it in a later lett er when recalling the oc-
casion.2 Th e poem includes the lines:

Dein Lied ist drehend wie das Sterngewölbe,
Anfang und Ende immerfort dasselbe,
Und, was die Mitt e bringt, ist off enbar
Das, was zu Ende bleibt und Anfangs war.
Du bist der Freuden echte Dichterquelle
Und ungezählt entfl ießt dir Well’ auf Welle.3

Your song revolves like the starry vault
Beginning and ending always the same
And what the middle brings is apparent to all as
Th at which at the end remains and was at the beginning.
You are the friend’s true poetic source
And uncounted wave upon wave washes over you.

If this identifi cation is correct, Arendt is saying that their 1950 reunion may 
stand as the middle, such that the end and the beginning could or should be 
understood in terms of it. Importantly, the Divan poems were writt en, not just 
by Goethe, but also by the woman with whom he was in love, Marianne von 
Willemer. Th e choice of poem thus seems overdetermined.

Some ten years later, Arendt sent a copy of Th e Human Condition (her Ger-
man version, entitled Vita Activa) to Heidegger with a lett er indicating: “If 
things had been right between us—I mean between and that means not you, 
not me—I would have asked you if I may dedicate it to you.” Th e book con-
spicuously has no dedication. Her lett er continues by referring back to the days 
in Freiburg, that is, 1950, days that, she said, engendered her book.4 Th e Divan 

2. See Arendt to Heidegger, October 19, 1966, in Hannah Arendt and Martin Heidegger, 129. An English 
translation is: “It always ends just as it begins.” Th is point is well argued in Barbara Hahn, “Writing in Two 
Languages: Hannah Arendt between Germany and the United States” (Vanderbilt University, 2010, unpub-
lished manuscript), esp. 6– 13. (My thanks to Professor Hahn for making this available.) See also Barbara 
Hahn, Hannah Arendt—Leidenschaft en, Menschen und Bücher (Berlin: Berlin Verlag, 2003). Th e Goethe 
poem is in the fi rst section of the collection Hafi s.

3. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, West- Östlicher Divan (1819; Berlin: Dodo, 2008), 19.
4. See Arendt to Heidegger, October 10, 1960, in Arendt and Heidegger: Lett ers, 261. Appended to this 

lett er is the dedication to Heidegger that Arendt did not use: “Re Vita Activa: / Th is dedication is sup-
pressed / How could I have dedicated it to you, / My confi dant / To Whom I have / And have not been 
true / and both in love.”
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citation may, thus, be read, as Hahn does, as having been an invitation to Heide-
gger to engage with her—we know that, during the 1950 talks, they spoke of the 
need to come to grips with the world that had come out of the Second World 
War. We also know, from a lett er of Arendt’s to Jaspers, that Heidegger seems 
never to have read the book—and certainly never engaged Arendt in the kind 
of dialogue that she thought the new world demanded and that she hoped to 
open with Th e Human Condition.5 One may thus—and I have tried to in chap-
ter 8—read Arendt’s work not only as an engagement with Heidegger—as it 
is with the rest of those considered in this book6—but also as an att empt to 
move down a path opened by that thought not yet taken, a path that would try 
to come to grips with the twentieth century. What might that path be?

In the chapter on Max Weber, I cited, in conclusion, the end of his lecture 
on “Politics as a Vocation.” I recall it again:

It is immeasurably moving when a mature [reif ] man—whether old or 
young in years—who truly feels this responsibility for consequences and 
acts with a whole soul in terms of the ethic of responsibility, arrives at some 
point where he says; “I can do no other; here I stand.” Th is is something 
truly impressive [ergreift ]. For this situation truly must be possible at some 
point for each of us who is not spiritually dead. Insofar as the ethics of dispo-
sition and the ethics of responsibility are not absolute contraries, but com-
plements, which only in combination constitute a genuine person [echten 
Menschen], one who can have the “calling for politics.”7

Actions taken by such a person have the quality, Weber tells us, of providing 
the terms by which they are to be judged. Only those who are “spiritually dead” 
will not respond to such presence. Such actions, however, are not subsumable 
under the standard understandings of morality—they create their own rules. 
More importantly, it is from the acts of those who bring them into existence 
that the terms by which they are to be understood (which does not mean nec-
essarily accepted) come into being. Th us, the Declaration of Independence 
brings into being something that had no existence before—novus ordo saeclo-

5. Arendt and Jaspers, Correspondence, 457. It is generally assumed that Heidegger never took cogni-
zance of the book. However, in her Denktagebuch, Arendt makes a note of the German version in an entry 
that refers to a meeting with Heidegger on September 12, 1968: Denktagebuch, 1950– 1973, 2 vols. (Munich: 
Piper, 2003), 2:696. See the editors’ comments, ibid., 1125.

6. Including Freud. Despite Arendt’s dismissal of psychoanalysis, see Kristeva, “Refoundation as Sur-
vival,” and Hannah Arendt.

7. Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Gesammelte Politische Schrift en, 559/ Vocation Lectures, 92.
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rum it will be called.8 Likewise, the declaration on June 17, 1789, by the Tiers 
Etat that it was the National Assembly of the French nation brings into being 
something that had had no existence. It is for this reason that Schmitt  says 
that, in cases of exception, the sovereign acts from nothing and brings about 
a new order.9 By this, such acts resemble the acts of Kant’s genius that I dis-
cussed in chapter 1.

Th e passage in Weber is further noteworthy in that it comes precisely at the 
moment that Weber considers the justifi cation for the acts of a person who 
truly has politics as a vocation. It is an act that brings a world into existence; it 
succeeds in that those who are not “inwardly dead” are moved by it, presum-
ably to act diff erently than they had been. Th is existential Lutheran justifi cation, 
as I have called it, is explicitly not utilitarian; it clearly makes no reference to 
natural law, or to the public good, or to individual glory, or to historical destiny, 
or to God’s plan, or to the necessities of the universe. It rests on nothing but 
itself. No banister. Most centrally, it makes no appeal to a moral justifi cation 
for policies, nor do any of those I have considered in this book.

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  O F  T H E  P L A C E  O F  M O R A L I T Y

It is importantly the case that none of those I have considered place much em-
phasis on morality (with the exception of those parts of Kant I mostly avoided 
as my emphasis was on the Kant of the Th ird Critique, not the Second). Nietz-
sche holds that one can fi nd oneself “beyond good and evil”; neither Weber’s 
leader nor Freud’s hero who dreams without distortion has much to do with 
morality. Th e case is even clearer for Lenin (for all his apparently naive claim 
that aft er the revolution basic moral principles, “known for centuries,” would 
reemerge) and for Carl Schmitt . Th ose who have sought to fi nd an ethics or 
morality in Heidegger have grasped at straws or transformed him into a ver-
sion of Emmanuel Levinas.10 Even Arendt passes morality and the “rights of 
man” by with hardly a wave of the hand.11

8. Th us, Arendt entitles chap. 5 of On Revolution “Novus Ordo Saeclorum,” the mott o of the United 
States, derived from a passage in Virgil that Carl Schmitt  was fond of citing. See chapter 6.

9. See Lima and Strong, “Telling the Dancer from the Dance.”
10. See, e.g., Donovan Miyasaki, “A Ground for Ethics in Heidegger’s Being and Time,” Journal of the 

British Society for Phenomenology 38, no. 3 (2007): 261– 79; Michael Lewis, Heidegger and the Place of Ethics 
(New York: Continuum, 2005); and Joanna Hodge, Heidegger and Ethics (London: Routledge, 1995). See 
also the discussion in Herman Philipse, “Heidegger and Ethics,” Inquiry 42 (1999): 439– 74.

11. George Kateb criticizes Arendt on this point, for loosening the ties of politics to morality. See his 
“Th e Questionable Infl uence of Arendt (and Strauss),” in Hannah Arendt and Leo Strauss, ed. Kielmansegg, 
Mewes, and Glaser- Schmidt, 29– 44.
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Why this refusal? It comes from the fact that in confronting the particular 
realities of the world in which they live—or that, in Nietzsche’s case, they an-
ticipated—there was a sense that the competence of morality to judge human 
aff airs is not so much wrong as limited. Th e famous example from Sartre’s “Ex-
istentialism Is a Humanism” that I noted in chapter 7 (the young man who 
has to choose between staying with his infi rm mother and joining the resis-
tance against the Nazis) is intended to show that one might fi nd oneself under 
two incompatible demands, both making a moral claim, without there being 
an overarching system of reasons that would permit choice between them.12 
Choice will have to be made—but on what basis is not and cannot be clear, 
for there is no basis from which to make it.

What, however, are the consequences of this for our understanding of mo-
rality? Many of those who think about the relation of morality to human life 
assume that, unless the validity of morality is independent of time, place, and 
person, it cannot be a truly moral doctrine. Th is is held to be the case of moral 
doctrines in both the Kantian and the post- Kantian forms as well as in the 
various forms of utilitarianism. Th ere are two responses to this position. Th e 
fi rst is that various moral demands can, at a given time, make contradictory 
and incompatible claims on us and, hence, that the application of a moral sys-
tem cannot, in such circumstances, provide a directive as to what one should 
do. As such, the position is one that Bernard Williams explored at length. In 
Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, Williams argued that any moral system that 
held as a basic tenet that moral obligations could not confl ict with each other 
(if properly understood) and that in the end moral considerations carried an 
obligation that trumped all others was necessarily false to our experience and 
to our intelligence. Indeed, at times, the justifi cation of a choice will come 
only in how it turns out. As Williams wrote: “Th e only thing that will justify 
his choice will be success itself.”13 Th us, morality—as a fi nal system but only as 
that—must be refused: we have seen this in all the authors considered in this 
book, although Williams would admit parentage probably only to Nietzsche.

Th e second response follows, I think, from the fi rst and relates also to our 
experience. Th e fact that there are circumstances in our lives for which moral 

12. Th is is a consequence of Bernard Williams’s argument against the existence of “external reasons.” 
See his “Internal and External Reasons,” in Moral Luck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 
101– 13. Th e implication is that there may be beings for whom (in some areas “we” would normally think 
moral) moral reasons are not relevant.

13. Williams, Moral Luck, 18. In addition to various texts of and about Williams, I read the excellent 
Timothy Chappell, “Bernard Williams,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, available at htt p:// plato
.stanford .edu, and was informed by it.
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doctrine does not provide an (or the only) answer means neither that moral-
ity can ad libitum be rejected in its entirety nor that it must fatalistically de-
volve into relativism. Th e fact that it is not fi nal does not mean that it has no 
claim or only the claims we choose to accept. As Stanley Cavell has writt en: 
“Morality must leave itself open to repudiation; it provides one possibility of 
sett ling confl ict, a way of encompassing confl ict which allows continuance of 
personal relationship against the hard and apparently inevitable fact of misun-
derstanding. . . . Other ways of sett ling or encompassing confl ict are provided 
by politics, religion, love and forgiveness, rebellion, and withdrawal. Moral-
ity is a valuable way because the others are oft en so inaccessible or brutal; but 
it is not everything.”14 Th e underlying premise here is that, to the degree that 
moral principles are derived not from this world but from something beyond 
it (whether this be a Platonic or a theological realm), the events of the twen-
tieth century have made the belief in or the acceptance of such principles im-
possible for any person who faces the world as it has shown itself. In chapter 1, 
I cited an interview I conducted with Roger Baldwin in which he recalled 
the devastating eff ect of World War I on the hopes for human reason. Arendt 
quotes Winston Churchill writing in the 1930s: “Scarcely anything, material 
or established, which I was brought up to believe was permanent and vital, 
has lasted. Everything I was sure, or was taught to be sure, was impossible, has 
happened.”15 Toward the beginning of my chapter on Arendt, I noted what she 
had to say about morality. To recall: “Even though we have lost yardsticks by 
which to measure, and rules under which to subsume the particular, a being 
whose essence is a beginning may have enough of origin within himself to un-
derstand without preconceived categories and to judge without the set of cus-
tomary rules which is morality.”16 If our “essence is a beginning,” that is, if or 
when our being brings something new (an “origin”) into the world, then the 
“preconceived” and the “customary” will be inadequate to understand what 
has come to be. In such a circumstance, it can also be the case that we might 

14. Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 269. See the account in Richard T. Eldridge, “Stanley Cavell and Eth-
ics,” in Stanley Cavell, ed. Richard T. Eldridge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 21– 45. On 
the question of why relativism is not a consequence of Nietzsche’s perspectivalism, see Babich, Nietzsche’s 
Philosophy of Science, 51– 56.

15. Cited in Hannah Arendt, “Some Questions of Moral Philosophy,” in Responsibility and Judgment, 
30. Jonathan Glover (Humanity: A Moral History of the Twentieth Century [New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2001], chap. 1 and 408ff .) refers to a “fading of the moral law,” although his heartfelt and oft en moving 
book is designed to put it back in focus: “Th e best hope of this is to work with the grain of human nature, 
making use of the resources of moral identity and the human responses” (409). One can only wonder about 
the saliency of these “resources.”

16. Arendt, “Understanding and Politics,” 321.
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encounter “a position whose excellence we cannot deny, taken by persons we 
are not willing or able to dismiss, but which, morally, would have to be called 
wrong.”17 Th e citation is from Cavell’s Th e Claim of Reason, and it replays in a 
diff erent language the position of Max Weber, who found it “immeasurably 
moving” when a “mature [reif] man . . . who truly feels this responsibility for 
consequences and acts with a whole soul in terms of the ethic of responsibil-
ity, arrives at some point where he says; ‘I can do no other; here I stand,’ such 
that each of us who is not ‘inwardly dead’ cannot ‘fail to be moved.’ ”18 Such a 
position, one might say, would be “beyond good and evil.” It is, I hope clear, 
that all those I have considered in this book see the possibility of there being 
such a position.

Th at said, one must be careful to see just exactly how far and for whom the 
door has been opened. Th e grounds here are dangerous as there is a tendency 
to abrogate to oneself the ability to go beyond morality, an ability one will 
think of as a right. In Daybreak 103, Nietzsche writes that there are “two man-
ners of denying morality.” On the one hand, one might deny that the moral 
motives that men advance to explain their actions actually lead to those ac-
tions. Morality, in this understanding, would be merely a form of deception, 
both of one’s self and of others, an illusion from which one could be awak-
ened.19 Th is is not Nietzsche’s approach. Rather, he denies morality “as [he] 
would alchemy.” Th is is not a denial that there have not been (real) alchemists, 
or an assertion that alchemists were pretending, or even the claim that what 
they did had no results. It recognizes, rather, that they were persuaded to their 
experiments by alchemical motives.20 It says, instead, that the whole operation 
was based on erroneous perspectives. Th is does not deny that there is moral 
behavior or even that morality has a defi nition on which humans could agree. It 
asserts, however, that, like alchemy, morality exists only if certain other prem-
ises are held to be true, premises that are not and cannot be justifi ed by the 
moral system (a version, if you want, of Gödel’s proof). Nor does it entail that 

17. Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 268– 69.
18. Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Gesammelte Politische Schrift en, 559/ Vocation Lectures, 92.
19. Th us, E. R. Dodds compares Nietzsche to Callicles in the appendix to his edition of the Gorgias 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 387– 91.
20. In fact, alchemists were extremely interesting scientists. In a rapidly growing literature, see Law-

rence Principe, Th e Aspiring Adept: Robert Boyle and His Alchemical Quest (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2000); Bett y Jo Teeter Dobbs, Th e Foundations of Newton’s Alchemy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983); and Jean- Paul Auff ray, Newton ou le triomphe de l’alchimie (Paris: Pommier, 2000). 
Th ere is good evidence that Newton’s alchemistry was instrumental in the development of his scientifi c 
theories.
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I can simply declare myself free of the imperatives of morality—I cannot lift  
myself out of my world by some Baron Munchhausen bootstraps.

Th us, to criticize Nietzsche or the others in this book for being “immor-
alists” or “amoral” misses an important point. If one goes “beyond good and 
evil,” one denies not only morality but also immorality. Th e passage cited from 
Dawn above continues:

I deny also immorality: not that countless men feel themselves to be im-
moral, but rather that there is a ground in truth that one might feel this way. I 
do not deny what is self- evident—presuming that I am no fool—that many 
acts that are called immoral are to be avoided and fought against, that many, 
that are called moral, are to be done and promoted—But I do mean: the one 
as the other on other grounds than before. We must retrain our way of thinking 
[umzulernen]—in order at last, and perhaps much later, to att ain even more: 
to feel diff erently [umzufühlen].21

Umlernen and umfühlen are the stuff  of cultural revolution. Th ere are dangers 
here, and I need to sketch them out, if briefl y. Claims such as those that Nietz-
sche and the others make about morality have at least three consequences. 
First, they raise the question of the health of a society as a whole. If moral struc-
tures are understood as epiphenomenal to the structure of a particular social 
organization (Western civilization, perhaps, since Socrates and Christ), and 
if this society is understood as inherently fl awed, then all must be changed.22 
Some of this enthusiasm and its problems can be seen in att itudes toward the 
various cultural revolutions that shook the world during the late 1960s. All 
the thinkers considered in this book, however, think that there is something 
radically wrong with contemporary Western civilization and that, if change is 
possible and is to occur, it will have to be radical change. Second, and more 
problematically, these thoughts can give rise to a deep suspicion of moral-
ity as a justifi cation for any political action. Th is is not the old suspicion that 
morality might be a kind of personal judgment, an understanding that per-
sisted in the thought of philosophers like A. J. Ayer and Charles Stevenson.23 

21. Nietzsche, Daybreak, 103, WKG, 5-1, 89– 90.
22. See ibid., 202, WKG, 5-1, 176– 78.
23. Charles Stevenson, Ethics and Language (1944; reprint, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

1965). See, however, Colin Wilks, Emotion, Truth and Meaning: In Defense of Ayer and Stevenson (Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2002).
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It was, rather, that the categories of good and evil seemed to be available to 
almost anyone. Th us, a particular kind of moral relativism developed in the 
wake of the Second World War. Th e energy and apparent clarity of purpose 
that the Nazis brought to the justifi cation of their enterprise called any sin-
gular grounding of the moral enterprise as a way of organizing human af-
fairs into radical doubt. Th e question, “What if the Nazis had won?” ines-
capably seemed to suggest that moral categories were relative to success and 
success relative to power. If that was so, the only answer was power—and 
power, it was thought, was not a moral category. As Stanley Cavell has writ-
ten: “Someday, if there is a someday, we will have to learn that evil thinks 
of itself as good, that it could not have made such progress in the world un-
less people planned and performed it in all conscience.”24 Th e problem with 
the moral point of view aft er the death of God is that one retains the abil-
ity to think of what one does as good and avoid seeing what one is in fact 
doing.25

Th e problem, it is important to note, does not lie so much with the crimes 
that the Nazis committ ed, horrible as those were. What is of greater impor-
tance is a general collapse of the possibility of transcendental moral standards. 
Arendt writes that the crimes of the Nazis pose no “moral problems.” What, 
however, does pose a problem—and it is the problem of our age—is this: “Mo-
rality collapsed into a mere set of mores—manners, customs, conventions to 
be changed at will—not with criminals, but with ordinary people, who, as long 
as moral standards were socially accepted, never dreamt of doubting what they 
had been taught to believe in.” Th e problem is not so much Hitler as it is us. 
It is simply the case, Arendt continues, that “no one in his right mind can any 
longer claim that moral conduct is a matt er of course.”26

Finally, the possibility of human extinction—that we can destroy all life 
on the planet—means that there can be no other terms in which to under-
stand human life than those that it makes available to itself. Th is is what the 
death of God was to come to mean—that now, as Nietzsche wrote, humans 
will “play dice with gods at the gods’ table, for the earth is a temple for the 
gods.”27  Arendt’s reminder and urging to love this earth and her distress about 

24. Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? 136.
25. One has only to look at the bringing of democracy to Iraq. Hence, Arendt will speak of the fragil-

ity of facts in “Truth and Politics.”
26. Arendt, “Some Questions of Moral Philosophy,” 54, 61.
27. Nietzsche, Th us Spoke Zarathustra, “Seven Seals,” 3, WKG, 6-3, 296.
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the  fantasies she saw in the public reactions to the launching of Sputnik refl ect 
the same thought.28

Confronted with these problems about morality, two post– World War II in-
tellectual developments sought an easy way over the water—a much too easy 
way, as we shall see. Th ese developments can be shorthanded into the writings 
of Th omas Kuhn and Ludwig Witt genstein. In Th e Structure of Scientifi c Revolu-
tions (1962) Kuhn argued that claims about the world carried with them par-
ticipation in a broader understanding—to some degree social and historical 
in nature—without which those claims would not be possible.29 Drawing on 
the work of Ludwig Fleck, he called these broader understandings paradigms.30 
Kuhn, in other words, appeared to question the analytic fi nality of the distinc-
tion between the two forms of speech or knowledge, between the expressed 
and the un- or inexpressible.

Soon, however, everyone was citing Kuhn.31 Although he was speaking 
about natural science, what most people took him somewhat crudely to have 
done—whether or not they approved of it—was to have brought values or 
cultural commitments back into scientifi c discourse. It is important to realize 
that in this reading of Kuhn, however, values were still understood precisely 
in the terms that positivism had cast them in. Th ey were, in other words, the 
unexpressed, the noncognitive, and so forth. Th at facts, as one learned to say, 
were “theory [or value] laden” and “embedded” in “webs of meaning” did not 
seem to join culture, value, or meaning any more tightly to the world or make 
knowledge of these things any more shareable. Th e emphasis was, rather, in 

28. It is for this reason that she opens Th e Human Condition with a discussion of Sputnik. To get some 
idea of the change from earlier times: as late as 1929, the then secretary of state Henry L. Stimson could in 
all conviction say: “Gentlemen do not read each other’s mail” (Henry L. Stimson, On Active Service in Peace 
and War, ed. McGeorge Bundy [New York: Hippocrene, 1971], 83). Th e idea seems quaint today.

29. Th omas Kuhn, Th e Structure of Scientifi c Revolutions (1962), 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1996). Th e book started out as an article in the International Encyclopedia of Unifi ed Science.

30. See Babett e Babich, “Paradigms and Th oughtstyles: Incommensurability and Its Cold War Discon-
tents from Kuhn’s Harvard to Fleck’s Unsung Lvov,” Social Epistemology 17 (2003): 97– 107, and “Th e For-
tunes of Incommensurability: Th oughtstyles, Paradigms, and Patrick A. Heelan’s Hermeneutic of Science,” 
in Hermeneutic Philosophy of Science, Van Gogh’s Eyes, and God, ed. Babett e Babich (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 
1996), 1– 18.

31. And the matt er was broader: the term social construction, as in Berger and Luckmann’s Th e Social 
Construction of Reality, stood in for, or rather with, Kuhn in the social sciences. Citations of Kuhn were at 
50– 60 a year in the early 1970s, jumped to 120 in 1974, and then ranged between 140 and 160 a year until the 
early 1990s. See Andrew Abbott , Chaos of Disciplines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), chap. 3 
and esp. 89ff . Were one to add such books as Burkhart Holzner’s Reality Construction in Society, the count 
would go much higher. Some of this material draws from Lima and Strong, “Telling the Dancer from the 
Dance.”
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the other direction—loosening the grip of facts on the world, introducing a 
scrim of values before everywhere we might look for the former, a contribu-
tion to the facile moral relativism noted above.

Th is terrain was fertile enough to foster a second development. Prett y soon, 
those who read Kuhn in this manner—whether favorably or not—were read-
ing Witt genstein and allowing themselves free passage between paradigms, 
pictures, forms of life, and language games. Central here was the claim taken 
from Witt genstein that language, or certain linguistic conventions, so shapes 
our understanding of the world that we do not see around its corners. Witt gen-
stein’s apothegm that “a picture held us captive” came to stand for a peculiar 
kind of blindness forced on one through language itself.32 For those who were 
favorable to this so-called linguistic turn,33 however, Witt genstein’s proposi-
tion about imprisonment became a slogan of liberation. For, if what seemed 
to constrain our thought was merely a picture, then it would certainly seem 
that one could get out of it or at least change pictures—or so it appeared. Th e 
irony here is that the passage expresses, rather, a disappointment with knowl-
edge. Witt genstein continues: “And we could not get outside it, for it lay in 
our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.” Th e irony is 
compounded in that two disappointments are captured here simultaneously: 
the initial one, a disappointment with the failure of knowledge to satisfy its 
own inveterate demands (in the Investigations this appears as the demand for a 
“crystalline pure” ideal of language), and the succeeding one, a disappointment 
with this initial disappointment, a fi nding of the latt er to be in eff ect empty, 
a disappointment with success. It is this second disappointment that drives 
Witt genstein to his famous turning around of the axis of his investigation.34 It 
is worth noting here, although most of those who read him did not do so, that 
Witt genstein shared the sense of the collapse of the contemporary world. He 
writes in 1930: “Th e spirit [Geist] of this civilization makes itself manifest in 
the industry, architecture and music of our time, in its fascism and socialism, 
and it is alien and uncongenial to the author [LW]. Th is is no value judgment.” 
He refers to this as the “disappearance of a culture.”35

With the domestication of Kuhn and Witt genstein for social science, how-
ever, it was not long before some were proclaiming that “what you see depends 

32. Witt genstein, Philosophical Investigations, par. 115.
33. Th e term linguistic turn was originally Gustav Bergman’s. See the discussion in Richard Rorty, ed., 

Th e Linguistic Turn (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967), introduction.
34. Witt genstein, Philosophical Investigations, par. 108.
35. Witt genstein, Culture and Value, 6.
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on where you sit.”36 Th e relative worth of “where you sit” was at most judged 
pragmatically. Kuhn’s paradigms—already carried from scientifi c practice into 
society itself—were now extended by being located in the plurality of lan-
guage games that were suddenly found to mark the diff erences among every-
thing from academic disciplines to political projects. Ironically, since Witt -
genstein’s earlier Tractatus Logico- Philosophicus had been a central document 
in the rise of positivism (whether properly understood or not), his later Philo-
sophical Investigations acquired its prestige in part supposedly as a recantation 
of an earlier positivism.37

Th e eff ect of these developments was to ease radically the criteria that might 
actually seem to entitle one to act beyond good and evil, or without primary re-
lation to morality. Th at which had been diffi  cult and rare for Nietzsche, Weber, 
Freud, and the others—few seemed entitled to it—suddenly and facilely be-
came the property of everyone who might think to claim it. And illegitimately 
so, as Cavell quickly goes on to say about the moral understanding: “Not just 
anybody, in any way, can repudiate it.”38 Th e question then becomes who can 
repudiate it, in what way, and when. Th e answer that I will come to suggest 
below is that these criteria are met only in the realm that we call the political. 
Before proceeding, one other issue must be considered.

T H E  F A T E  O F  C H R I S T I A N I T Y

If none of my authors allow to morality pride of place, they all are even more crit-
ical of Christianity. Here, the reasons are more complex. It is, not that they are 
all just irreligious,39 but, rather, that they see in Western Christianity the seeds 
of the troubles of the contemporary age. When Marx proclaimed the “criticism 
of religion to be the premise of all higher criticism,”40 he meant that, if left  with-
out critique, religion made impossible an understanding of the human. It did 
so because it posed an impossible requirement for true knowledge of an other: 

36. I believe that Graham Allison gave this expression currency, generalizing a maxim of Douglas 
Price’s. See Graham Allison, Essence of Decision (Boston: Litt le, Brown, 1971).

37. As noted before, recent work has cast considerable doubt on this division. See Conant, “Eluci-
dation and Nonsense in Frege and the Early Witt genstein”; and Diamond, “Ethics, Imagination and the 
Method of Witt genstein’s Tractatus.”

38. Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 269.
39. For what it is worth, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Arendt studied theology at some point; Heidegger 

and Schmitt  were brought up Catholic; Lenin was baptized in the Russian Orthodox Church; and Freud 
and Arendt were secular Jews with a strong interest in religion. Much of Weber’s work is on religion. All 
come from a world in which religion still appears to have a strong and central position in human life.

40. Marx, introduction to “A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,” 3– 15.
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such knowledge was to be like the knowledge of God. And, because knowledge 
of God was not possible, so also was knowledge of other human beings.

Th ere is, I think, litt le need to rehearse here the distress with Christian-
ity that we fi nd in our authors. A few examples will suffi  ce. Th e published 
subtitle to Nietzsche’s last book, Th e Antichristian, is A Curse on Christianity. 
On the draft  title page, he had crossed out his fi rst choice, “Transfi guration 
of All Values,” as if the curse would need to come fi rst, before transfi guration. 
For Freud, practically echoing Marx’s designation of religion as the “opium of 
the people,” religion was an illusion that served to paper over the distresses 
inherent in civilization. While Lenin was willing to tolerate religion when it 
was politically advantageous, his judgment was severe. “Just because any re-
ligious idea,” he writes to Maxim Gorky, “any idea of god at all, and fl irtation 
even with a god is the most inexpressible foulness . . . [especially when ac-
cepted by the bourgeoisie] . . . . for that very reason it is the most dangerous 
foulness, the most shameful infection. . . . [A]ll god- building is the fond self-
 contemplation of the thick- witt ed philistine.”41 Arendt found Christianity to 
be “unpolitical, non- public,” indeed, unworldly. Charity was “worldlessness.” 
She sees the Christian emphasis on goodness as fundamentally hostile to that 
which is public.42 Indeed, for all the instruction she took from her study of Au-
gustine, the message that comes away from her doctoral dissertation is that the 
Incarnation releases mankind from the necessity and practice of politics. Th ere 
was nothing more dangerous.43

Th ese are not the simple dismissals of nonbelievers such as we fi nd today. 
Th eir distress with Christianity derives from a deeper source, a distress at a 
structure implanted so deeply in the Western self that it shapes the thought of 
nonbelievers as much as it does that of believers. Th ink back to this passage in 
Weber: “For weakness it is to be unable to look the fate of the age full in the 
face. Th e destiny of our culture, however, is that we shall once again become 
more clearly conscious of this situation aft er a millennium in which our alleg-
edly or supposedly exclusive reliance on the glorious pathos of the Christian 
ethic had blinded us.”44 How has the “Christian ethic . . . blinded us”? At the 

41. Lenin to Gorky, November 12 or 13, 1913, in Collected Works, 35:122– 23. For the political toleration, 
see V. I. Lenin, “Th e Att itude of the Workers’ Party towards Religion,” in Collected Works, 15:402– 13, and 
“Socialism and Religion,” in Collected Works, 10:83– 87.

42. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 54– 55, 74.
43. Arendt, Love and Saint Augustine. See the interesting article in partial critique of Arendt: Th omas 

Breidenthal, “Jesus Is My Neighbor: Arendt, Augustine and the Politics of Incarnation,” Modern Th eology 
14, no. 4 (October 1998): 489– 503.

44. Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in Gesammelte Politische Schrift en, 605/ Vocation Lectures, 24.
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very end of On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche writes that humans would 
“rather will the void than be void of will” (“lieber . . . das Nichts wollen als nicht 
wollen”). He means by that that, even aft er the death of God, the structure of 
willing characteristic of the Socratico- Christian West will persist. Th at struc-
ture consists in the pursuit of something (truth, a banister) that is destined to 
fail, precisely because it is pursued. Yet one never gives up trying. Th e genius 
of Christianity was to have established that it was possible to att ain truth, but 
in heaven. Nihilism consists in att empting doing something that cannot be 
done. I cannot resist noting that Groucho Marx is invoking nihilism when he 
asserts: “I would never belong to any club that would have me.” Stanley Cavell: 
“Th e reason consequences furiously hunt us down is not merely that we are 
half blind, and unfortunate, but that we go on doing the thing that produced 
these consequences in the fi rst place.”45

Christianity holds out the possibility of redemption. To be redeemed 
means to be released from the past one has lived and start a new life. To att ain 
this requires that one live life in a certain way. Th e eff ect of the redemption 
promise is to make the world calculable: if one does such and such, then one 
will be redeemed.46 Th e imperative, then, is that our actions have predictable 
consequences. And from this comes the need to master the world, to make it 
conform to our will. When Heidegger, following Nietzsche, says that science 
is the new religion, he means that science and religion have fundamentally 
the same aim—to make the world knowable and predictable. Weber’s and 
Schmitt ’s analyses of secularization make the same point.

And with this the apprentice is unleashed. We are now capable, writes 
 Arendt,

of starting processes of our own. . . . However . . . only under certain cir-
cumstances does frailty appear to be the chief characteristic of human af-
fairs. Th e Greeks measure them [human aff airs] against the ever- presence 
or eternal recurrence of all natural things, and the chief Greek concern was 

45. Stanley Cavell, “Th e Avoidance of Love,” in Must We Mean What We Say? 309. Th is understand-
ing of nihilism was present in my doctoral thesis (“Friedrich Nietzsche and the Transfi guration of Poli-
tics” [Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1968]), later my fi rst book (Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of 
Transfi guration [Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1975]). As Cavell says: “Nietzsche was not 
crazy when he blamed morality for the worst evils, though he may have become too crazy about the idea” 
(Must We Mean What We Say? 136). Th at said, Cavell also has a complex respect for Christianity. See Espen 
Dahl, “On Acknowledgment and Cavell’s Unacknowledged Th eological Voice,” Heythrop Journal 51, no. 6 
(2010): 931– 45.

46. It is worth noting here that, precisely because of an anxiety about a ledger mentality, some forms of 
Christianity (e.g., original Calvinism) hold that the actuality of redemption is, in principle, unknowable.
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to measure up to and become worthy of an immortality which surrounds 
men but which mortals do not possess. To people who are not possessed by 
this concern with immortality, the realm of human aff airs is bound to show 
an altogether diff erent, even somehow contradictory aspect, namely, an ex-
traordinary resiliency whose force of persistence and continuity in time is 
far superior to the stable durability of the solid world of things. Whereas 
men have always been capable of destroying whatever was the product of 
human hands and have become today capable even of the potential destruc-
tion of what man did not make—the earth and earthly nature—men had 
never been and never will be able to understand or even to control reliably 
any of the processes they start through action. . . . And this incapacity to 
undo what has been done is matched by an almost equally complete inca-
pacity to foretell the consequences of any deed or even to have realizable 
knowledge of its motives.47

Her thought echoes refl ections in Nietzsche to the eff ect that one knows nei-
ther the origins of an action nor any consequences beyond those that are im-
mediate (“fi ve steps ahead”).48 Central to what brings the impact of this home 
is the realization that we have it in our power to destroy the earth itself. Th e 
Greeks retain a sense of human frailty in that human action is measured against 
the eternality of the natural world.

Several points emerge from this consideration. First is that the nature of 
contemporary human action is to start processes in the world the conse-
quences of which cannot be determined. Second, the modern att itude toward 
such processes is to seek to render the world of human aff airs stable at the ex-
pense of the natural world—a reversal of what Arendt takes to have been char-
acteristic of the Greeks.49 Th ird, the pursuit of the desire to make the world 
knowable—the aim of modern science—has introduced human unpredict-
ability into the natural world. Unleashed with this are sets of occurrences in 
response to which no human action can be taken. Events occur for which there 
can be neither forgiveness nor punishment. (One has only to think of the ac-
tual and coming ecological crises.) Arendt continues: “It is therefore quite sig-
nifi cant, a structural element in the realm of human aff airs, that men are unable 

47. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 232– 33.
48. Nietzsche, WKG, 8-3, 164.
49. Compare Weber, “Science as a Vocation,” in Wissenschaft slehre, 604/ Vocation Lectures, 23: “Now 

the gods have been deprived of the magical and mythical but inwardly true qualities that gave them such 
vivid immediacy.”
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to punish what has turned out to be unforgivable.” In Th e Human Condition, 
she refers this to Kant’s understanding of radical evil—as we saw, her experi-
ence with Eichmann will lead her to modify this to the idea of the banality of 
evil. But, importantly, such events “transcend the realm of human aff airs and 
the potentialities of human power, both of which they radically destroy wher-
ever they make their appearance. Indeed, . . . the deed itself dispossesses us 
of all power.”50 Importantly, this development is related by Nietzsche to the 
death of the political. In 1871, with his att ention still turning around the prob-
lematic of Th e Birth of Tragedy and the problem of political identity, he writes: 
“From what does the art of the state disappear? From science. And this from 
what? A turning away from wisdom, a lack of artistry.”51 If matt ers look bleak, 
it is because they are: in her introduction to a reissuing of Karl Jaspers’s 1931 
Man in the Modern Age, Arendt writes: “Jasper’s forebodings of an imminent 
catastrophe . . . were denounced by respectable critics. It is of course the case 
that many of his predictions were vindicated.”52 In her foreword to Jaspers’s 
1960 Th e Future of Germany, she warns again against the transformation of the 
political system into a “dictatorship of the politicians,” a warning that does not 
seem completely improbable.53

W H A T  M I G H T  B E  A  V I S I O N  O F  T H E  P O L I T I C A L  T H A T 
E N G A G E S  T H I S ?  A  S P E C U L A T I O N

If the lack of a banister gives rise to and exemplifi es a threat to the world as it 
has been known, it is also the case that it opens up possibilities. As Arendt re-
marks in the beginning of Th e Life of the Mind: “Th e possible advantage of our 
situation following the demise of metaphysics and philosophy would be two-
fold. It would permit us to look on the past with new eyes, unburdened and 
unguided by any traditions, and thus to dispose of a tremendous wealth of raw 
experiences without being bound by any prescriptions as to how to deal with 
these treasures. ‘Notre héritage n’est précédé d’aucun testament’ (‘No will and 
testament gives rise to that which is our legacy’).”54 She goes on with a warn-

50. Arendt, Th e Human Condition, 241.
51. WKG, 3-3, 156.
52. See Babett e Babich, “Jaspers, Heidegger, and Arendt: On Politics, Science and Communication,” 

Existenz 4, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 1– 19, 12.
53. Hannah Arendt, foreword to Karl Jaspers, Th e Future of Germany (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1967), ix.
54. Arendt, Th inking, 12. Th e citation is from René Char and was one of Arendt’s favorites as she uses 

it in at least four places, including as the epigraph to chap. 6 of On Revolution.
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ing: “Th e advantage would be even greater had it not been accompanied, al-
most inevitably, by a growing inability to move, on no matt er what level, in the 
realm of the invisible; or, to put it another way, had it not been accompanied 
by the disrepute into which everything that is not visible, tangible, palpable 
has fallen, so that we are in danger of losing the past itself together with our 
traditions.”55 “Without being bound by any prescriptions”: Nietzsche spoke of 
sailing on “new seas” without landings.56 Th ere is danger, and with that danger 
is possibility. At the end of the essay on technology, Heidegger quotes Hölder-
lin’s Patmos:

Wo aber Gefahr ist, wächst
Das Rett ende auch.

But where danger is, grows
Th e saving power as well.57

What power? I noted at the outset of this book that one can understand Nietz-
sche as concerned with certain problems that we associate with the politics of 
identity. I conceived of what Nietzsche is doing in Th e Birth of Tragedy to be 
addressing a problem. Th e importance of music as Nietzsche understood it in 
the case of Greece is of an experience that required of each of its listeners a re-
sponse, a response that, as each one’s own response, was diff erent for each per-
son all the while being a response to the same experience. My response shares 
with yours the music but in no ways depends on your response. (Likewise for 
you.) We have commonalty and are each our own. Th us, what I make of my 
experience does not require from me any dialectical relation with yours. My 
being is with your being but is not defi ned by it.58 Jean- Luc Nancy’s double 
question from chapter 2 remains: “How to exclude without fi xing [ fi gurer]? 
And how to fi x without excluding?”59 Th e answer to his questions is diffi  cult. 
I think it would go something like this.60 How are we to stand with those who 

55. Arendt, Th inking, 12.
56. Nietzsche, Gay Science, “Nach neuen Meeren” (Toward new seas), WKG, 5-2, 333. Nietzsche worked 

this poem over several times; see WKG, 7-1, 30, 51, and 7-3, 36.
57. Heidegger, “Th e Question concerning Technology,” 316. Hölderlin’s poem starts with a wonder 

and/or an astonishment: “Nah ist / Und schwer zu fassen der Gott .”
58. Th ere are, thus, resonances here with my understanding of the general will in Rousseau. See my 

Jean- Jacques Rousseau: Th e Politics of the Ordinary, chap. 3.
59. Nancy, “La comparution/ compearance,” 393 (my translation).
60. I am importantly indebted here to Cavell’s Th e Claim of Reason as well as to e-mail exchanges with 

Utz Lars McKnight (University of Alabama) and Linda Zerilli (University of Chicago).
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are in our space but not of us (they may think the same of us)? Let us consider 
the problem of the outsider—for Nancy here the “Arab,” but for others the 
“Turk” or the “Mexican” or the “black” (or “the male” or “the female”). I clearly 
know that the outsider is in some sense diff erent from me—not to admit this 
would be to deny the actuality of our presence to each other. (It follows from 
this, e.g., that race cannot be relegated, as does Rawls, to the private world in 
the conversation of justice: part of what justice requires is not avoiding that 
an other is what that other is to me.)61 I think I also have to say, following the 
analysis in Stanley Cavell’s Th e Claim of Reason, that I cannot fall back on the 
(again Rawlsian) claim that the other and I could or do have common under-
standings of primary goods.62 I may claim precisely that we do not, that the 
other is not (really, fully) human (“I just can’t stand their smell”; “they are not 
like us, you know”). When I say something like that about the other, what is 
it that I am missing about him or her, or what is it that I want to miss? Take 
the case of the most clear- cut att empt at denial of that which we have in com-
mon with another being that is human. Cavell: “What [a man who sees cer-
tain others as slaves] is missing is not something about slaves exactly and not 
exactly about human beings. He is missing something about himself, or rather 
something about his connection with these people, his internal relation with 
them, so to speak.”63 Cavell goes on to point out that my actions (not what I 
claim to know) show that I cannot mean in fact that the other is not human 
or is less than human: “When he wants to be served at table by a black hand, 
he would not be satisfi ed to be served by a black paw. When he rapes a slave, 
or takes her as a concubine, he does not feel that he has by that fact itself, em-
braced sodomy. When he tips a black taxi driver . . . it does not occur to him 
that he might more appropriately have patt ed the creature fondly on the side 
of the neck.”64 No matt er what the slave owner, or the Frenchman in Nancy’s 
essay, can claim (and assert that he truly believes), his actions show that he 
holds something quite diff erent. He can allow that the others have qualities 
(their cuisine or their music, say), but what he cannot allow is for them to see 
themselves as he sees them. For then, he would see himself as they see him. 
His power consists in requiring that the others have no existence for him ex-

61. See here Utz Lars McKnight, Political Liberalism and the Politics of Race (Lund: University of Lund 
Press, 1996), chap. 1.

62. Rawls defi nes primary goods as “things a rational man wants whatever else he wants” (A Th eory of 
Justice, 92).

63. Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 377. Here is it worth noting that the Nazis kept careful records of those 
incarcerated and executed in the camps.

64. Ibid.
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cept as he allows it. As we saw, Montesquieu saw this as the central quality of 
tyranny in Th e Persian Lett ers.

So what counts is, in fact, what we do, not what we claim to believe (and do 
believe). What is missing is an acknowledgment of the other, and acknowl-
edgment is always an act appropriate to the situation. It is a matt er, not simply 
of knowing (all there might be to know) something about the other, but of 
acknowledgment of the other. Picture: You are late, you know you are late, I 
know you are late, you know that I know you are late. Knowledge does not suf-
fi ce. You have to do something—in this case, say, “I am sorry.” Cavell again: “Ac-
knowledgment goes beyond knowledge not in the order, or as a feat, of cogni-
tion, but in the call upon me to express the knowledge at its core, to recognize 
what I know, to do something in the light of it, apart from which this knowl-
edge remains without expression, hence perhaps without possession. . . . 
[A]cknowledgment of the other calls for recognition of the other’s specifi c re-
lation to oneself, and that this entails the revelation of oneself as having denied 
or distorted that relationship.”65 Acknowledgment is to express that which we 
are inclined to suppress, especially that which surpasses the standard conven-
tions of a time, no matt er how benefi cent these might appear under most cir-
cumstances. It is to recognize the place of others in a world that is in common. 
It is necessarily a revealing (to oneself, to others) of something about oneself. 
Cavell: “It is enough, but unremarked, that ‘I know I am in pain’ . . . is an expres-
sion of pain. It may also be an expression of exasperation. And it has the form 
(‘I know I . . .’) of an acknowledgment. . . . As an acknowledgment (admission, 
confession) it is perfectly intelligible.”66 To hear as one’s own the voice of the 
other is not to be one with the other, but to recognize something about one’s 
relation to the other—that there is the relation of being human—and to rec-
ognize one’s constant temptation to deny that relation, that is, to exclude the 
other as other. My existence as human depends on theirs and this, in turn, on 
the acknowledgment that no one’s soul or self or body is his or her own. Th is 
is what Arendt, following thoughts like these, called an enlarged consciousness,67 
and it is the basis of the political or public realm that she evokes. Indeed, this 
may be what Montesquieu was trying to capture in his telling of the undoing 
of the Troglodyte community. Lett er 11 of Th e Persian Lett ers concludes with 

65. Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 428. Th e question of acknowledgment has been best explored in recent 
political theory in Patchen Markell, Bound by Recognition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2003).

66. Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? 256.
67. See chapter 8.
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the words of a doctor from a neighboring country who had been wronged by 
the Troglodytes: “ ‘Away with you!’ he said, ‘for you are unjust. In your souls is 
a poison deadlier than that for which you want a cure. You do not deserve to 
have a place on earth, because you have no humanity, and the rules of equity 
are unknown to you.’ ”68 Likewise, Arendt’s judgment on Eichmann is, as we 
saw, that no one could humanly want to share the earth we him. We verge here 
on territory that is only beginning to be explored. Acknowledgment in the case 
of the reconstitution of the self along the lines of this journey both introduces 
contingency in any conception of justice (there may be a fi rst word, but there 
is never a last) and makes impossible the core- periphery conception of just 
political society so dear to the hearts of liberals.

Acknowledgment also introduces a whole new set of questions and prob-
lems for a truly democratic theory for our modern, postmodern, Western 
times. To allow the voice of the other is to recognize something about one’s 
relation to the other—that there is the relation of being human—and to rec-
ognize one’s constant temptation to deny that relation. Here, it is important to 
see that being human is something that is att ained, not something that one 
has as given equipment.69 As Weber noted, bureaucracies are relations, not 
between human beings, but between roles, and having a role is comforting—
one knows what to do. My existence as human depends on others’ existence as 
human, and this, in turn, depends on the acknowledgment that no one’s soul 
or self or body is his or her own.

Such recognitions, however, have to take place. Th is is not a question of 
human rights—the universal abstract is easy. Th at is, one cannot acknowl-
edge in any meaningful sense the human race—“man.”70 A consequence (but 
not a premise) of acknowledgment is that one must consent to live with cer-
tain people and not live with those with whom one has not consented. It is the 
characteristic of giving consent that one must give one’s own consent and that 
no one can do it for another. Hence, (very young) children cannot consent 
because they are not fully in possession of their own minds. (Not that anyone 
else is.) Here is the diff erence between the political and what one might call 
the economic realm. An economic act is one’s own, and it is purely one’s own. In 

68. Charles Louis de Secondat Montesquieu, Th e Persian Lett ers, trans. C. J. Bett s (London: Penguin, 
1973), lett er 11. In chapter 8, I related this to Hannah Arendt.

69. For Rousseau, e.g., kings, slaves, gentlemen, bourgeois, and so forth are explicitly not human.
70. Arendt, responding to Gershon Sholem’s accusation that she “did not love the Jewish people,” 

replied that this was the case: she loved only individual persons. See Arendt, “A ‘Daughter of Our 
People,’ ” 392.
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politics, however, the consent I have given speaks, not only for myself, but also for—
makes a claim on—others. I speak for—I claim to speak for—the others with 
whom I associate myself. Likewise, they speak for and claim to speak for me. Th ey 
do not speak for me in the way that I spoke for my child when she was quite 
young. Rather, they speak—that is, they can legitimately claim to speak—
what is in my mind; at times, they may even know it bett er than do I. Th us, 
we do know that the Constitution is the fi nal arbiter of what it means to be an 
American, even if I may not always know, or agree with you, what that means 
in any particular instance. Likewise, when I speak for them—that is, when I 
speak politically—I am making a claim that I take to apply to those who fi nd 
themselves (albeit and especially when unthinkingly) with me. As Ralph El-
lison says at the end of Invisible Man: “Who knows but on the lower depths I 
speak for you?”

“I am an American” is a claim about myself that is necessarily a claim about 
any who make that claim, and only about those who make that claim. Since 
nothing guarantees that you will automatically accept or acknowledge my 
claim, confl ict, discussion, argument, struggle, voting, and so forth are neces-
sary to and a defi ning part of politics.71 As we have seen, Kant understood this 
perhaps as well as anyone, and it is for this reason of the necessary enlargement 
of our sensibility in speaking that Arendt thought the Critique of Judgment to be 
the most important political theoretical writing by Kant. It is because politics is a 
necessary enlargement of our sensibility that the political world is more encompass-
ing , more human, than the economic or social realm. In the political realm, I speak 
always for more beings than myself and am, in turn, spoken for by more beings than 
myself alone. In a realm we might call economic, while my activity requires coordi-
nation with others, I do not speak for anyone except myself.

It is for this reason that the political is necessarily more encompassing than 
the economic, for, in every political act, not only do I speak for myself, but I 
also make a claim to speak for all others with whom I share the political space, 
with whom I am, willy- nilly, in contact. Th e term pólis was originally reserved 
for the highest and most solemn and defi ning part of the city, the acro- pólis 
(cf. Iliad 6.88); by the time of Th ucydides (Peloponnesian War 2.15.3), it refers 
to the entire city. Pericles goes up to a loft y place—bema upselon—to speak 
in the funeral oration to Athens about the Athenians. And, more importantly, 
pólis always carries with it reference to the body of citizens as opposed to their 

71. It is this recognition that is at the basis of the att raction of some on the Left  to Carl Schmitt . See, 
e.g., Mouff e, “Carl Schmitt  and the Paradox of Liberal Democracy.”



T H E  W O R L D  A S  I T  F I N D S  U S  — 391

dwelling places. When Kreon seeks to apprehend the person of Antigone in 
Oedipus at Colonus, the chorus exclaims (line 843): “Th e city, our city, is at-
tacked by force!”72 No diff erence is noted here between the citizen and the city. 
As we saw with Heidegger, the pólis is not a place; it is the space of citizenry.

But, if the political is, for these reasons, more extensive—that I speak not 
only for myself but my words must carry the claim to speak for others—the po-
litical is also for that reason perhaps the most fr agile of human activities. Hence the 
worries in those considered here about a loss of the political. Th e political rests 
on nothing other than acknowledging and being acknowledged. I can speak 
for myself in other realms, but in politics the judgment of others—and the 
possibility of being refused—is ever immediately present. Others may want 
to silence my voice. I may even not note or know that I am silenced—there 
are so many others speaking. If the political depends on the possibility of ac-
knowledgment of a claim that I make as a claim about us, if my claim falls on 
deaf ears and fallow ground, then I cannot act politically. Note that I do not 
mean that others must accept what I say: the political requires only that they 
acknowledge it as a claim. One of the reasons for the contemporary cynicism 
about politics in this country is, I suspect, that many simply do not feel that 
they can be heard.73

All those considered here share the sense of the importance of the fragility 
of the life that is a human life. If it were not fragile, it would not be human.74 
Nietzsche formulates this move by his consideration of the relation of music to 
the dionysian, to that which has no fi nal shape. For Weber, it comes from the 
relation between ideal types (which are themselves constructed) and claims 
about the world in which we live. In Freud, the problem appears in relation 
to the sense that we seek to make of that which takes shape out of the uncon-
scious, which acquires form only as emerged. (Hence, Freud is concerned with 
the dreamwork and not dreams per se.) In Lenin, the insistence that all truth 
was concrete meant that one could never be sure at the moment of acting or 
making a claim that the claim was true—such would be revealed only in and 

72. Th e Greek is very compact: “πόλις ἐναίρεται, πόλις ἐμά [pólis énaíretai, pólis éma].”
73. A Rasmussen survey fi nds that 16 percent believe that government refl ects the will of the people; 

11 percent say that Congress is doing a good or an excellent job. A December 2010 Gallup poll gives much the 
same results. See htt p:// www .gallup .com/ poll/ 145238/ Congress- Job- Approval- Rating- Worst- Gallup- History
 .aspx. When President Bush could justify policy by proclaiming, “I am the decider,” it is no wonder that 
Carl Schmitt ’s decisionist model enjoys analytic popularity.

74. My sentence calls to mind Martha Nussbaum’s Th e Fragility of Goodness (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), a book I greatly admire. My diff erence with her is that she relates the question of 
fragility to ethics or morality and that I relate it here to the political.
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by practice. Lenin, Weber, and Freud see professionalization as one manner 
in which the contemporary world can cope with the unavailability of fi nal 
truth.

In Carl Schmitt , the actions of the sovereign rest, as he says, on nothing. 
Th e task for the sovereign is to make actual that which has no basis, much as 
the task of the Party for Lenin was to bring into the world that which had no 
basis in the world. As noted in chapter 6, Jacob Taubes remarked that there is a 
kind of Leninism in Schmitt . Paradoxically, this is much the same understand-
ing as Martin Heidegger’s rendering available a kind of openness to that which 
is, to lett ing it make claims on you. One might even say that, for Heidegger, 
one must let the world interpret one’s self, rather than be an interpreter of the 
world.75 Th e space in which this happens—and from which we are constantly 
falling out—is the space he names the pólis. Arendt returns explicitly to Kant’s 
Th ird Critique and derives from it an understanding of political thinking as 
representative in that it involves an enlarged mentality.

As Nietzsche wrote: “One is always wrong: truth begins with two.”76 Else-
where, he will elaborate: “What I am most in need of, for my health and my 
own recovery—that would be the belief that I was not alone, that I did not see 
alone—an enchanted suspicion of companionship and similarity of sight and 
desire, a response in the confi dence of friendship, a blindness for two with-
out suspicion and questioning, a delight in foregrounds, in surfaces, in prox-
imity, in neighbors, in all that has color, skin and appearance.”77 And requir-
ing that there be two always leaves a question open, for one may withdraw, 
refuse, turn away. “A blindness for two.” Th is calls for acceptance of the risk of 
contingency in human aff airs. And given the demands of fragility—which is 
why the human and the political are, as Aristotle saw, coterminous—nothing 
is more human than to want to give life solidity and permanence, a reason for 
the valorization of science that besets our age. To call for the valorization of 
fragility is nothing less than to call for a place for tragedy in human aff airs. To 
reject it is to seek to remove the tragic from human experience. We live in a 
time when the rage to know (and not just in the social sciences) is pandemic. 
Th e eff ect of this is to att empt to remove all that is unknown from the world 
or, as we saw in Schmitt ’s critique, to relegate that which cannot be known to 

75. As Mark Twain remarked: “You can fi nd in a text whatever you bring, if you stand between it and 
the mirror of your imagination. . . . You may not see your ears but they will be there” (“A Fable,” in Th e Com-
plete Short Stories of Mark Twain [New York: Bantam, 1964], 602– 4).

76. Nietzsche, Gay Science, 260, WKG, 5-2, 195. Compare Eccles. 4:9.
77. Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, 1886 preface, WKG, 4-2, 7.
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the individually relative and subjective. It has been a burden of my consider-
ations in this book to examine thinkers who sought, in the course of the twen-
tieth century, to retain the unknown, to acknowledge it as unknowable, on the 
grounds that it is only if there is that which we do not know that there can be 
hope for humans.

Th e question remains, What kind of human being must one be to do this? 
In his notes, Witt genstein jott ed this down:

Th ere is no tragedy in this world (the one I am in), and thus there is noth-
ing that is without limits [das Unendliche]; without limits nothing gives rise 
to tragedy (as its result).

It is so to speak as if everything was soluble in the aether of the world; 
there is nothing hard.

Th is means that hardness and confl ict do not come into a commanding 
position [wird nicht zu etwas Herrlichen], but rather seem a defect.78

What does it mean for “hardness” to come into a “commanding position”? For 
“hardness” not to seem a “defect”? Likewise, Nietzsche, through the mouth of 
Zarathustra, sets a new commandment to his “brothers”: to “become hard.”79 
What does he mean? Few passages in Nietzsche have taken more criticism 
than this one. And his language is dangerous. Jonathan Glover, for instance, 
sees this as a “rejection of unmanly compassion, support[ing] the domination, 
even the cruel domination of others.”80 Yet such readings are thin: at the begin-
ning of the section in which the commandment appears, there is an exchange 
between the diamond and the “kitchen- coal.” Th e latt er asks the former, “Why 
so hard? Are we not close relations?” Th e diamond responds, “Why so soft ?—
Are you then not my brother?” Th ere are two ways of seeing excellence in 
human beings. Th e fi rst is to claim that some are simply more than, bett er than, 
superior to others. Nietzsche is oft en read this way. But there is another. Here, 
diamond and coal are close relations, even brothers—as may we all be. Dia-
mond’s response to coal is, not to tell him that he is lesser, but to ask him why 
he is not more. A second way of seeing excellence is, thus, to ask why most hu-
mans are not more than they are, why they live, as Th oreau remarked, “lives of 

78. Witt genstein, Culture and Value, 9 (translation extensively modifi ed).
79. Nietzsche, Th us Spoke Zarathustra, “On Old and New Tablets,” 29, WKG, 6-1, 264. See also Nietz-

sche, Daybreak, 541, Beyond Good and Evil, 62, and Gay Science, 28. Th e Zarathustra passage also closes Th e 
Twilight of the Idols.

80. Glover, Humanity, 16.
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quiet desperation.” (It is understandings of this kind that motivated the work 
of Th eodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and others of the early Frankfurt school 
[a quality, alas, prett y much lost in their present- day would-be descendants]. A 
continuation of this already long book would move in that direction.)

Why are most (of us) not more? We are, in Nietzsche’s/ Zarathustra’s dia-
mond words, weak. To be weak here means to acquiesce to norms (“tablets”) 
that are consequent to weariness, to submission to the forms of the society that 
is. Although only “one span” away from another world, Nietzsche writes, hu-
mans would from weariness prefer to “die of thirst.”81 Our weariness will not 
be overcome by gaining more knowledge about the world—indeed, that at-
tempt is simply a continuing expression of weariness. When Cavell speaks of 
acknowledgment here, he does not mean simply that one should add the nor-
mative to our knowledge (“do what we ought”). Acknowledgment is, rather, 
to respond to something about oneself.82 And it is precisely this response that 
requires that one become hard. Th e issue that must be faced in modern times 
is that the words good and evil have become too promiscuous. When Nietzsche 
calls to “break the good and the just,”83 he is refl ecting on what one might call 
the moralization of morality in the present period. Th e moralization of morality 
means, simply, that what is called good is taken—without immediate dishon-
esty—to be good. Cavell again: “Th e moralization of moral theory has done 
to moral philosophy and the concept of morality what the events of the mod-
ern world have oft en done to the moral life itself: made it a matt er of academic 
question.”84 As Arendt wrote:

We can no longer aff ord to take that which was good in the past and simply 
call it our heritage, to discard the bad and think of it as a dead load which by 
itself time will bury in oblivion. Th e subterranean stream of Western tradi-
tion has fi nally come to the surface and usurped the dignity of our tradition. 
Th is is the reality in which we live. And this is why all eff orts to escape from 
the grimness of the present into nostalgia for a still intact past, or into the 
anticipated of a still bett er future, are vain.85

81. Nietzsche, Th us Spoke Zarathustra, “On Old and New Tablets,” 18, WKG, 6-2, 256.
82. See the excellent discussion in Markell, Bound by Recognition, 34– 35.
83. Nietzsche, Th us Spoke Zarathustra, “On Old and New Tablets,” 27, WKG, 6-2, 263.
84. Cavell, Th e Claim of Reason, 269– 70. See my discussion in “Nihilism and Political Th eory,” in What 

Should Political Th eory Be Now? ed. John S. Nelson (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1983), 
243– 63.

85. Arendt, Th e Origins of Totalitarianism, 381.



T H E  W O R L D  A S  I T  F I N D S  U S  — 395

Is this not ineluctably elitist? I noted above that there are two ways of thinking 
of the question of an elite. Th e fi rst is to hold that some are simply, on some 
important criteria, bett er than others and that those criteria are essential to 
a viable human society. With this, one might come to think that the “leaders 
need to be led,” as Heidegger argued, or that dealing with states of exception 
requires special qualities. Th e second is to ask what it is about society that 
leads most not to be more than they are, to be content living, albeit semicon-
sciously, “lives of quiet desperation.” If one takes the second path, one will seek 
examples from inside the society that serve as exemplars of excellences. Th e 
idea of a great man or woman will have nothing to do with power or knowl-
edge, for there is not “a separate class of great men . . . for whose good, and 
conception of good, the rest of society is to live.”86 Rather, the existence and 
availability of excellence may be thought “essential to the criticism of democ-
racy from within.”87 What is essential here is that the criteria of excellence are 
themselves internal to a democracy, if only that can be instantiated. Socrates 
in the Crito shows that he owes his being to his membership as an Athenian, 
and it is from that that he derived his exemplar integrity.

Much mitigates against the possibility of human excellence in the world in 
which we live. It occurs, as Weber remarked, only in pianissimo, in the smallest 
sett ings. To persist in a vain enterprise is mere vanity: in order not to do so, we 
need to tone the “insane and independent energy of reason.”88 When morality 
is moralized, we justify the consequences of rational calculation, a justifi cation 
that leads increasingly to the destruction of lives and peoples—we have but 
to look around. Since Machiavelli, at least the West has tended to see politics 
as theater, as action played by characters who fi ll their roles: prince and mass, 
sovereign and populace, capitalism and proletarians, white and black, leaders 
and led. And, if all we are is characters playing a role (this was Weber’s fear for 
the modern age) then there is nothing to be done about those roles—merely 
to play them out. As the then U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Mad-
eleine Albright, said when questioned by Leslie Stahl of CBS’s 60 Minutes as 
to the justifi cation of an embargo on supplies, including medical ones, to Iraq 
that had led to the death of more children than had died in Hiroshima: “My 
fi rst responsibility is to make sure that United States forces do not have to go 

86. Cavell, Cities of Words, 26. In the Republic, Plato sought to construct a city of words to show what 
excellence was.

87. Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, 3.
88. Cavell, Th e World Viewed, 92.
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and refi ght the Gulf War.”89 One role followed leads to another, to refi ghting 
and more, to a way without end or goal. We cannot operate as a society with-
out roles to play: but the tendency is for them to become the ground and jus-
tifi cation for our actions. Th is is what so distressed Arendt about Eichmann. 
Instead, we rather need to start from the conviction that no one actually is, as 
him- or herself, anything or anyone in particular. And precisely from that lack 
of defi nition we might start to fi nd ourselves in acknowledgment of an other, 
of others, of ourself.

Th e citation from Faust II that serves as an epigraph to this conclusion ex-
pressed the possibility of standing alone without magical support, such that 
the path one walks becomes one’s own:

Könnt’ich Magie von meinem Pfad entfernen
Die Zaubersprüche ganz und gar verlernen,
Stünd’ich Natur! von dir ein Mensch allein
Da wär’s der Muhe wert, ein Mensch zu sein.

Were I to remove magic from my path
Wholly and utt erly unlearn the magic words,
Were I to stand before you, Nature, and be alone
It would be worth the eff ort of being a human.90

Th e passage returns us to the discussion of walking by oneself that we found 
in Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?”—even though our journey in this book 
has changed the resonance and color of that encomium. Th is citation was in 
Hannah Arendt’s typewriter as the fi rst words in what was to be the fi nal vol-
ume of Th e Life of the Mind: Judging.91 I hope to have in this volume opened up 
some of the space that she might have traversed.

89. Cited in Th omas Pogge, Politics as Usual (Cambridge: Polity, 2010), 161– 62.
90. J. W. Goethe, Faust II (Berlin: Insel, 1975), vol. 5, lines 11404– 7 (my translation).
91. See the interesting commentary on her choice in Ronald Beiner, “Judging in a World of Appear-

ances,” in Hannah Arendt: Critical Essays, ed. Lewis Hinchman and Sandra Hinchman (Albany: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, 1994), 365– 88.
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