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The Public and the Private Realm 

in the household was the condition for freedom of the polis. Under 
no circumstances could politics be only a means to protect society 
-a society of the faithful, as in the Middle Ages, or a society of 
property-owners, as in Locke, or a society relentlessly engaged in 
a process of acquisition, as in Hobbes, or a society of producers, 
as in Marx, or a society of jobholders, as in our own society, or 
a society of laborers, as in socialist and communist countries. In 
all these cases, it is the freedom (and in some instances so-called 
freedom) of society which requires and justifies the restraint of 
political authority. fuedom is located in the realm of the social, 
and force or violence becomes the monopoly of government. 

What all Greek philosophers, no matter how opposed to polis I 
life, took for granted is that freedom is exclusively located in the 
political realm, that necessit is rimarily a prepolitical phenome
non, characteristi~ of the private house 0 orgamzation, andthat 
force and violence are . ustified in this sphere- because they are tfie 
only means to master necessity- or Instance, y ruling over 
slaves-and to become free. Because all human beings are subject 
to necessity, they are entitled to violence toward others; violence 
is the prepolitical act of liberating oneself from the necessity of 
life for the freedom of world. This freedom is the essential condi
tion of what the Greeks called felicity, eudaimonia, which was an 
objective status depending first of all upon wealth and health. To 
be poor or to be in ill health meant to be subject to physical neces
sity, and to be a slave meant to be subject, in addition, to man
made violence. This twofold and doubled "unhappiness" of slavery 
is quite independent of the actual subjective well-being of the slave. 
Thus, a poor free man preferred the insecurity of a daily-changing 
labor market to regular assured work, which, because it restricted 
his freedom to do as he pleased every day, was already felt to be 
servitude (douleia), and even harsh, painful labor was preferred to 
the easy life of many household slaves.2o 

20. The discussion between Socrates and Eutherus in Xenophon's Memora
bilia (ii. 8) is quite interesting: Eutherus is forced by necessity to labor with his 
body and is sure that his body will not be able to stand this kind of life for very 
long and also that in his old age he will be destitute. Still, he thinks that to labor 
is better than to beg. Whereupon Socrates proposes that he look for somebody 
"who is better off and needs an assistant." Eutherus replies that he could not 
bear servitude (douleia). 
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The Public and the Private Realm 

activities into the private realm and the modeling of all human 
relationships upon the example of the household reached far into 
the specifically medieval professional organizations in the cities 
themselves, the guilds, confreries, and compagnons, and even into 
the early business companies., where "the original joint household 
would seem to be indicated by the very word 'company' (com
panis) ... [and] such phrases as 'men who eat one bread,' 'men 
who have one bread and one wine.' "28 The medieval concept of ~ 

the "common good," far from indicating the existence of a politi
cal realm, recognizes only that private individuals have interests 
~mQn, material and spiritual. and that they can retain their 
privacy and attend to their own business only if one of them takes 
it upon himself to look out for this common interest. What dis
tmguishes this essentially Christian attitude toward politics from 
the modern reality IS not so much the recognition of a "common 
good" as the exclusivity of the private sphere and the absence of 
that curiously hybrid realm where private interests assume public 
significance that we call "society." 

It is therefore not surprising that medieval political thought, 
concerned exclusively with the secular realm, remained unaware \' 
of the gulf between the sheltered life in the household and the 
merciless exposure of the polis and, consequently, of the virtue of 1 

courage as one of the most elemental political attitudes. What 
remains surprising is that the only postclassical political theorist 
who, in an extraordinary effort to restore its old dignity to poli
tics, perceived the gulf and understood something of the courage 
needed to cross it was Machiavelli, who described it in the rise 
"of the Condottiere from low condition to high rank," from 
privacy to princedom, that is, from circumstances common to all 
men to the shining glory of great deeds.29 

able- they were by definition outside the realm of the law and subject to the 
rule of their master. Only the master himself, in so far as he was also a citizen, 
was subject to the rules of laws, which for the sake of the city eventually even 
curtailed his powers in the household. 

28. W. J. Ashley, op. cit., p. 415. 

29. This "rise" from one realm or rank to a higher is a recurrent theme in 
Machiavelli (see esp. Prince, ch. 6 about Hiero of Syracuse and ch. 7; and Dis
c(JUrses, Book II, ch. 13). 
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The Public and the Private Realm 

quality. It was "good" to the extent that by having mastered the I 
necessities of sheer life, by being freed from labor and work, and 
by overcoming the innate urge of all living creatures for their 
own survival, it was no longer bound to the biological life process. 

At the root of Greek political consciousness we find an un
equaled clarity and articulateness in drawing this distinction. No 
activity that served only the purpose of making a living, of sus
taining only the life process, was permitted to enter the political 
realm, and this at the grave risk of abandoning trade and manufac
ture to the industriousness of slaves and foreigners, so that Athens 
indeed became the "pensionopolis" with a "proletariat of con
sumers" which Max Weber so vividly described. 32 The true char
acter of this polis is still quite manifest in Plato's and Aristotle's 
political philosophies, even if the borderline between household 
and polis is occasionally blurred, especially in Plato who, proba
bly following Socrates, began to draw his examples and illustra
tions for the polis from everyday experiences in private life, but 
also in Aristotle when he, following Plato, tentatively assumed 
that at least the historical origin of the polis must be connected 
with the necessities of life and that only its content or inherent 
aim Ctelos) transcends life in the "good life." 

These aspects of the teachings of the Socratic school, which 
soon were to become axiomatic to the point of banality, were then 
the newest and most revolutionary of all and sprang qot from 
actual experience in political life but from the desire to be freed 
from ItS burden, a desire which 10 their own understand10g the 
ghilosoEher.s could @stify only by demonstrating that even this 
freest of all ways of life was still connected with and sub· ect to 
neceSSIty. ut t e background of actual political experience, at 
feast in Plato and Aristotle, remained so strong that the distinction 
between the spheres of household and political life was never 
doubted. Without mastering the necessities of life in the house
hold, neither life nor the "good life" is possible, but politics is 
never for the sake of life .. As far as the members of the polis are 
concerned, household life exists for the sake of the "good life" in 
the polis. 

32. Max Weber, "Agrarverhalrnisse im Altertum," Gesammelte AuJsiitze zur 
Sozial- und WirtschaJtsgeschichte (1924), p. 147. 
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The Public and the Private Realm 

intimacy was Jean-Jacques Rousseau who, characteristically 
enough, is the only great author still frequently cited by his first 
name alone. He arrived at his discovery through a rebellion not 
against the oppression of the state but against societl's unbearable 
eerversion of the human heart, its intrusion upon an innermost 
region in man which until then had needed no special protectIon. 
The intimacy of the heart, unlike the private household, has no 
objective tangible place in the world, nor can the society against 
which it protests and asserts itself be localized with the same cer
tainty as the public space. To Rousseau, both the intimate and the 
social were, rather, subjective modes of human existence, and in 
his case, it was as though Jean-Jacques rebelled against a man 
called Rousseau. The modem individual and his endless conflicts, 
his inability either to be at home in society or to live outside it 
altogether, his ever-changing moods and the radical subjectivism 
of his emotional life, was born in this rebellion of the heart. The 
~uthenticity of Rousseau's discovery is beyond doubt, no marrer 
how doubtful the authentIcIty of the mdIvldual who was Rousseau. 
The astonishing flowering of poetry and music from the middle 
of the eighteenth century until almost the last third of the nine
teenth, accompanied by the rise of the novel, the only entirely 
social art form, coinciding with a no less striking decline of all 
the more public arts, especially architecture, is sufficient testi
mony to a close relationship between the social and the intimate. 

The rebellious reaction against society during which Rousseau 
and the Romanticists discovered intimacy was directed first of all 
against the leveling demands of the social, against what we would 
call today the conformism inherent in every society. It is impor
tant to remember that this rebellion took place before the prin
ciple of equality, upon which we have blamed conformism since 
Tocqueville, had had the time to assert itself in either the social 
or the political realm. Whether a nation consists of equals or 
non-equals is of no great importance in this respect, for society 
a wa s demands that its members act as thou h the were mem
bers of one enormous amil which has onl one 0 inion and one 
iI)~. e ore t e modem disintegration of the family, this com
mon interest and single opinion was represented by the household 
head who ruled in accordance with it and prevented possible dis-
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communicable of all. Not only is it perhaps the only experience 
which we are unable to transform into a shape fi~ for public appear
ance, it actually deprives us of our feeling for reality to such an 
extent that we can forget it more quickly and easily than anything 
else. There seems to be no bridge from the most radical subjec
tivity, in which I am no longer "recognizable," to the outer world 
of life. 43 Pain, in other words, truly a borderline experience be
tween life as "being among men" (inter homines esse) and death, 
is so subjective and removed from the world of things and men 
that it cannot assume an appearance at all. 44 

Since oJlr fee in for reality depends utterly upon appearance 
and therefore upon the existence 0 a pu IC rea m mto w IC 

things can appear out of the darkness of sheltered existence, even . 
the twilight which illuminates our private and int.imate lives is \ 
ultimately derived from the much harsher light of the public 
realm. Yet there are a great many things which cannot withstand 
the implacable, bright light of the constant presence of others on 
the public scene; there, only what is considered to be relevant, 
worthy of being seen or heard, can be tolerated, so that the irrele
vant becomes automatically a private m..atter. This, to be sure, 
does not mean that rivate concerns are enerally irrelevant; on 
~trary:.we shall see that there are very re evant matters 
which can survive onlr)n the realm of the private. For instance, 

love, In distinction from friendship, 'is killed, or rather extin
guished, the moment it is displayed in public. ("Never seek to tell 

43. I use here a little-known poem on pain from Rilke's deathbed: The first J 111///, . 
lines of the untitled poem are: "Komm du, du letzter, den ich anerkenne, / heil- ,.., ItG-

loser Schmerz im leiblichen Geweb"; and it concludes as follows: "Bin ich es 
noch, der da unkenntlich brennt? / Erinnerungen reiss ich nicht herein. / 0 Leben, 
Leben: Draussensein. / Und ich in Lohe. Niemand, der mich kennt." 

44. On the subjectivity of pain and its relevance for all variations of hedonism 
and sensualism, see §§ 15 and 43. For the living, death is primarily dis-appear
ance. But unlike pain, there is one aspect of death in which it is as though death 
appeared among the living, and that is in old age. Goethe once remarked that 
growing old is "gradually receding from appearance" (stufenweises ZUrUcktreten 
aus der Erscheinung); the truth of this remark as well as the actual appearance 
of this process of disappearing becomes quite tangible in the old-age self-portraits 
of the great masters- Rembrandt, Leonardo, etc.- in which the intensity of the 
eyes seems to illuminate and preside over the receding flesh. 
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The Human Condition 

\ 

thy love / Love that never told can be.") Because of its in
, herent worldlessness, love can only become false and perverted 

f\ , when it is used for political purposes such as the change or sal
vation of the world. 

What thej?ublic realm considers irrelevant can have such an 
extraordinary and infectious charm that a whole people may adoPt-

-:- their wa of life, without for that reason chan in its essen-
tially private character. odern enchantment with "small things, ' 
though preached by early twentieth-century poetry in almost all 
European tongues, has found its classical presentation in the petit 
bonheur of the French people. Since the decay of their once great 
and glorious public realm, the French have become masters in the 

.. ..N\ " 
art of being happy among "small things," within the space of their 
own four walls, between chest and bed, table and chair, dog and 
cat and flowerpot, extending to these things a care and tenderness 

.. ~jJ • rv , J;.~ 
AY~ 

1 
which, in a world where rapid industrialization constantly kills 
off the things of yesterday to produce today's objects, may even 
appear to be the world's last, purely humane corner. This enlarge
ment of the private, the enchantment, as it were, of a whole people, 
does not make it public, does not constitute a public realm, but, 
on the contrary, means only that the public realm has almost com
pletely receded, so that greatness has given way to charm every
where; for while the public realm may be great, it cannot be 
charming precisely because it is unable to harbor the irrelevant. 
~cond, the term "public" signifies the world itself, in so far 

~s it is common to all of us and disungmshed from our privately 
owned place III It. I hIs world, however, IS not Idenucal with the 
earth or with nature, as the limited space for the movement of 
men and the general condition of organic life. It is related, rather, 
to the human artifact, the fabrication of human hands, as well as 
to affairs which go on among those who inhabit the man:-made 
world together. To live together in the world means essentially 
that a world of things is between those who have it in common, 
as a table is located between those who sit around it; the world, 
like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time. 

The public realm, as the common world, gathers us together 
and yet prevents our falling over each other, so to speak. What 
makes mass society so difficult to bear is not the number of people 
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involved, or at least not primarily, but the fact that the world be
~en them has lost its power to ~ther them together, to relate 
and to separate them. The weirdness of this situation reseillbIeSa 
spiritualistic seance where a number of people gathered around a 
table might suddenly, through some magic trick, see the table 
vanish from their midst, so that two persons sitting opposite each( 
other were no longer separated but also would be entirely un
related to each other by anything tangible. 

Historically, we know of only one principle that was ever de
vised to keep a community of people together who had lost their 
interest in the common world and felt themselves no longer related 
and separated by it. To find a bond between people strong enough 
to replace the world was the main political task of early Christian 
philosophy, and it was Augustine who proposed to found not only 
the Christian "brotherhood" but all human relationships on chari
ty. But this charity, though its worldlessness clearly corresponds 
to the general human experience oflove, is at the same time clearly 
distinguished from it in being something which, like the world, is 
between men: "Even robbers have between them [inter se] what 
they call charity."45 This surprising illustration of the Christian 
political principle is in fact very well chosen, because the bond of 
charity between people, while it is incapable of founding a public 
realm of its own, is quite adequate to the main Christian principle 
of worldlessness and is admiraQJy fit to carry a grou£. of essentially 
worldless eople through the world, a grou of saints or a rou 
of criminals, provi ed only it is understood that the world ~ 
is doomed and that every activit in it is undertaken with th ro
viso quam iu mun us durat "as Ion as the worl lasts" .46 The 
unpolitIca ,non-pu IC character of the Christian community was 
early defined in the demand that it should form a corpus, a "body," 
whose members were to be related to each other like brothers of 
the same family Y The structure of communal life was modeled 

45. Contra Faustum Manichaeum v. 5. 

46. This is of course still the presupposition even of Aquinas' political philoso
phy (see op. cit. ii. 2. 181. 4). 

47. The term corpus rei publicae is current in pre-Christian Latin, but has the 
connotation of the population inhabiting a res publica, a given political realm. The 
corresponding Greek term sOma is never used in pre-Christian Greek in a political 
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tion of the things of the world, all manners of intercourse in which 
the world is not primarily understood to be the koinon, that which 
is common to all. Only the existence of a public realm and the 
world's subsequent transformation into a community of things 
which gathers men together and relates them to each other de
pends entirely on permanence. If the world is to contain a public 
space, it cannot be erected for one generation and planned for the 
living only; it must transcend the life-span of mortal men. 

Without this transcendence into a potential earthly immortali
ty, no politics, strictly speaking, no common world and no public 
realm, is possible. For unlike the common good as Christianity 
understood it-the salvation of one's soul as a concern common 
to all-the common world is what we enter when we are born 
and what we leave behind when we die. It transcends our life
span into past and future alike; it was there before we came and 
will outlast our brief sojourn in it. It is what we have in common 
not only with those who live with us, but also with those who 
were here before and with those who will come after us. But such 
a common world can survive the coming and going of the genera
#ons only to the extent that it appears in public. It is the publicity 
of the public realIll whIch can absorb and make shine through the 
centuries whatever men may want to save from the natural ruin 
of time. Through many ages before us- but now not any more
men entered the public realm because they wanted something of 
their own or something they had in common with others to be more 
permanent than their earthly lives. (Thus, the curse of slavery 
consisted not only in being deprived of freedom and of visibility, 
but also in the fear of these obscure people themselves "that from 
being obscure they should pass away leaving no trace that they 
have existed.")50 There is perhaEs no clearer testimony to the 
l&§.s of the public realm in the modern age than the almost complete 
loss of authentic concern with immortality, a loss somewhat over
hadowed by the simultaneous loss of the meta h sical concern 
with eternity:. The atter, emg t e concern of the philosophers 

50. Barrow (Slavery in the Roman Empire, p. 168), in an illuminating discus
sion of the membership of slaves in the Roman colleges, which provided, besides 
"good fellowship in life and the certainty of a decent burial ... the crowning 
glory of an epitaph; and in this last the slave found a melancholy pleasure." 
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The Human Condition 

. ' is always concerned with the same object. If the sameness of the 
object can no longer be discerned, no common nature of men, least 

. of all the unnatural conformism of a mass society, can prevent the 
, : destruction of the common world, which is usually preceded by 

the destruction of the many aspects in which it presents itself to 

); human plurality. Jhi~ can happen under conditions of radical iso
lation, where nobody can any longer agree with anybody else, as 
is usually the case in tyrannies. But it may also happen under con
ditions of mass socIety or mass hysteria, where we see all people 
[llddenly behave as though they were members of one familL,.. 
each multi I in and prolon ing the pers ective of his neighbor. 

In both instances, men have become entirely private, that is, they., -
, have been deprived of seeing and hearing others, of being seen 

and being heard by them. The are all imprisoned in the subjec
tivit of their own sin ular ex erience, w IC oes not cease to 
be sin ular if the same ex erience is multiplie mnumera e tImes. 

III he end of the common wor as come w en It IS seen only under 
o.ne aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one perspec
tIve. 

8 

THE PRIVATE REALM: PROPERTY 

It is with respect to this multiple significance of the public realm 
that the term "private," in its original privative sense, has meaning. 
To live an entirely private life means above all to be deprived of 
things essential to a truly human life: to be deprived of the reality 
that comes from being seen and heard by others, to be deprived 
of an "objective" relationship with them that comes from being 
related to and separated from them through the intermediary of 
a common world of things, to be deprived of the possibility of 
achieving something more permanent than life itself. The priva
tion of privacy lies in the absence of others; as far as they are 
concerned, private man does not appear, and therefore it is as 
though he did not exist. Whatever he does remains without sig
nificance and consequence to others, and what matters to him is 
without interest to other people. 

, Under modern circumstances, this deprivation of "objective" 
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ously threatens all overly wealthy communities.78 Necessity and 
life are so intimately related and connected that life itself is 
threatened where necessity is altogether eliminated. For the 
elimination of necessity, far from resulting automatically in the 
establishment of freedom, only blurs the distinguishing line be
tween freedom and necessity. (Modern discussions of freedom, 
where freedom is never understood as an objective state of human 
existence but either presents an unsolvable problem of subjectivity, 
of an entirely undetermined or determined will, or develops out 
of necessity, all point to the fact that the objective, tangible differ
ence between being free and being forced by necessity is no longer 
~rceived.) 

The second outstanding non-privative characteristic of privacy 
is that the four walls of one's private property offer the only reli
able hiding place from the common public world, not only from 
everything that goes on in it but also from its very publicity, from 
being seen and being heard. A life spent entirely in public, in the 
presence of others, becomes, as we would say, shallow. While it 
retains its visibility, it loses the quality of rising into sight from 
some darker ground which must remain hidden if it is not to lose 
its depth in a very real, non-subjective sense. The only efficient 
way to guarantee the darkness of what needs to be hidden against 
the light of publicity is private property, a privately owned place 
to hide in.79 

While it is only natural that the non-privative traits of privacy 
should appear most clearly when men are threatened with depriva
tion of it, the practical treatment of private property by premod
ern political bodies indicates clearly that men have always been 
conscious of their existence and importance. This, however, did 
not make them protect the activities in the private realm directly, 
but rather the boundaries separating the privately owned from 
other parts of the world, most of all from the common world itself. 
The distinguishing mark of modern political and economic theory, 

78. The relatively few instances of ancient authors praising labor and poverty 
are inspired by this danger (for references see G. Herzog-Hauser, op. cit.). 

79. The Greek and Latin words for the interior of the house, megaron and 
atrium, have a strong connotation of darkness and blackness (see Mommsen, 
op. cit., pp. 22 and 236). 
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The Human Condition 
then, we know of good works as one important variety of possible 
human action. The well-known antagonism between early Chris
tianity and the res publica, so admirably summed up in Tertullian's 
formula: nec ulla magis res aliena quam publica ("no matter is more 
alien to us than what matters publicly"), 83 is usually and rightly 
understood as a consequence of early eschatological expectations 
that lost their immediate significance only after experience had 
taught that even the downfall of the Roman Empire did not mean 
the end of the world. 84 Yet the otherworldliness of Christianity 
has still another root, perhaps even more intimately related to the 
teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, and at any rate so independent of 
the belief in the perishability of the world that one is tempted to 
see in it the true inner reason why Christian alienation from the 
world could so easily survive the obvious non-fulfilment of its 
eschatological hopes. 

The one activity taught by Iesus in word and deed is the activity 
of oodness, and oodness obviously harbors a tendency to hide 
from being seen or heard. C ristian hostility toward the public 
realm, the tendency at least of early Christians to lead a life as 
far removed from the public realm as possible, can also be under
stood as a self-evident consequence of devotion to good works, 
independent of all beliefs and expectations. t9r..it is manifest that 
the moment a ood work becomes known and public, it loses its 
specific c aracter 0 goodness, 0 bemg done or nothing but ~ 
ness' sake When goodness appears openly, it is no longer good
ness, though it may still be useful as organized charity or an act 

I of solidarity. Therefore: "Take heed that ye do not your alms 
before men, to be seen of them." Goodness can exist only when I it is not perceived, not even by its author; whoever sees himself 
performing a good work is no longer good, but at best a useful 
member of society or a dutiful member of a church. Therefore: 
"Let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth." 

It may be this curious negative quality of goodness, the lack of 
outward phenomenal manifestation, that makes Jesus of Naza-

83. Tertullian op. cit. 38. 

84. This difference of experience may partly explain the difference between 
the great sanity of Augustine and the horrible concreteness of Tertullian's views 
on politics. Both were Romans and profoundly shaped by Roman political life. 
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but also himself, in the dialogue between "me and myself" (eme 
emauto) in which Plato apparently saw the essence of thought. 86 

\ 
To be in solitude means to be with one's self, and thinking, there
fore, though it may be the most solitary of all activities, is never 
altogether without a partner and without company. 

The man, however, who is in love with goodness can never 
afford to lead a solitary life, and yet his living with others and for 
others must remain essentially without testimony and lacks first 
of all the company of himself. He is not solitary, but lonely; when 
living with others he must hide from them and cannot even trust 
himself to witness what he is doing. The philosopher can always 
rely upon his thoughts to keep him company, whereas good dee9§ 
can never keep anybody company; th~y must be forgotten the 
~ment they are done, because even memory will destroy their 
.guality of being "gQQ4." Moreover, thinking, because it can be 
remembered, can crystallize into thought, and thoughts, like all 
things that owe their existence to remembrance, can be trans
formed into tangible objects which, like the written page or the 
printed book, become part of the human artifice. Good works, 
because they must be forgotten instantly, can never become part 
of the world; they come and go, leaving no trace. They truly are 
not of this world. 

It is this worldlessness inherent in good works that makes the 
lover of goodness an essentially religious figure and that makes 
goodness, like wisdom in antiquity, an essentially non-human 
superhuman quality. And yet love of goodness, unlike love of wis
dom, is not restricted to the experience of the few, just as loneli-
~, unlike solitude, is within the range of every man's experience. 

1\· In a sense, therefore, goodness and loneliness are of much greater 
relevance to politics than wisdom and solitude; yet only solitude 
can become an authentic way oflife in the figure of the philosopher, 
whereas the much more general experience of loneliness is so con
tradictory to the human condition of plurality that it is simply 
unbearable for any length of time and needs the company of God, 
the only imaginable witness of good works, if it is not to annihilate 
human existence altogether. The otherworldiness of religious e!;. 
.eerience, in so far as it is truly the experience of love in the sense 

86. One finds this idiom passim in Plato (see esp. Gorgias 482). 
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of an activity, and not the much more frequent one of beholding 
----a;sively a revealed truth, manifests itself within the world itself 
this, 1 e a ot er activities, does not leave the world, but must be 
performed within it. But this manifestation, though it appears in 
the space where other activities are performed and depends upon 
it, is of an actively negative nature; fleeing the world and hiding 
from its inhabitants, it negates the space the world offers to men, 
and most of all that public part of it where everything and every
body are seen and heard by others. 

Q2odness, therefore, as a consistent way of life, is not only 
im~ssible within the confines of the public realm, it is even de
~tructive of it. Nobody perhaps has been more sharply aware of 
this ruinous quality of doing good than Machiavelli, who, in a 
famous passage, dared to teach men "how not to be good."87 
Needless to add, he did not say and did not mean that men must be 
taught how to be bad; the criminal act, though for other reasons, /1 ~-rl't.d.. 
must also flee being seen and heard by others. Machiavelli's crl:. 
terion for political action was glory, the same as in classical 
antiquity, and badness can no more Shine.in glory than goodness. 
Therefore all methods by which "one may indeed gain power, 
but not glory" are bad.88 ~s that comes out of hiding.j.s 
impudent and directly destroys the common world; goodness that 
comes out of hiding and assumes a public role is no longrr..good, 
but corrupt in its own terms and will carry its own corruption 
wherever it goes. Thus, for Machiavelli, the reason for the 
Church's becoming a corrupting influence in Italian politics was 
her participation in secular affairs as such and not the individual 
corruptness of bishops and prelates. To him, the alternative posed 
by the problem of religious rule over the secular realm was in-
escapably this: either the public realm corrupted the religious body 
and thereby became itself corrupt, or the religious body re-

m ained uncorrupt and destroyed the public realm altogether. A 
reformed Church therefore was even more dangerous in Machia
velli's eyes, and he looked with great respect but greater apprehen
sion upon the religious revival of his time, the "new orders" 
which, by "saving religion from being destroyed by the licentious-

87. Prince, ch. 15. 
88. Ibid., ch. 8. 
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It is not surprising that the distinction between labor and work 

was ignored in classical antiquity. The differentiation between the 
private household and the public political realm, between the 
household inmate who was a slave and the household head who 
was a citizen, between activities which should be hidden in pri
vacy and those which were worth being seen, heard, and remem
bered, overshadowed and predetermined all other distinctions until 
only one criterion was left: is the greater amount of time and effort 
spent in private or in public? is the occupation motivated by cura 
privati negotii or cura rei publicae, care for private or for public 
business?13 With the rise of political theory, the philosophers over
ruled even these distinctions, which had at least distinguished be- ' 
tween activities, b opposing contemplation to all kinds of activity 
alike. With the!!). eyen po mca actIvIt)!: was...~ to t e ran ..2... 
necessity, which henceforth became the common denominator of .. 
:iIIarticulanons wIthm the v ita activa. Nor can we reasonably ex
pect any help from Christian pohtIcal t oug t, W IC accepte -e 
philosophers' distinction, refined it, and, religion being for the 
many and philosophy only for the few, gave it general validity, 
binding for all men. 

It is surprising at first glance, however, that the modern age
with its reversal of all traditions, the traditional rank of action and 
contemplation no less than the traditional hierarchy within the 
vita activa itself, with its glorification of labor as the source of all 
values and its elevation of the animallaborans to the position tradi
tionally held by the animal rationale- should not have brought forth 
a single theory in which animal laborans and homo jaber, "the 
labour of our body and the work of our hands," are clearly distin
guished. Instead, we find first the distinction between productive 
and unproductive labor, then somewhat later the differentiation be
tween skilled and unskilled work, and, finally, outranking both 
because seemingly of more elementary significance, the division of 
all activities into manual and intellectual labor. Of the three, how
ever, only the distinction between productive and unproductive 
labor goes to the heart of the matter, and it is no accident that the 
two greatest theOrIsts m the field, Adam Smith and Karl Marx, 
based the whole structure of their argument upon it. The very 

13 . Cicero De re publica v. 2. 
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are finally the "products" of action and speech, which together 
constitute the fabric of human relationshlrs and affair~. Left to 
themselves, they lack not only the tangibility of other things, but 
are even less durable and more futile than what we produce for 
consumption. Their realit depends entirely upon human pluralit , 
upon the constant presence 0 ot ers w 0 can see an ear and 
therefore testify to theIr existence. Acting and speaking are stilT · 
outward manifestations of human life, which knows only one ac
tivity that, though related to the exterior world in many ways, is 
not necessarily manifest in it and needs neither to be seen nor heard 
nor used nor consumed in order to be real: tbe activity of thought. 

V iewed, however, in their worldliness, action, speech, and 
thought have much more in common than anyone of them has with 
work or labor. They themselves do not "produce," bring forth 
anything, they are as futile as life itself. In order to become 
worldly things, that is, deeds and facts and events and patterns of 
thoughts or ideas, they must first be seen, beard, and remembered 
and then transformed, reified as it were, into things-into sa in s 
Q[poetry, the written page or the printed book, into paintings or 
sculpture, into all sorts of records, documents, and monuments. 
The whole factual world of human affairs depends for its reality ( 
and its continued existence, first, upon the presence of others who 
have seen and heard and will remember, and, second, on the trans
formation of the intangible into the tan ibilit of thin s. Without 
remem rance an wit out the reification which remembrance 
needs for its own fulfilment and which makes it, indeed, as the 
Greeks held, the mother of all arts, the living activities of action, 
speech, and thought would lose their reality at the end of each 
process and disappear as though they never had been. The ma
terialization they have to undergo in order to remain in the world 
at all is paid for in that always the "dead letter" replaces some
thing which grew out of and for a fleeting moment indeed existed 
as the "living spirit." They must pay this price because they them
selves are of an entirely unworldly nature and therefore need the 
help of an activity of an altogether different nature; they depend 
for their reality and materialization upon the same workmanship 
that builds the other things in the human artifice. 

The reality and reliability of the human world rest primarily on 
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the most obvious solution of these contradictions, or rather the 
most obvious reason why these great authors should have remained 
unaware of them is their eguation of work with labor, so that labor 
is endowed by them with certain faculties which only work PQs

I sesses. This equation always leads into patent absurdities, though 
i:~sually are not so neatly manifest as in the following sentence 
of Veblen: "The lasting evidence of productive labor is its mate
rial product-commonly some article of consumption,"40 where 
the "lasting evidence" with which he begins, because he needs it 
for the alleged productivity of labor, is immediately destroyed by 
the "consumption" of the product with which he ends, forced, as it 
were, by the factual evidence of the phenomenon itself. 

Thus Locke, in order to save labor from its manifest disgrace of 
producing only "things of short duration," had to introduce money 
-a "lasting thing which men may keep without spoiling"- a kind 
of deus ex machina without which the laboring body, in its obedience 
to the life process, could never have become the origin of anything 
so permanent and lasting as property, because there are no "du
rable things" to be kept to survive the activity of the laboring proc
ess. And even Marx, who actually defined man as an animal 
laborans, had to admit that productivity of labor, properly speak
ing, begins only with reification (Vergegenstandlichung) , with "the 
erection of an objective world of things" (Erzeugung einer ge
genstandlichen Welt). 41 But the effort of labor never frees the labor-

40. The curious formulation occurs in Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the 
Leisure Class (1917), p. 44. 

41. The term vergegenstiindlichen occurs not very frequently in Marx, but al
ways in a crucial context. Cf. Jugendschrijten, p. 88: "Das praktische Erzeugen 
einer gegenstandlichen Welt, die Bearbeitung der unorganischen Natur ist die 
Bewahrung des Menschen als eines bewussten Gattungswesens .... [Das Tier] 
produziert unter der Herrschaft des unmittelbaren Bediirfnisses, wiihrend der 
Mensch selbst frei vom physischen Bediirfnis produziert und erst wahrhaft 
produziert in der Freiheit von demselben." Here, as in the passage from Capital 
quoted in note 36, Marx obviously introduces an altogether different concept 
of labor, that is, speaks about work and fabrication. The same reification is 
mentioned in Das Kapital (Vol. I, Part 3, ch. 5), though somewhat equivocally: 
"[Die Arbeit] ist vergegenstandlicht und der Gegenstand ist verarbeitet." The 
play on words with the term Gegenstand obscures what actually happens in the 
process: through reification, a new thing has been produced, but the "object" 
that this process transformed into a thing is, from the viewpoint of the process, 
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The reward of toil and trouble lies in nature's fertility, in the quiet I 
confidence that he who in "toil and trouble" has done his part, re
mains a part of nature in the future of his children and his children's 
children. The Old 1estament, which, unlike classical antiquity, 
held life to be sacred and therefore neither death nor labor to be an 
evil (and least of all an argument against life), 53 shows in the 
stories of the patriarchs how unconcerned about death their lives 
were, how they needed neither an individual, earthly immortality 
nor an assurance of the eternity of their souls, how death came to 
them in the familiar shape of night and quiet and eternal rest "in a 
good old age and full of years." 

The blessing of life as a whole, inherent in labor, can never be 
found in work and should not be mistaken for the inevitably brief 
spell of relief and joy which follows accomplishment and attends 
achievement. T.!: blessing of labor is that effort and gratification 
~low each other as closely as pr~ducing and consuming the means 

53. Nowhere in the Old Testament is death "the wage of sin." Nor did the 
curse by which man was expelled from paradise punish him with labor and 
birth; it only made labor harsh and birth full of sorrow. According to Genesis, 
man (adam) had been created to take care and watch over the soil (adamah), as 
even his name, the masculine form of "soil," indicates (see Gen. 2: 5- 7: 15). 
"And Adam was not to till adamah ... and He, God, created Adam of the dust 
of adamah . ... He, God, took Adam and put him into the garden of Eden to 
till and to watch it" (I follow the translation of Martin Buber and Franz Rosen
zweig, Die Schrift rBerlin, n.d.]). The word for "tilling" which later became the 
word for laboring in Hebrew, leawod, has the connotation of "to serve." The 
curse (3 : 17- 19) does not mention this word, but the meaning is clear: the serv
ice for which man was created now became servitude. The current popular mis
understandin of the curse is due to an unconscious interpretation of the Old 
lJ::srament in the hg to reek thinking. T e Illlsun erstanding is Usually avoid
ed by Catholic writers. See, for instance, Jacques Leclercq, Legons de droit naturel, 
Vol. IV, Part 2, "Travail, Propriete," (1946), p. 31: "La peine du travail est 
Ie resultat du peche original. ... L'homme non dechu eut travaille dans la joie, 
mais il eut travaille"; or J. Chr. Nattermann, Die modeme Arbeit, soziologisch und 
theologisch betrachtet (1953), p. 9. It is interesting in this context to compare the 
curse of the Old Testament with the seemingly similar explanation of the harsh
ness oflabor in Hesiod. Hesiod reports that the gods, in order to punish man, hid 
life from him (see n. 8) so that he had to search for it, while before, he apparently 
did not have to do anything but pluck the fruits of the earth from fields and 
trees. Here the curse consists not only in the harshness of labor but in labor 
itself. 
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iness is a concomitant of the rocess it-
sel, . ust as leasure is a concomitant of the functioning of a 
healthy bod}C:.. The "happiness 0 t e greatest number," into w lch-

--we have generalized and vulgarized the felicity with which earthly 
life has always been blessed, conceptualized into an "ideal" the 
fundamental reality of a laboring humanity. The right to the pur
suit of this happiness is indeed as undeniable as the right to life; it 
is even identical with it. But it has nothing in common with good 
fortune, which is rare and never lasts and cannot be pursued, be
cause fortune depends on luck and what chance gives and takes, 
although most people in their "pursuit of happiness" run after good 

, fortune and make themselves unhappy even when it befalls them, 
because they want to keep and enjoy luck as though it were an 
inexhaustible abundance of "good things ." There is no lasting hap
piness outside the prescribed cycle of painful exhaustion and pleas
urable regeneration, and whatever throws this cycle out of balance 
-poverty and misery where exhaustion is followed by wretched
ness instead of regeneration, or great riches and an entirely effort
less life where boredom takes the place of exhaustion and where 
the mills of necessity, of consumption and digestion, grind an im
potent human body mercilessly and barrenly to death- ruins the 
elemental happiness that comes from being alive. 

The force of life is fertility. The living organism is not ex
hausted when it has provided for its own reproduction, and its 
"surplus" lies in its potential multiplication. Marx's consistent 
naturalism discovered "labor power" as the specifically human 
mode of the life force which is as capable of creating a "surplus" as 
nature herself. Since he was almost exclusively interested in this 
process itself, the process of the "productive forces of society," in 
whose life, as in the life of every animal species, production and 
consumption always strike a balance, the question of a separate 
existence of worldly things, whose durability will survive and 
withstand the devouriI1g processes of life, does not occur to him at 
all. From the viewpoint of the life of the species, all activities in
deed find their common denominator in laboring, and the only dis
tinguishing criterion left is the abundance or scarcity of the goods 
to be fed into the life process. When every thing has become an 
object for consumption, the fact that labor's surplus does not 
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at best was considered a "necessary evil" and a "reflection on hu
man nature,"54 at worst a parasite on the otherwise healthy life of 
society.55 What the modern age so heatedly defended was never 
property as such but the unhampered Rursuit of more property or of 
appropriation; as against all organs that stood for the "dead" per
{i;anence of a common world, it fought its battles in the name of 
life, the life of society. 

There is no doubt that, as the natural process of life is located in 
the body, there is no more immediately life-bound activity than 
laboring. Locke could neither remain satisfied with the traditional 
explanation of labor, according to which it is the natural and in
evitable consequence of poverty and never a means of its abolition, 
nor with the traditional explanation of the origin of property 
through acquisition, conquest, or an original division of the com
mon world.56 'Yhat he actually was concerned with was appropria-

54. The writers of the modern age are all agreed that the "good" and "pro
ductive" side of human nature is reflected in society, while its wickedness makes 
government necessary . As Thomas Paine stated it : "Society is produced by our 
wants, and government by our wickedness; the former promotes our happiness 
positively by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by restraining our 
vices .... Society in every state is a blessing, but government, even in the best 
state, a necessary evil" (Cummon Sense, 1776). Or Madison: "But what is gov
ernment itself but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were 
angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither 
external or internal controls would be necessary" (The Federalist [Modern Li
brary ed.], p. 337). 

55. This was the opinion of Adam Smith, for instance, who was very indig
nant about "the public extravagance of government": "The whole, or almost 
the whole public revenue, is in most countries employed in maintaining unproduc
tive hands" (op. cit., I, 306). 

56. No doubt, "before 1690 no one understood that a man had a natural right 
to property created by his labour; after 1690 the idea came to be an axiom of 
social science" (Richard Schlatter, Pri'l.late Property: The History of an Idea [1951], 
p. 156). The concept of labor and property was even mutually exclusive, where
as labor and poverty (ponos and penia, Arbeit and Armut) belonged together in 
the sense that the activity corresponding to the status of poverty was laboring. 
Plato, therefore, who held that laboring slaves were "bad" because they were 
not masters of the animal part within them, said almost the same about the status 
of poverty. The poor man is "not master of himself" (penes On kai heautou me 
kratOn [Se'l.lenth Letter 3 SIA]). None of the classical writers ever thought oflabor 
as a possible source of wealth. According to Cicero- and he probably only sums 
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tion and what he had to find was a world-appropriatin aCtlVIt 
whose rivac at the same time must be beyon~ oubt and dispute. 

Nothing, to be sure, is more private than the bodily functions of 
the life process, its fertility not excluded, and it is quite note
worthy that the few instances where even a "socialized mankind" 
respects and imposes strict privacy concern precisely such "activi
ties" as are imposed by the life process itself. Of these, labor, be
cause it is an activity and not merely a function, is the least pri
vate, so to speak, the only one we feel need not be hidden; yet it is 
still close enough to the life process to make plausible the argu
ment for the privacy of appropriation as distinguished from the 
very different argument for the privacy of property.57 Locke 
founded private property on the most privately owned thing there 
is, "the property [of man] in his own person," that is, in his own 
body.58 "The labour of our body and the work of our hands" 
become one and the same, because both are the "means" to "ap
propriate" what "God ... hath given ... to men in common." 
And these means, body and hands and mouth, are the natural ap
propriators because they do not "belong to mankind in common" 
but are given to each man for his private use.59 

Just as Marx had to introduce a natural force, the "labor power" 
of the body, to account for labor's productivity and a progressing 
process of growing wealth, Locke, albeit less explicitly, had to 
trace property to a natural origin of appropriation in order to force 
open those stable, worldly boundaries that "enclose" each person's 
privately owned share of the world "from the common."60 What 
Marx still had in common with Locke was that he wished to see 
the process of growing wealth as a natural process, automatically 
following its own laws and beyond wilful decisions and purposes. 
If any human activity was to be involved in the process at all, it 
could only be a bodily "activity" whose natural functioning could 
not be checked even if one wanted to do so. To check these "activi-

up contemporary opinion- property comes about either through ancient con
quest or victory or legal division (aut vetere occupatione aut victoria aut lege [De 
officiis i. 21]). 

57. See § 8 above. 59. Ibid., sec. 25. 

58. Op. cit., sec. 26. 60. Ibid., sec. 31 . 
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While tools and instruments, designed to produce more and 

something altogether different from their mere use, are of second
ary importance fbr laboring, the same is not true for the other great 
principle in the human labor process, the division of labor. Division 
of labor indeed grows directly out of the laboring process and 
should not be mistaken for the apparently similar principle of spe
cialization which prevails in working processes and with which it 
is usually equated. S~ciali~ti~of work and division .2f labor 
have in common only tnegenefal principle of <2.rganization, which 
itself has nothing to do with either work or labor but owes its 
origin to the strictly political sphere of life, to the fact of man's 
capacity to act and to act together and in concert. Only within the 
framework of political organization, where men not merely live, 
but act, together, can specialization of work and division of labor 
take place. 

Yet, while specialization of work is essentially guided by the 
finished product itself, whose nature it is to require different skills 
which then are pooled and organized together, division oflabor, on 
the contrary, presupposes the qualitative equivalence of all single 
activities for which no special skill is required, and these activities 
have no end in themselves, but actually represent only certain 
amounts of labor power which are added together in a 12urely- !1uaIl: 
titative way. Division of labor is based on the fact that two men 
~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
s~n put their labor power together and "behave toward each other 
as though they were one.'"'74 JEis one-ness is the exact opposite of 
co-operation, it indicates the unity of the species with regard to 
which every single member is the same and exchangeable. (The 
formation of a labor collective where the laborers are socially or
ganized in accordance with this principle of common and divisible 
labor power is the very opposite of the various workmen's or
ganizations, from the old guilds and corporations to certain types 
of modern trade unions, whose members are bound together by the 
skills and specializations that distinguish them from others.) Since 

74. See Viktor von Weizsacker, "Zum Begriff der Arbeit," in Festschrift fur 
Alfred Weber (1948), p. 739. The essay is noteworthy for certain scattered ob
servations, but on the whole unfortunately useless, since Weizsacker further 
obscures the concept of labor by the rather gratuitous assumption that the sick 
human being has to "perform labor" in order to get well. 
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none of the activities into which the process is divided has an end in 
itself, their "natural" end is exactly the same as in the case of 
"undivided" labor: either the simple reproduction of the means of 
subsistence, that is, the capacity for consumption of the laborers, 
or the exhaustion of human labor power. Neither of these two limi
tations, however, is final; exhaustion is part of the individual's, not 
of the collective's, life process, and the subject of the laboring 
process under the conditions of division of labor is a collective 
labor force, not individual labor power. The inexhaustibility of 
this labor force corresponds exactly to the deathlessness of the 
species, whose life process as a whole is also not interrupted by the 
individual births and deaths of its members. 

More serious, it seems, is the limitation imposed by the capacity 
to consume, which remains bound to the individual even when a 
collective labor force has replaced individual labor power. The 
progress of accumulation of wealth may be limitless in a " social
ized mankind" which has rid itself of the limitations of individual 
property and overcome the limitation of individual appropriation 
by dissolving all stable wealth, the possession of "heaped up" and 
"stored away" things, into money to spend and consume. We al-

I ready live in a society where wealth is reckoned in terms of earn
ing and spending power, which are only modifications of the two
fold metabolism of the human body. The problem therefore is how 
to attune individual consumption to an unlimited accumulation of 
wealth. 

Since mankind as a whole is still very far from having reached 
the limit of abundance, the mode in which society may overcome 
this natural limitation of its own fertility can be perceived only 
tentatively and on a national scale. There, the solution seems to be 
simple enough. It consists in treating all use objects as though they 
were consumer goods, so that a chair or a table is now consumed 
as rapidly as a dress and a dress used up almost as quickly as food . 
This mode of intercourse with the things of the world, moreover, 
is perfectly adequate to the way they are produced. The industrial 
revolution has replaced all workmanship with labor, and the result 
has been that the things of the modern world have become labor 
products whose natural fate is to be consumed, instead of work 
products which are there to be used. Just as tools and instruments, 
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though originating from work, were always employed in labor 
processes as well, so the division of labor, entirely appropriate and 
attuned to the laboring process, has become one of the chief char
acteristics of modern work processes, that is, of the fabrication and 
production of use objects. Division of labor rather than increased \ 
mechanization has replaced the rigorous specialization formerly 
required for all workmanship. Workmanship is required only for 
the design and fabrication of models before they go into mass pro
duction, which also depends on tools and machinery. But ,~ 
production would, in addition, be altogether impossible without 
the replacement of workmen and specialization with laborers and 
the dIVISIon of labor. 
- Tools and instruments ease pain and effort and thereby change 
the modes in which the urgent necessity inherent in labor once was 
manifest to all. They do not change the necessity itself; they only 
serve to hide it from our senses. Something similar is true of labor's 
products, which do not become more durable through abundance. 
The case is altogether different in the corresponding modern trans
formation of the work process by the introduction of the principle 
of division of labor. Here the very nature of work is changed and 
the production process, although it by no means produces objects 
for consumption, assumes the character of labor. Although ~a
chines have forced us into an infinitely quicker rhythm of repeti
tion than the cycle of natural pro~_s~s_I2re.Scrihed-and this spe
cifically modern acceleration is only too apt to make us disregard 
the repetitive character of all laboring- the repetition and the end:.. 
~ssness of the process itself Qut the ':!.-nmistakable mark of laboring 
uponjt. This is even more evident in the use objects produced by 
these techniques of laboring. Their very abundance transforms 
them into consumer goods. The endlessness of the laborin ro~_ 
~eed by the ever-recurrent needs of c~ tion; the enck 
lessness oT ro can be assured onl if its roducts lose their 
use character and become more and more ob' ects of consum tion, 
or I , to put it in another way, the rate of use is so tremendously ! 
accelerated that the objective difference between use and c~nsump-
tion, between the relative durability of use objects and the swift 
coming and going of consumer goods, dwindles to insignificance. 

In our need for more and more rapid replacement of the worldly 
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things around us, we can no longer afford to use them, to respect 
and preserve their inherent durability; we must consume, devour, 
as it were, our houses and furniture and cars as though they were 
the "good things" of nature which spoil uselessly if they are not 
drawn swiftly into the never-ending cycle of man's metabolism 
with nature. I!...is as though we had forced open the distinguishin..[ 
~aries which Erotected the world, the human artifice, from 
nature, the biological process which goes on in its very midst as 
well as the natural cyclical processes which surround it, deliver
ing and abandoning to them the always threatened stability of a 
human world. 

I( The ideals of homo faber, the fabricator of the world, which are 
permanence, stability, and durability, have been sacrificed to abun
dance, the ideal of the animallaborans. We live in a laborers' society 
because only laboring, with its inherent fertility, is likely to bring 
about abundance; and we have changed work into laboring, broken 
it up into its minute particles until it has lent itself to division 
where the common denominator of the simplest performance is 

\

' reached in order to eliminate from the path of human labor power 
- which is part of nature and perha s even the most powerful of 
all natural forces- the obstacle of the "unnatural" and purely 
worldly stability of the humai1if"tifice. -

17 
A CONSUMERS' SOCIETY 

\ 
It is frequently said that we live in a consumers' society, and since, 
as we saw, labor and consumption are but two stages of the same 
process, imposed upon man by the necessity of life, this is only 
another way of saying that we live in a society of laborers. This 
society did not come about through the emancipation of the labor
ing classes but by the emancipation of the laboring activity itself, 
which preceded by centuries the political emancipation oflaborers. 
The point is not that for the first time in history laborers were ad
mitted and given equal rights in the public realm, but that we have 
,almost succeeded in leveling all human activities to the common 
denominator of securing the necessities of life and rovidlng for 
their abundance. atever we do, we are supposed to do for the 
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sake of "making a living"; such is the verdict of society, and the 
number of people, especially in the professions who might chal
lenge it, has decreased rapidly. The only exception societ is 
willing to grant is the artist, who, stricEY sreaking, is the only 
"worker"left in a l~boring society. The same trend to level down 
all serious activities to the status of making a living is manifest in 
present-day labor theories, which almost unanimously define labor 
as the opposite of play. As a result, all serious activities, irrespec
tive of their fruits, are called labor, and every activity which is not 
necessary either for the life of the individual or for the life process 
of society is subsumed under playfulness. 75 In these theories, 

75. Although this labor-play category appears at first glance to be so general 
as to be meaningless, it is characteristic in another respect: the real opposite 
underlying it is the opposition of necessity and freedom, and it is indeed remark- { 
able to see how plausible it is for modern thinking to consider playfulness to be 
the source of freedom. Aside from this generalization, the modern idealizations 
of labor may be said to fall roughly into the following categories: (1) Labor is 
:.. means to attain a higher end. This is generally the Catholi~ positi~n, wh~ch 
has the great merit of not being able to esca'pe from reality altogether, so that 
the intimate connections betweenlabor and life and between labor and pain are 
usually at least mentioned. One outstanding representative is Jacques Leclercq of 
Louvain, especially his discussion of labor and property in Leqons de droit naturel 
(1946), Vol. IV, Part 2. (2) Labor is an act of shaping in which "a given struc
ture is transformed into another, higher structure." This is the central thesis of 
the famous work by Otto Lipmann, Grundriss der Arbeitswissenschaft (1926). 
(3) Labor in a laboring society is pure pleasure or "can be made fully as satisfy
ing as leisure-time activities" (see Glen W. Cleeton, Making Work Human 
[1949]). This position is taken today by Corrado Gini in his Ecconomica La'Voris
ta (1954), who considers the United States to be a "laboring society" (societa 
lavorista) where "labor is a pleasure and where all men want to labor." (For a 
summary of his position in German see Zeitschrift fur die gesamte Staatswissen
schaft, CIX [1953] and CX [1954].) This theory, incidentally, is less new than 
it seems. It was first formulated by F. Nitti ("Le travail humain et ses lois," 
Revue internationale dc sociologic [1895]), who even then maintained that the 
"idea that labor is painful is a psychological rather than a physiological fact," 
so that pain will disappear in a society where everybody works. (4) Labor, 
finally, is man's confirmation of himself against nature, which is brought under 
his domination through labor. This is the assumption which underlies- explicitly 
or implicitly- the new, especially French trend of a humanism of labor. Its 
best-known representative is Georges Friedmann. 

After all these theories and academic discussions, it is rather refreshing to f 
learn that a large majority of workers, if asked "why does man work?" answer 
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which by echoing the current estimate of a laboring society on the 
theoretical level sharpen it and drive it into its inherent extreme, 

( not even the "work" of the artist is left; it is dissolved into play 
, and has lost its worldly meaning. The playfulness of the artist is 
felt to fulfil the same function in the laboring life process of society 
as the playing of tennis or the pursuit of a hobby fulfils in the life of 
the individual. The emancipation of labor has not resulted in an 
equality of this activity with the other activities of the vita activa, 
but in its almost undisputed predominance. from the standEoint of 
'~making a living," every activity unconnected with labor b~~~ 
a "hobby."76 

In order to dispel the plausibility of this self-interpretation of 
modern man, it may be well to remember that all civilizations prior 
to our own would rather have agreed with Plato that the "art of 
earning money" (techne mistharnetike) is entirely unconnected with 
the actual content even of such arts as medicine, navigation, or 
architecture, which were attended by monetary rewards. It was 
in order to explain this monetary reward, which obviously is of an 
altogether different nature from health, the object of medicine, or 
the erection of buildings, the object of architecture, that Plato in
troduced one more art to accompany them all. This additional art 
is by no means understood as the element of labor in the otherwise 
free arts, but, on the contrary, the one art through which the 
"artist," the professional worker, as we would say, keeps himself 
free from the necessity to labor. 77 This art is in the same category 

{ simply "in order to be able to live" or "to make money" (see Helmut Schelsky, 
Arbeiterjugend Gestern und Heute [1955], whose publications are remarkably free 
of prejudices and idealizations). 

76. The role of the hobby in modern labor society is quite striking and may 
be the root of experience in the labor-play theories. What is especially note
worthy in this context is that Marx, who had no inkling of this development, 
expected that in his utopian, laborless society all activities would be performed 
in a manner which very closely resembles the manner of hobby activities. 

77. Republic 346. Therefore, "the art of acquisition wards off poverty as 
medicine wards off disease" (Gorgias 478). Since payment for their services was 
voluntary (Loening, op. cit.), the liberal professions must indeed have attained a 
remarkable perfection in the "art of making money." 
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with the art required of the master of a household who must know 
how to exert authority and use violence in his rule over slaves. Its 
aim is to remain free from having "to make a living," and the aims 
of the other arts are even farther removed from this elementary 
necessity. 

The e~ancipation of labor and the concomitant emancipation of 
the laboring classes from oppression and exploitation certainly 
kmeant progress in the direction of non-violence. It is much l~s~
£lin that it was also progress in the direction of freedom. No man
exerted violence, except the violence used in torUife; can match 
the natural force with which necessity itself compels. It is for this 
reason that the Greeks derived their word for torture from neces
sity, calling it anagkai, and not from bia, used for violence as ex
erted by man over man, just as this is the reason for the historical \ 
fact that throughout occidental antiquity torture, the "necessity no 
man can withstand," could be applied only to slaves, who were 
subject to necessity anyhow. 78 It was the arts of violence, the arts 
of war, piracy, and ultimately absolute rule, which brought the 
defeated into the services of the victors and thereby held necessity 
in abeyance for the longer period of recorded history.79 The mod
ern age, much more markedly than Christianity, has brought about 
- together with its glorification of labor- a tremendous degrada
tion in the estimation of these arts and a less great but not less im
portant actual decrease in the use of the instruments of violence in 

78. The current modern explanation of this custom which was characteristic 
of the whole of Greek and Latin antiquity- that its origin is to be found in "the j 
belief that the slave is unable to tell the truth except on the rack" (Barrow, op. 
cit., p. 31)- is quite erroneous. The belief, on the contrary, is that nobody can 
invent a lie under tortur~On croyait recueillir la voix meme de la nature dans 
les cris de la douleur. Plus la douleur penetrait avant, plus intime et plus vrai 
sembla etre ce temoignage de la chair et du sang" (Wallon, op. cit., I, 325). 
Ancient psychology was much more aware than we are of the element of free
dom, of free invention, in telling lies. The "necessities" of torture were sup
posed to destroy this freedom and therefore could not be applied to free citizens . 

79. The older of the Greek words for slaves, douloi and dmoes, still signify 
the defeated enemy. About wars and the sale of prisoners of war as the chief 
source of slavery in antiquity, see W. L. Westermann, "Sklaverei," in Pauly
Wissowa. 
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human affairs generally.8o The elevation oflabor and the necessity 

II inherent in the laboring metabolism with nature appear to be inti
mately connected with the downgrading of all activities which 
either spring directly from violence, as the use of force in human 
relations, or harbor an element of violence within themselves, 
which, as we shall see, is the case for all workmanship. It is as 
though the growing elimination of violence throughout the modern 
age almost automatically opened the doors for the re-entry of ne
cessity on its most elementary level. What already happened once 

\ 

in our history, in the centuries of the declining Roman Empire, may 
be happening again. Even then, labor became an occupation of the 
free classes, "only to bring to them the obligations of the servile 
classes." 81 

The danger that the modern age's emancipation of labor will n~ 
only fail to usher in an age of freedom for all but will result, on the 

- contrary, in forcing all mankind for the first time und~r the yoke of 
neces.sit~ was already clearly perceived by Marx when he in
sisted that the aim of a revolution could not possibly be the al
ready-accomplished emancipation of the laboring classes, but must 
consist in the emancipation of man from labor. At first glance, this 
aim seems utopian, and the only strictly utopian element in Marx's 

80. Today, because of the new developments of instruments of war and de-
struction, we are likely to overlook this rather important trend in the modern 

Il age. A.s a. ma~ter of fact, the nineteenth century was one of the most peaceful 
centurIes III hIstory. 

81. Wallon, op. cit., III, 265. Wallon shows brilliantly how the late Stoi£.. 
generali tion that all men es rested on the development of the Roman 

mpire, where the old freedom was gradually abolished by the imperial govern
ment, so that eventually nobody was free and everybody had his master. The 

'l turning point is when first Caligula and then Trajan consented to being called 
dominus, a word formerly used only for the master of the household. The so
called slave morality of late anti ui and its assum tion that no real difference 
existed between tel e 0 a slave and that 0 a ree man ad a very realistic 
background. Now the slave could indeed tell his master: Nobody is free, every
body has a master. In the words of Wall on: "Les condamnes aux mines ont pour 
confreres, it un moindre degre de peine, les condamnes aux moulins, aux boulan
geries, aux rdais publics, it tout autre travail faisant l'objet d'une corporation 
particuliere" (p. 216). "C'est Ie droit de l'esclavage qui gouverne maintenant Ie 
citoyen; et nous avons retrouve toute la legislation propre aux esclaves dans les 
reglements qui concernent sa personne, sa famille ou ses biens" (pp. 219- 20). 
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teachings. 82 Emancipation from labor, in Marx's own terms, is \ 
emancipation from necessity, and this would ultimately mean 
emancipation from consumption as well, that is, from the metabo
lism with nature which is the very condition of human life.83 Yet 
the developments of the last decade, and especially the possibilities 
opened up through the further development of automation, give us 
reason to wonder whether the utopia of yesterday will not turn 
into the reality of tomorrow, so that eventually only the effort of 
consumption will be left of "the toil and trouble" inherent in the 
biological cycle to whose motor human life is bound. 

However, not even this utopia could change the essential 
worldly futility of the life process. The two stages through which 
the ever-recurrent cycle of biological life must pass, the stages of 
labor and consumption, may change their proportion even to the 
point where nearly all human "labor power" is spent in consuming, 
with the concomitant serious social problem of leisure, that js., /1 
essentially the problem of how to rovide enou h 0 ~ni!Y for 
~exhaustion~ep the capacity for consumption ~ntact.:..84 

82. The classless and stateless society of Marx is not utopian. Quite apart 
from the fact that modem developments have an unmistakable tendency to do 
away with class distinctions in society and to replace government by that "ad
ministration of things" which according to Engels was to be the hallmark of 
socialist society, these ideals in Marx himself were obviously conceived in 
accordance with Athenian democracy, except that in communist society the 
privileges of the free citizens were to be extended to all. 

83. It is perhaps no exaggeration to say that Simone Weil's La condition 
ou'1Jriere (1951) is the only book in the huge literature on the labor question 
which deals with the problem without prejudice and sentimentality. She chose 
as the motto for her diary, relating from day to day her experiences in a factory, 
the line from Homer: poll' aekadwmene, kratere d'epikeiset' anagke ("much against 
your own will, since necessity lies more mightily upon you"), and concludes 
that the hope for an evenmal liberation from labor and necessity is the only II 
utopian element of Marxism and at the same time the acmal motor of all Marx
inspired revolutionary labor movements. It is the "opium of the people" which 
Marx had believed religion to be. 

84. This leisure, needless to say, is not at all the same, as current opinion 
has it, as th_e skhole of antigui which w~t a henom~l!?n of c~sump.ti9n, 
"oon'pi,ono," 0' no, 'nd did no' <orne ,boo' mrough!h' em".',,,, nf "'P'" j~ 
.time" saved from laboring, but was on the contrary a conscious "abst:ntion 
from" all actIvltles co~~ed with mere being alive, the consuming activity no 
less than the laboring. The touchstone of this skhole, as distinguished from the 
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\ 

Painless and effortless consumption would not change but would 
only increase the devouring character of biological life until a man
kind altogether "liberated" from the shackles of pain and effort 
would be free to "consume" the whole world and to reproduce 
daily all things it wished to consume. How many things would 
appear and disappear daily and hourly in the life process of such a 
society would at best be immaterial for the world, if the world and 
its thing-character could withstand the reckless dynamism of a 
wholly motorized life process at all. The danger of future automa
.tion is less the much deplored mechanization and artificializatio~ of 
natural lif¥ than that, its artificiality notwithstanding, all human 
productivity would be sucked into an enormously intensified life 
process and would follow automatically, without pain or effort, its 
ever-re~urrent natural cycle. The rhythm of machines would mag-

\ \ 
nify and intensify the natural rhythm of life enormously, but it 
would not change, only make more deadly, life's chief character 
with respect to the world, which is to wear down durability: 

It is a long way from the gradual decrease of working hours, 
which has progressed steadily for nearly a century, to this utopia. 
The progress, moreover, has been rather overrated, because it was 
measured against the quite exceptionally inhuman conditions of 
exploitation prevailing during the early stages of capitalism. ~ 
Wink in somewhat longer periods, the total yearly amount of indi
vjdual free time enjoyed at present appears less an achieveme~ of 
modernity than a belated approximation to normality.85 In this as 

modern ideal of leisure, is the well-known and frequently described frugality of 
Greek life in the classical period. Thus, it is characteristic that the maritime 
trade, which more than anything else was responsible for wealth in Athens, was 
felt to be suspect, so that Plato, following Hesiod, recommended the founda
tion of new city-states far away from the sea. 

85. During the Middle Ages, it is estimated that one hardly worked more 
than half of the days of the year. Official holidays numbered 141 days (see Le
vasseur, op. cit., p. 329; see also Liesse, Le Travail [1899], p. 253, for the num
ber of working days in France before the Revolution). The monstrous extension 
of the working day is characteristic of the beginning of the industrial revolu
tion, when the laborers had to compete with newly introduced machines . Before 
that, the length of the working day amounted to eleven or twelve hours in fif
teenth-century England and to ten hours in the seventeenth (see H. Herkner, 
"Arbeitszeit," in Handwijrterbuch fur die Staatswissmschaft [1923], I, 889 ff.). In 
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in other respects, the specter of a true consumers' society is more 
alarming as an ideal of present-day society than as an already exist
ing reality. The ideal is not new; it was clearly indicated in the 
unquestioned assumption of classical political economy that the 
ultimate goal of the vita activa is growing wealth, abundance, and 
the "happiness of the greatest number." And what else, finally, is /' 
this ideal of modern society but the age-old dream of the poor and 
destitute, which can have a charm of its own so long as it is a 
dream, but turns into a fool's paradise as soon as it is realized. 

The hope that inspired Marx and the best men of the various 
workers' movements- that free time eventually will emancipate 
men from necessity and make the animal laborans productive
rests on the illusion of a mechanistic philosophy which assumes that 
labor power, like any other energy, can never be lost, so that ifit is 
not spent and exhausted in the drudgery of life it will automatically 
nourish other, "higher," activities. The guiding model of this hope 
in Marx was doubtless the Athens of Pericles which, in the future, 
with the help of the vastly increased productivity of human labor, 
would need no slaves to sustain itself but would become a reality 
for all. A hundred years after Marx we know the fallacy of this 
reasoning; the spare time of the animal laborans is never spent in 
anything but consumption, and the more time left to him, the 
greedier and more craving his appetites. That these appetites be
come more sophisticated, so that consumption is no longer re
stricted to the necessities but, on the contrary, mainly concen
trates on the superfluities of life, does not change the character of 
this society, but harbors the grave danger that eventually no object 
of the world will be safe from consumption and annihilation 
through consumption. 

The rather uncomfortable truth of the matter is that the triumph 

brief, "les travailleurs ont connu, pendant la premiere moitie du 1ge siecie, des J 
conditions d'existences pires que celles subies auparavant par les plus infortunes" 
(Edouard Dolleans, Histoire du travail en France [1953]). The extent of progress 
achieved in our time is generally overrated, since we measure it against a very 
"dark age" indeed. It may, for instance, be that the life expectancy of the most 1 
highly civilized countries today corresponds only to the life expectancy in cer
tain centuries of antiquity. We do not know, of course, but a reflection upon the 
age of death in the biographies of famous people invites this suspicion. 
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THE DURABILITY OF THE WORLD 

The work of our hands, as distinguished from the labor of our 
bodies- homo faber who makes and literally "works upon"l as dis: 
tiilgiilshed from the animallaborans which labors and "mixes with" 
- fabricates the sheer unending variet of thin s whose sum total 
constitutes the human art! ceo They are mostly, but not exc u- -' 
sively, objects for use and they possess the durability Locke 
needed for the establishment of property, the "value" Adam Smith 
needed for the exchange market, and they bear testimony to pro
ductivity, which Marx believed to be the test of human nature. 
Their proper use does not cause them to disappear and they give 
the human artifice the stability and solidity without which it could 
not be relied upon to house the unstable and mortal creature which 
IS man. 

The durability of the human artifice is not absolute; the use we 
make of it, even though we do not consume it, uses it up. The life 
process which permeates our whole being invades it, too, and if we 
do not use the things of the world, they also will eventually decay, 
return into the over-all natural process from which they were 

1. The Latin word for faber, probably related to facere ("to make something" 
in the sense of production), originally designated the fabricator and artist who 
works upon hard material, such as stone or wood; it also was used as translation 
for the Greek tektiin, which has the same connotation. The word fabri, often fol
lowed by tignarii, especially designates construction workers and carpenters. I 
have been unable to ascertain when and where the expression homo faber, certainly 
of modern, postmedieval origin, first appeared. Jean Leclercq ("Vers la societe 
basee sur Ie travail," Revue du travail, Vol. LI, No. 3 [March, 1950]) suggests 
that only Bergson "threw the concept of homo faber into the circulation of ideas." 
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does not use tools and instruments in order to build a world but in 
order to ease the labors of its own life process, it has lived literally 
in a world of machines ever since the industrial revolution and the 
emancipation oflabor replaced almost all hand tools with machines 
which in one way or another supplanted human labor power with 
the superior power of natural forces. 1~ 

The decisive difference between tools and machines is perhaps 
best illustrated by the apparently endless discussion of whether 
man should be "adjusted" to the machine or the machines should be 
adjusted to the "nature" of man. We mentioned in the first chapter 
the chief reason why such a discussion must be sterile: if the hu
man condition consists in man's being a conditioned being for 
whom everything, given or man-made, immediately becomes a 
condition of his further existence, then man "adjusted" himself to 
an environment of machines the moment he designed them. They 
certainly have become as inalienable a condition of our existence as 
tools and implements were in all previous ages. The interest of the 
discussion, from our point of view, therefore, lies rather in the fact 
that this question of adjustment could arise at all. There never was 
any doubt about man's being adjusted or needing special adjust
ment to the tools he used; one might as well have adjusted him to 
his hands. The case of the machines is entirely different. Unlike 
the tools of workmanship, which at every given moment in the 
work process remain the servants of the hand, the machines de- / 
mand that the laborer serve them, that he adjust the natural rhythm 
of his body to their mechanical movement. This, certainly, does 
not imply that men as such adjust to or become the servants of 
their machines; but it does mean that, as long as the work at the 
machines lasts, the mechanical process has replaced the rhythm of 
the human body. Even the most refined tool remains a servant, 
unable to guide or to replace the hand. Even the most primitive 
machine guides the body's labor and eventually replaces it alto-
gether. ~~ 

As is so frequently the case with historical developments, it 
seems as though the actual implications of technology, that is, of 
the replacement of tools and implements with machinery, have 
come to light only in its last stage, with the advent of automation. 
For our purposes it may be useful to recall, however briefly, the 
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main stages of modern technology's development since the begin
ning of the modern age. The first stage, the invention of the steam 
engine, which led into the industrial revolution, was still charac
terized by an imitation of natural processes and the use of natural 
forces for human purposes, which did not differ in principle from 
the old use of water and wind power. Not the principle of the 
steam engine was new but rather the discovery and use of the coal 
mines to feed it. 9 The machine tools of this early stage reflect this 
imitation of naturally known processes; they, too, imitate and put 
to more powerful use the natural activities of the human hand. 
But today we are told that "the greatest pitfall to avoid is the 
assumption that the design aim is reproduction of the hand move
ments of the operator or laborer."lo 

The next stage is chiefly characterized by the use of electricity, 
and, indeed, electricity still determines the present stage of techru
cal development. This stage can no longer be described in terms of 
a gigantic enlargement and continuation of the old arts and crafts, 
and it is only to this world that the categories of homo faber, to 
whom every instrument is a means to achieve a prescribed end, no 
longer apply. For here we no Ion er use material as nature yields it 

us killin natura processes or interrupting or imitatin them. 
In all these instances, we c anged an enaturalized nature for our 
own worldly ends, so that the human world or artifice on one hand 
and nature on the other remained two distinctly separate entities. 

\ 
Today we have begun to "create," as it were, that is, to unchain 
natural processes of our own which would never have happened 
without us, and instead of carefully surrounding the human artifice 
with defenses against nature's elementary forces, keeping them as 

9. One of the important material conditions of the industrial revolution was 
the extinction of the forests and the discovery of coal as a substitute for wood. 
The solution which R. H. Barrow (in his Slavery in the Roman Empire [1928]) 
proposed to "the well-known puzzle in the study of the economic history of the 
ancient world that industry developed up to a certain point, but stopped short of 
making progress which might have been expected," is quite interesting and rather 
convincing in this connection. He maintains that the only factor that "hindered 
the application of machinery to industry l was] ... the absence of cheap and good 
fuel, ... no abundant supply of coal [being] close at hand" (p. 123). 

10. John Diebold, Automation: The Advent of the Automatic Factory (1952), 
p.67. 
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far as possible outside the man-made world, we have channeled 
these forces, along with their elementary power, into the world 
itself. The result has been a veritable revolution in the concept of 
fabrication; manufacturing, which always had been "a series of 
separate steps," has become "a continuous process," the process of 
the conveyor belt and the assembly line,u (j) ~ 

Automation is the most recent stage in this development, which 
in~'i:IIummates the whole history of machinism."12 It certainly 
will remain the culminating point of the modern development, even 
if the atomic age and a technology based upon nuclear discoveries 
puts a rather rapid end to it. The first instruments of nuclear tech
nology, the various types of atom bombs, which, if released in suf-

11. Ibid., p. 69. 

12. Friedmann, Problemes humains du machinisme industriel, p. 168. This, in 
fact, is the most obvious conclusion to be drawn from Diebold's book: The 
assembly line is the result of "the concept of manufacturing as a continuous proc
ess," and automation, one may add, is the result of the machinization of the as
sembly line. To the release of human labor power in the earlier stage of indus
trialization, automation adds the release of human brain power, because "the /' 
monitoring and control tasks now humanly performed will be done by machines" 
(op. cit., p. 140). The one as well as the other releases labor, and not work. The 
worker or the "self-respecting craftsman," whose "human and psychological 
values" (p, 164) almost every author in the field tries desperately to save-and 
sometimes with a grain of involuntary irony, as when Diebold and others ear
nestly believe that repair work, which perhaps will never be entirely automatic, 
can inspire the same contentment as fabrication and production of a new object
does not belong in this picture for the simple reason that he was eliminated from 
the factory long before anybody knew about automation. The workers in a fac
tory have always been laborers, and though they may have excellent reasons for 
self-respect, it certainly cannot arise from the work they do. One can only hope II 
that they themselves will not accept the social substitutes for contentment and 
self-respect offered them by labor theorists, who by now really believe that the 
interest in work and the satisfaction of craftsmanship can be replaced by "human 
relations" and by the respect workers "earn from their fellow workers" (p. 164). 
Automation, after all, should at least have the advantage of demonstrating the 
absurdities of all "humanisms oflabor"; if the verbal and historical meaning of the 
word "humanism" is at all taken into account, the very term "humanism of 
labor" is clearly a contradiction in terms. (For an excellent criticism of the vogue 
of "human relations" see Daniel Bell, Work and Its Discontents [1956]' ch. 5, 
and R. P. Genelli, "Facteur humain ou facteur social du travail," Revue fraT/raise 
du travail, Vol. VII, Nos. 1- 3 Uanuary- March, 1952], where one also finds a 
very determined denunciation of the "terrible illusion" of the "joy of labor.") 
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existence of those that are not."23 (Protagoras evidently did not 
say: "Man is the measure of all things," as tradition and the stand
ard translations have made him say .) The point of the matter is 
that Plato saw immediately that if one makes man the measure of 
all things for use, it is man the user and instrumentalizer, and not 
man the speaker and doer or man the thinker, to whom the world 
is being related. And since it is in the nature of man the user and 
instrumentalizer to look upon everything as means to an end
upon every tree as potential wood- this must eventually mean 
that man becomes the measure not only of things whose existence 
depends upon him but of literally everything there is. 

In this Platonic interpretation, Protagoras in fact sounds like the 
earliest forerunner of Kant, for if man is the measure of all things, 
then man is the only thing outside the means-end relationship, the 
only end in himself who can use everything else as a means. Plato 
knew quite well that the possibilities of producing use ob'ects and 
of treating all things of nature as potential use ob' ects~s limit
less as the wants and talents of human beings. If one permits the 
standards of homo faber to rule tl1e1mlS e world as they must 

II necessarily rule the coming into being of this world, then homo 
faber will eventually help himself to everything and consider every
thing that is as a mere means for himself. He will judge every thing 
as though it belonged to the class of chremata, of use objects, so 
that, to follow Plato's own example, the wind will no longer be un-

\ 

derstood in its own right as a natural force but will be considered 
exclusively in accordance with human needs for warmth or refresh
ment- which, of course, means that the win4Jls so.!!!..ething objec
tively given has been eliminated from human ex erience. It is be
cause 0 t ese consequences t at ato, who at the end of his life 
recalls once more in the Laws the saying of Protagoras, replies 
with an almost paradoxical formula: not man- who because of his 

23. Theaetetus 152, and Cratylus 385E. In these instances, as well as in other 
ancient quotations of the famous saying, Protagoras is always quoted as follows: 
pantOn chrematon metron estin anthropos (see Diels, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker 
[4th ed.; 1922], frag. B1). The word chremata by no means signifies "all things," 
but specifically things used or needed or possessed by men. The supposed 
Protagorean saying, "Man is the measure of all things," would be rendered in 
Greek rather as anthropos metron pantOn, corresponding for instance to Heraclitus' 
polcmos pater pantOn ("strife is the father of all things"). 
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make themselves understood. Signs and sounds to communicate 
immediate, identical needs and wants would be enough. 

Human distinctness is not the same as otherness-the curious 
quality of alteritas possessed by everything that is and therefore, 
in medieval philosophy, one of the four basic, universal charac
teristics of Being, transcending every particular quality. Other
ness, it is true, is an important aspect of plurality, the reason why 
all our definitions are distinctions, why we are unable to say what 
anything is without distinguishing it from something else. Other
ness in its most abstract form is found only in the sheer multipli
cation of inorganic objects, whereas all organic life already shows 
variations and distinctions, even between specimens of the same 
species. ,But only man can express this distinction and distinguish 
himself, and only he can communicate himself and not merely 

Something- thirst or hunger, affection or hostility or fear. In man, 
osherness, which he shares with everything that is, and distinct-
~ which he shares with everything alive, become uniqueness, 
and human plurality is the paradoxical plurality of unique beings .. 

Speech and action reveal this unique distinctness. Through 
them, men distinguish themselves instead of being merely dis
tinct; they are the modes in which human beings appear to each 
other, not indeed as physical objects, but qua men. This appear
ance, ~ distinguished from mere bodily existence.. tests on. 
~ but it is an initiative from which no human being can 
refrain and still be human. This is true of no other activity in the 
vita activa. Men can very well live without laboring, they can 
force others to labor for them, and they can very well decide 
merely to use and enjoy the world of things without themselves 
adding a single useful object to it; the life of an exploiter or slave
holder and the life of a parasite may be unjust, but they certainly 
are human. A life without speech and without action, on the other 
hand- and this is the 2.nly way of life that in ear~t_h~s ...Ee
nounced all appearance and all vanity in the biblical sense of the 
word- is literally dead to the world; it has ceased to be a hUIl!an . 
life because it is no longer lived among men. 

With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, 
and this insertion is like a second birth, in which we confirm and 
take upon ourselves the naked fact- of our original physical ap-
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which cannot be expected from whatever may have happened 
. before. This character of startling unexpectedness is inherent in 

all beginnings and in all origins. Thus, the origin of life from 
inorganic matter is an infinite improbability of inorganic proc
esses, as is the coming into being of the earth viewed from the 
standpoint of processes in the universe, or the evolution of human 
out of animal life. The new always happens against the over- _ 
. whelmin odds of statistical laws and their robability, which for 
all ractical, ever ay purposes ~ounts to certainty; the new 
there ore always appears in the guise of a miracle. The fact that 
man is capable of action means that the unexpected ca~b~ expected 
from him, that he is able to perform what is infinitely improbable. 
And this again is possible only because each man is unique, so 
that with each birth something uniquely new comes into the 
world. With respect to this somebody who is unique it can be 
truly said that nobody was there before. If action as beginning 
corresponds to the fact of birth, if it is the actualization of the 
human condition of natality, then speech corresponds to the fact 
of distinctness and is the actualization of the human condition of 
plurality, that is, of living as a distinct and unique being among 
equals. 

\ 

Action and speech are so closely related because the primordial 
and specifically human act must at the same time contain the 
answer to the question asked of every newcomer: "Who are 
you?" This disclosure of who somebody is, is implicit in both his 
Words and his deeds; yet obviously the affinity between speech 
and revelation is much closer than that between action and reve
lation,4 just as me affinity between action and beginning is ~losc:r 

_than that between speech and beginning, although many, and even 
most acts, are performed in the manner of speech. Without the 
accompaniment of speech, at any rate, action would not only lose 
its revelatory character, but, and by the same token, it would lose 
its subject, as it were; not acting men but performing robots 
would achieve what, humanly speaking, would remain incompre
hensible. Speechless action would no longer be action because 
there would no longer be an actor, and the actor, the doer of 

4. This is the reason why Plato says that lexis ("speech") adheres more closely 
to truth than praxis. 
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Through it, the story resulting from action is misconstrued as a 
fictional story, where indeed an author pulls the strings and directs 
the play. The fictional story reveals a maker just as every work 
of art clearly indicates that it was made by somebody; this does 
not belong to the character of the story itself but only to the mode 
in which it came into existence. The distinction between a real 
and a fictional story is precisely that the latter was "made up" 
and the former not made at all. The real story in which we are 
engaged as long as we live has no visible or invisible maker be
cause it is not made. The only "somebody" it reveals is its hero, 
and it is the only medium in which the originally intangible mani
festation of a uniquely distinct "who" can become tangible ex 
post facto through action and speech. Who somebody is or was we 
can know only by knowing the story of which he is himself the 
hero-his biography, in other words; everything else we know 
of him, including the work he may have produced and left behind, 
tells us only what he is or was. Thus, although we know much 
less of Socrates, who did not write a single line and left no work 
behind, than of Plato or Aristotle, we know much better and more 
intimately who he was, because we know his story, than we know 
who Aristotle was, about whose opinions we are so much better 
informed. 

The hero the story discloses needs no heroic qualities; the word 
"hero" originally, that is, in Homer, was no more than a name 
given each free man who participated in the Trojan enterprise10 

and about whom a story could be told. The connotation of cour
age, which we now feel to be an indispensable quality of the hero, 
is in fact already present in a willingness to act and speak at all, 
to insert one's self into the world and begin a story of one's own. 
And this courage is not necessarily or even primarily related to a 
willingness to suffer the consequences; courage and even boldness 
are already present in leaving one's private hiding place and show
ing who one is, in disclosing and exposing one's self. The extent 
of this original courage, without which action and speech and 

10. In Homer, the word heros has certainly a connotation of distinction, but of 
no other than every free man was capable. Nowhere does it appear in the later 
meaning of "half-god," which perhaps arose out of a deification of the ancient 
epic heroes. 
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therefore, according to the Greeks, freedom, would not be pos
sible at all, is not less great and may even be greater if the "hero" 
happens to be a coward. ~ 

The specific content as well as the general meaning of action 
and speech may take various forms of reification in art works 
which glorify a deed or an accomplishment and, by transformation 
and condensation, show some extraordinary event in its full sig
nificance. However, the specific revelatory quality of action and 
speech, the implicit manifestation of the agent and speaker, is so 
indissolubly tied to the living flux of acting and speaking that it can 
be represented and "reified" only through a kind of repetition, 
the imitation or mimesis, which according to Aristotle prevails in 
all arts but is actually appropriate only to the drama, whose very 
name (from the Greek verb dran, "to act") indicates that play
acting actually is an imitation of acting.n But the imitative ele
ment lies not only in the art of the actor, but, as Aristotle rightly 
claims, in the making or writing of the play, at least to the extent 
that the drama comes fully to life only when it is enacted in the 
theater. Only the actors and speakers who re-enact the story's 
plot can convey the full meaning, not so much of the story itself, 
but of the "heroes" who reveal themselves in it.12 In terms of 
Greek tragedy, this would mean that the story's direct as well as 
its universal meaning is revealed by the chorus, which does not 
imitate13 and whose comments are pure poetry, whereas the in
tangible identities of the agents in the story, since they escape all 

11 . Aristotle already mentions that the word drama was chosen because 
driintes ("acting people") are imitated (Poetics I44Sa2S) . From the treatise itself, 
it is obvious that Aristotle's model for "imitation" in art is taken from the drama, 
and the generalization of the concept to make it applicable to all arts seems 
rather awkward. 

12. Aristotle therefore usually speaks not of an imitation of action (praxis) but 
of the agents (prattontes) (see Poetics I44Sal ff., I44Sb2S, 1449b24 ff.). He is 
not consistent, however, in this use (cf. I4S1a29, 1447a2S). The decisive point 
is that tragedy does not deal with the qualities of men, their poiotes, but with 
whatever happened with respect to them, with their actions and life and good or 
ill fortune (14S0alS- lS). The content of tragedy, therefore, is not what we 
would call character but action or the plot. 

13. That the chorus "imitates less" is mentioned in the Ps. Aristotelian 
Problemata (91Sb2S) . 
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haps cannot even be explained. It has the connotation of blessed
ness, but without any religious overtones, and it means literally 
something like the well-being of the daiman who accompanies 
each man throughout life, who is his distinct identity, but appears 
and is visible only to others.18 Unlike happiness, therefore, which 
is a passing mood, and unlike good fortune, which one may have 
at certain periods of life and lack in others, eudaimonia, like life 
itself, ~asting state oU>ein~lll..ch is neither subject to chang.e 
nor capable of effecting change. To be eudaiman and to have been 
~~accordmg to Aristotle, are the same, just as to "live 
well" (eu dzen) and to have "lived well" are the same as long as 
life lasts; they are not states or activities which change a person's 
quality, such as learning and having learned, which indicate two 
altogether different attributes of the same person at different 
moments .19 

This unchan eable identity of the person, though disclosin 
itself intangibly in act an s eec, ecomes tangl e only in the 
stor 0 t e actor's and s eaker s I e; ut as sue It can e nown, 
that is, grasped as a al able e . t on a ter it has come to its 
en . n ot er words, human essenc~not human nature in gen
eral (which does not exist) nor the sum total of qualities and 
shortcomings in the individual, but the essence of who somebody 
is-can come into being only when life departs, leaving behind 
nothing but a story. Therefore whoever consciously aims at being 
"essential," at leaving behind a story and an identity which will 
win "immortal fame," must not only risk his life but expressly 
shoose, as Achilles did, a short life and premature death. Only a 
man who does not survive hIS one su reme act remains the indis
Eutable master 0 his identity and possible greatness, because he 
withdraws mto death from the possible consequences and con-

18. For this interpretacion of daimim and eudaimtmia, see Sophocles Oedipus 
Rex 1186 ff., especially the verses: Tis gar, tis aner pIcon / tas eudaimonias phcrei / e 
tosouton hoson dokein / kai doxant' apoklinai ("For which, which man [can] bear 
more cudaimonia than he grasps from appearance and deflects in its appearance?"). 
It is against this inevitable distortion that the chorus asserts its own knowledge: 
these others see, they "have" Oedipus' daimiin before their eyes as an example; 
the misery of the mortals is their blindness toward their own daimiin. 

19. Aristotle Metaphysics 1048a23 ff. 
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tinuation of what he began. What gives the story of Achilles its 
paradigmatic significance is that it shows in a nutshell that eudai
monia can be bought only at the price oflife and that one can make 
sure of it onl b fore oin the continuit of living in which we 
disclose ourselves iecemeal, .. by summing up all 0 one's life in a 

" single deeg, so that the story of the act comes to its end together 
with life itself. Even Achilles, it is true, remains dependent upon 
the storyteller, poet, or historian, without whom everything he 
did remains futile; but he is the only "hero," and therefore the 
hero par excellence, who delivers into the narrator's hands the 

full significance of his deed, so that it is as though he had not 
merely enacted the story of his life but at the same time also . 
"made" it. 

No doubt this ~oncept of action is highly individualistic, as we 
would say today.20 It stresses the urge toward self-disclosure at 
the ex ense of all other factors and therefore remains relativel 
untouched by the predicament 0 unpre lctability. As such it be
. came the prototype of action for Greek antiquity and influenced, 
in the form of the so-called agonal spirit, the .vassionate drive !? 
show one's self in measuring UE against others that underlies the 
.concept of politics prevalent in the city-states. An outstanding 
symptom or this prevailing influence is that the Greeks, in dis
tinction from all later developments, did not count legislating 
among the political activities. In their opinion, the lawmaker was 
like the builder of the city wall, someone who had to do and finish 
his work before political activity could begin. He therefore was 
treated like any other craftsman or architect and could be called 
from abroad and commissioned without having to be a citizen, 
whereas the right to politeuesthai, to engage in the numerous ac
tivities which eventually went on in the polis, was entirely re-

\

. stricted to citizens. To them, the laws, like the wall around the 
city, were not results of action but products of making. ~e 
men began to act, a definite s ace had to be secured and a struc
ture bui t were a 1 subsequent actions cou Cl take place, the space 

20. The fact that the Greek word for "every one" (hekastos) is derived from 
hekas ("far off") seems to indicate how deep-rooted this "individualism" must 
have been. 
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ublic realm of the olis and its structure the law· legis
ator and architect belonged in t e same category.21 But these 

tangible entities th~mselves were not the content of politics (not 
Athens, but the Athenians, were the polis22) , and they did not 
command the same loyalty we know from the Roman type of 
patriotism. 

Though it is true that Plato and Aristotle elevated lawmaking 
and city-building to the highest rank in political life, this does not 
indicate that they enlarged the fundamental Greek experiences of 
action and politics to comprehend what later turned out to be the 
political genius of Rome: legislation and foundation. The Socratic . . \ 
school, on the contrary, turned to these activities, which to the 
Greeks were re ohticaI, because the wIshed to turn against 
olitics and a ainst action . To them, legis atlOg an t e execution 

tltwlfM1 
II~ 

o ecisions by vote are the most legitimate political activities 
because in them men "act like craftsmen" : the result of their ac
tion is a tangible product, and its process has a clearly recogniz
able end.23 This is no longer or, rather, not yet <!£.ti.o.n. (praxis) , 
properly speaking, but ~king (poiesis) , which they erefer be
cause of its greater reliability. It is as though they had said that 
if men only renounce their capacity for action, with its futility, 
boundlessness, and uncertainty of outcome, there could be a 
remedy for the frailty of human affairs. 

How this remedy can destro the ver substance of human re- f# 
lationships is perhaps est illustrated in one of the rare instanc~ 

21. See, for instance, Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1141 b25. There is no more 
elemental difference between Greece and Rome than their respective attitudes 
toward territory and law. In Rome, the foundation of the city and the establish
ment of its laws remained the great and decisive act to which all later deeds and 
accomplishments had to be related in order to acquire political validity and 
legitimation. 

22. See M. F. Schachermeyr, "La formation de la cite Grecque," Diogenes, 
No. 4 (1953), who compares the Greek usage with that of Babylon, where the 
notion of "the Babylonians" could be expressed only by saying: the people of the 
territory of the city of Babylon. 

23. "For [the legislators] alone actlike craftsmen [cheirotechnoi] " because their 
act has a tangible end, an eschaton, which is the decree passed in the assembly 
(psephisma) (Nicomachean Ethics 1141 b29). 

[ 195 ] 



The Human Condition 

\ 

where Aristotle draws an example of acting from the sphere of 
private life, in the relationship between the benefactor and his 

, recipient. With that candid absence of moralizing that is the mark 
of Greek, though not of Roman, antiquity, he states first as a 
matter of fact that t;.he benefactor always loves those he has 
helped more than he is loved by them. He then goes on to explain 
that this is only natural, since the benefactor has done a work, an 
ergon, while the recipient has only endured his beneficence. The 
benefactor, according to Aristotle, loves his "work," the life of 
the recipient which he has "made," as the poet loves his poems, 
and he reminds his readers that the poet's love for his work is 
hardly less passionate than a mother's love for her children.24 This 
explanation shows clearly that he thinks of acting in terms of 
making, and of its result, the relationship between men, in terms 
of an accomplished "work" (his emphatic attempts to distinguish 
between action and fabrication, praxis and poiesis, notwithstand-. 
ing) . 25 In this instance, it is perfectly obvious how this interpre
tation, though it may serve to explain psychologically the phe
nomenon of ingratitude on the assumption that both benefactor 
and recipient agree about an interpretation of action in terms of 
making, actually spoils the action itself and its true result, the 

. relationship it should have established. The example of the legis
lator is less plausible for us only because the Greek notion of the 
task and role of the legislator in the public realm is so utterly alien 
to our own. In any event, work, such as the activity of the legisla
tor in Greek understanding, can become the content of action only 
on condition that further action is not desirable or possible; and 
action can result in an end product only on condition that its own 
;uthentic, non-tangible, and always utterly fragile meaning is 
destroyed. 

The original, prephilosophic Greek remedy for this frailty had 
been the foundation of the polis. The polis, as it grew out of and 
remained rooted in the Greek pre-polis experience and estimate of 
what makes it worthwhile for men to live together (syzen) , 

24. Ibid. 1168a13 ff. 

25. Ibid. 1140. 
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namely, the "sharing of words and deeds,"26 had a twofold func
tion. First, it was intended to enable men to do permanently, I 
albeit under certain restrictions, what otherwise had been possible 
only as an extraordinary and infrequent enterprise for which they 
had to leave their households. The polis was supposed to llnltipl¥
the occasions to win "immortal fame," that is to multi ly the 

~ c ances or ever body to distin uish himself, to show in ee 
and word who he was iILhis unique distinctness. ne, if not the 
chief, reason for the incredible development of gift and genius in 
Athens, as well as for the hardly less surprising swift decline of 
the city-state, was precisely that from beginning to end its fore
p10st aim was to make the extraordinary an ordinary occurrence 
..?f evm.,day life, The second function of the polis, again closely 
connected with the hazards of action as experienced before its 
coming into being, was to offer a remedy for the futility of action 
and speech; for the chances that a deed deservmg fame would not 

'beTo?gOtten, that it actually would become "immortal," were not 
very good. Homer was not only a shining example of the poet's 
political function, and therefore the "educator of all Hellas"; the 
very fact that so great an enterprise as the Trojan War could have 
been forgotten without a poet to immortalize it several hundred 
years later offered only too good an example of what could happen 
to human greatness if it had nothing but poets to rely on for its 
permanence. 

We are not concerned here with the historical causes for the 
rise of the Greek city-state; what the Greeks themselves thought 
of it and its raison d'etre, they have made unmistakably clear. The 
polis- if we trust the famous words of Pericles in the Funeral 
Oration- gives a guaranty that those who forced every sea and 
land to become the scene of their daring will not remain without 
witness and will need neither Homer nor anyone else who knows 
how to turn words to praise them; without assistance from others, 
those who acted will be able to establish together the everlasting 
remembrance of their good and bad deeds, to inspire admiration in 
the present and in future agesY In other words, men's life to
gether in the form of the polis seemed to assure that the most 

26. LogOn kai pragmaton koinOrzein, as Aristotle once put it (ibid. 1126bI2). 

27. Thucydides ii. 41. 
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less visible internal decay that invites disaster-is due to this 
peculiarity of the public realm, which, because it ultimately re
sides on action and speech, never altogether loses its potential 
character. What first undermines and then kills political COrn-I munities is loss of power and final impotence; and power cannot 
be stored up and kept in reserve for emergencies, like the instru
ments of violence, but exists only in its actualization. Where 
power is not actualized, it passes away, and history is full of ex-
amples that the greatest material riches cannot compensate for 
this loss . .rower is actualized only where word and deeQ have not 
parted company, where words are not empty and deeds not brut~l, 
~here words are not used to veil intentions but to disclose reali
ties and deeds are not used to violate and destro but to establish, 

.relations and create new realities. 
Power is what keeps the public realm, the potential space of 

appearance between acting and speaking men, in existence. The 
word itself, its Greek equivalent dynamis, like the Latin potentia 
with its various modern dervatives or the German Macht (which 
derives from mogen and moglich, not from machen), indicates its 
"potential" character. Power is always, as we would say, a power 
potential and not an unchangeable, measurable, and reliable entity 
like force or strength. \:y"hile strength is the natural quality of an 
individual seen in isolation, power sprin s u between men when 

ct to ether and vams es the moment the dis erse. Because 
of this peculiarity, w IC power s ares with all potentialities that 
can onl be actualized but never fully materialized, power is to 
an astonishing degree in epen ent 0 matena actors, either of 
numbers or means. A comparatively small but well-organized 

II group of men can rule almost indefinitely over large and populous 
empires, and it is not infrequent in history that small and poor 
countries get the better of great and rich nations. (The story of 
David and Goliath is only metaphorically true; the power of a_ 
few can be greater than the power of many, but in a contest be
tween two men not power but strength decides, and cleverness, 
that is, brain power, contributes materially to the outcome on the 

\ 

sam. e level as muscular force.) Popular revolt against materially 
strong rulers, on the other hand, may engender ~n almost i~ 

jble power even if it foregoes the use of violence in the face of 
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materially vastly superior forces . To call this "passive resistance" 
i,s certainly an ironic idea; it is one-of the most actjye and efficient 
ways of action ever devised, because it cannot be countered by 
6.$hting, where there may be defeat or victory, but only by mass 
slaughter in which even the victor is defeated, cheated of his prize, 
since nobody can rule over dead men. 

The only indispensable material factor in the generation of 
flower is the living together of people. Only where men Jive so 
close together that the potentialities of action are always present 
can power remain with them, and the foundation of cities, which 
as city-states have remained paradigmatic for all Western political 
organization, is therefore indeed the most important material pr~
requisite for power. What keeps people together after the fleeting 
moment of action has passed (what we today call "organization") 
and what, at the same time, they keep alive through remaining to
gether is power. And whoever, for whatever reasons, isolates II 
himself and does not partake in such being together, forfeits power 
and becomes impotent, no matter how great his strength and how 
valid his reasons . 

If power were more than this potentiality in being together, if 
it could be possessed like strength or applied like force instead of 
being dependent upon the unreliable and only temporary agree
ment of many wills and intentions, omnipotence would be a con
crete human possibility. For power, like action, is boundless; it 
has no physical limitation in human nature, in the bodily existence 
of man, like strength. Its only limitation is the existence of other 
people, but this limitation is not accidental, because human power 
corresponds to the condition of plurality to begin with. For the ·1 
same reason, power can be divided without decreasing it, and the 
interplay of powers with their checks and balances is even liable 
to generate more power, so long, at least, as the interplay is alive 
and has not resulted in a stalemate. Strength, on the contrary, is 
indivisible, and while it, too, is checked and balanced by the pres
ence of others, the interplay of plurality in this case spells a defi
nite limitation on the strength of the individual, which is kept in 
bounds and may be overpowered by the power potential of the 
many. An identification of the strength necessary for the produc
tion of things with the power necessary for action is conceivable 
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only as the divine attribute of one god. Omnipotence therefore is 
never an attribute of gods in polytheism, no matter how superior 
the strength of the gods may be to the forces of men. Conversely, 
aspiration toward omnipotence always implies-apart from its 
utopian hubris-the destruction of plurality. 

Under the conditions of human life, the only alternative to 
e.,ower is not strength- which is helpless against power-but 
f2.!:g;, which indeed one man alone can exert against his fellow 
men and of which one or a few can possess a monopoly by acquir
ing the means of violence. But \Y,hile violence can destroy power, 
it can never become a substitute for ir . From this results the by 
no means infrequent political combination of force and powerl~~
ness, an array of impotent forces that spend themselves; often 

\\ 
·spectacularly and vehemently but in utter futility, leaving behind 
neither monuments nor stories, hardly enough memory to enter 
into history at all. In historical experience and traditional theory, 
this combination, even if it is not recognized as such, is known as 
!yranny, and the time-honored fear of this form of government is 
not exclusively inspired by its cruelty, which- as the long series 
of benevolent tyrants and enlightened despots attests- is not 
among its inevitable features, but by the impotence and futility 
to which it condemns the rulers as well as the ruled. 

More important is a discovery made, as far as I know, only by 
Montesquieu, the last political thinker to concern himself serious
ly with the problem of forms of government. Montesquieu realized 
that the .outstanding characteristic of t rann was that it rested 
on isolation--on t e isolation 0 the tyrant from his subjects and 

(I tile Isolation of the subjects from each other through mutual fear 
and suspicion-and hence that tyranny was not one form of gov
ernment among others but contradicted the essential human con-
~ition of pluralIty, the acting and speaking together, which is tfie 
condition of all forms of polItical organization. Thranny prevents_ 
.!he development of powerLnot only in a particular segment of the 
public realm but in its entirety; it generates, in other words, im
potence as naturally as other bodies politic generate power. This, 
in Montesquieu's interpretation, makes it necessary to assign it a 
special position in the theory of political bodies: it alone is unable 
to develop enough power to remain at all in the space of appear-
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ance, the public realm; on the contrary, it develops the germs of { 
its own destruction the moment it comes into existence. 3D 

V iolence, curiously enough, can destroy power more easily 
than it can destroy strength, and while a tyranny is always char
acterized by the impotence of its subjects, who have lost their 
human capacity to act and speak together, it is not necessarily 
characterized by weakness and sterility; on the contrary, the 
crafts and arts may flourish under these conditions if the ruler is 
"benevolent" enough to leave his subjects alone in their isolation. 
Strength, on the other hand, nature's gift to the individual which 
E1Onot be shared with others, can cope with violence more success
fully than with power- either heroically, by consenting to fight 
and die, or stoically, by accepting suffering and challenging all 
affliction through self-sufficiency and withdrawal from the world; 
in either case, the integrity of the individual and his strength re
main intact. Strength can actually be ruined only by power and is 
therefore always in dan er from the combined force of the many. 
power corrupts 10 eed wheIL the weak band together in order to 
~ the strOQg, but not before. The will to Eower, as the modern 
age from Hobbes to Nietzsche understood it in glorification or 
denunciation r from bein a characteristic of the stron is like 
c:n.vy and greed, among the vices 0 the weak, and possibly even 
their most dangerous one. • 
. If tyranny can be described as the always abortive attempt to 
substitute violence for power, ochlocracy, or mob rule, which is 
its exact counterpart, can be characterized by the much more 
promising attempt to substitute power for strength. Power indeed 
can ruin all strength and we know that where the main public · 
realm is society, there is always the danger that, through a per
yerted form of "acting together" - by pull and pressure and the 
tricks of cliques- those are brou ht to the fore who know nothin 
and can do not 10& e vehement yearning for violence, so char-

30. In the words of Montesquieu, who ignores the difference between tyranny 
and despotism: "Le principe du gouvernement despotique se corrompt sans cesse, 
parcequ'il est corrompu par sa nature. Les autres gouvernements perissent, 
parceque des accidents particuliers en violent Ie principe: celui-ci perit par son vice 
interieur, lorsque quelques causes accidentelles n'empechent point son principe de 
se corrompre" (op. cit., Book VIII, ch. 10). 
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acteristic of some of the best modern creative artists, thinkers, 
scholars, and craftsmen, is a natural reaction of those whom 
society has tried to cheat of their strength. 31 

Power preserves the public realm and the space of appearance, 
and as such it is also the lifeblood of the human artifice, which, 
unless it is the scene of action and speech, of the web of human 
affairs and relationships and the stories engendered by them, lacks 
its ultimate raison d'etre. Without being talked about by men and 
without housing them, the world would not be a human artifice 
but a heap of unrelated things to which each isolated individual 
was at liberty to add one more object; without the human artifice 
to house them, human affairs would be as floating, as futile and 
vain, as the wanderings of nomad tribes. The melancholy wisdom 
of Ecclesiastes- "Vanity of vanities; all is vanity .... There is no 
new thing under the sun, ... there is no remembrance of former 
things; neither shall there be any remembrance of things that are 
to come with those that shall come after"-does not necessarily 
arise from specifically religious experience; but. it is certainly un
~voidable wherever and whenever trust in the world as a place fit 
for human appearance, for action and speech, is gone. Without 
action to bring into the play of the world the new beginning of 
which each man is capable by virtue of being born, "there is no 
new thing under the sun"; without speech to materialize and 
memorialize, however tentatively, the "new things" that appear 
and shine forth, "there is no remembrance"; without the enduring 
permanence of a human artifact, there cannot "be any remem
brance of things that are to come with those that shall come after." 
And without power, the space of appearance brought forth through 
action and speech in public will fade away as rapidly as the living 
deed and the living word. 

Perhaps nothing in our history has been so short-lived as trust 
in power, nothing more lasting than the Platonic and Christian 
distrust of the splendor attending its space of appearance, nothing 

31. The extent to which Nietzsche's glorification of the will to power was 
inspired by such experiences of the modern intellectual may be surmised from the 
following side remark: "Denn die Ohnmacht gegen Menschen, nicht die Ohn
macht gegen die Natur, erzeugt die desperateste Verbitterung gegen das Dasein" 
(Wille zur Macht, No. 55). 
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Pericles, knew full well that he had broken with the normal stand
ards for everyday behavior when he found the glory of Athens in 
having left behind "everywhere everlasting remembrance [mne
meia aidia] of their good and their evil deeds." The art of politics 
teaches men how to bring forth what is great and radiant-ta 
megala kai lampra, in the words of Democritus; as long as the polis 
is there to inspire men to dare the extraordinary, all things are 
safe; if it perishes, everything is lost. 34 Motives and aims, no 
matter how pure or how grandiose, are never unique; like psycho
logical qualities, they are typical, characteristic of different types 
of persons. Greatness, therefore, or the specific meaning of each 
deed, can lie only in the performance itself and neither in its 
motivation nor its achievement. 

It is this insistence on the living deed and the spoken word as 
. the greatest achievements of which human beings are capable that 

was conceptualized in Aristotle's notion of energeia ("actuality"), 
. with which he designated all activities that do not pursue an end 
(are ateleis) and leave no work behind (no par' autas erga), but 
exhaust their full meaning in the performance itself. 35 It is from the 
experience of this full actuality that the paradoxical "end in itself" 
derives its original meaning; for in these instances of action and 
speech36 the end (telos) is not pursued but lies in the activity itself 
which therefore becomes an entelecheia, and the work is not what 
follows and extinguishes the process but is imbedded in it; ~ 
performance is the work, is energeia. 37 Aristotle, in his political 
philosophy, IS still well aware of what is at stake in politics, name
ly, no less than the ergon tou anthropou38 (the "work of man" qua 

34. See fragment B157 of Democritus in Diels, op. cit. 
35. For the concept of encrgeia see Nicomachean Ethics 1094al- 5j Physics 

ZOlb31j On the Soul 417a16, 431a6. The examples most frequently used are 
seeing and flute-playing. 

36. It is of no importance in our context that Aristotle saw the highest possi
bility of "actuality" not in action and speech, but in contemplation and thought, 
in theoria and nous. 

37. The two Aristotelian concepts, energeia and entelecheia, are closely inter
related (energeia .. . synteinei pros ten entelecheian) : full actuality (encrgeia) effects 
and produces nothing besides itself, and full reality (entelecheia) has no other end 
besides itself (see Metaphysics lOSOaZZ- 35). 

38. Nicomachean Ethics 1097bZZ. 
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man), and if he defined this "work" as "to live well" (eu zen), he 
clearly meant that "work" here is no work product but exists only 
in sheer actuality. This specifically human achievement lies alto
gether outside the category of means and ends; the "work of man" 
is no end because the means to achieve it-the virtues, or aretai
are not qualities which mayor may not be actualized, but are 
themselves "actualities." In other words, the means to achieve the 
end would already be the end; and this "end," conversely, cannot 
be considered a means in some other respect, because there is 
nothing higher to attain than this actuality itself. 

It is like a feeble echo of the prephilosophical Greek experience 
of action and speech as sheer actuality to read time and again in 
political philosophy since Democritus and Plato that politics is a 
techne, belongs among the arts, and can be likened to such activities 
as healing or navigation, where, as in the performance of the 
dancer or play-actor, the "product" is identical with the perform
Q1g act itself. But we may gauge what has happened to action and 
speech, which are only in actuality, and therefore the highest ac
tivities in the political realm, when we hear what modern society, 
with the peculiar and uncompromising consistency that charac
terized it in its early stages, had to say about them. For this all
im ortant de radation of action and speech is im lied when Adam 
Smith classifies all occupations w ic rest essentially on per orm
ance- such as the military profession, "churchmen, lawyers, 
physicians and opera-singers"- together with "menial services," 
~ lowest and mosL-IDlP!OOncri:ve "lahour."39 It was precisely I (L 

these occupations- healing, flute-playing, play-acting- which ;{" 
furnished ancient thinking with examples for the highest and 
greatest activities of man. 

29 
Homo Faber AND THE SPACE 

OF APPEARANCE 

The root of the ancient estimation of politics is the conviction that 
man qua man, each individual in his unique distinctness, appears 
and confirms himself in speech and action, and that these activi-

39. Wealth of Nations (Everyman's ed.), II, 295. 
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ties, despite their material futility, possess an enduring quality of 
their own because they create their own remembrance. 4o The 
public realm, the space within the world which men need in order 
to appear at all, is therefor{l more specifically "the work of man" 
than is the work of his hands or the labor of his body. 

The conviction that the greatest that man can achieve is his own 
appearance and actualization is by no means a matter of course. 
Against it stands the conviction of homo faber that a man's products 
may be more-and not only more lasting-than he is himself, as 
well as the animallaborans' firm belief that life is the highest of all 
goods. Both, therefore, are, strictly speaking, unpolitical, and will 

incline to denounce action and speech as idleness, idle busybody
ness and idle talk, and generally will judge public activities in 
terms of their usefulness to supposedly higher ends- to make the 
world more useful and more beautiful in the case of homo faber, to 
make life easier and longer in the case of the animallaborans. This, 
however, is not to say that they are free to dispense with a public 
realm altogether, for without a space of appearance and without 
trusting in action and speech as a mode of being together, neither 
the reality of one's self, of one's own identity, nor the reality of 
the surrounding world can be established beyond doubt. The 
human sense of reality demands that men actualize the sheer pas
sive givenness of theIr beIllg, not III order to change It but III order 
to make articulate and call into full existence what otherwise they 
would have to suffer passively anyhow. 41 This actualization re
sides and comes to pass in those activities that exist only in sheer 
actuality. 

The only character of the world by which to gauge its reality is 
its being common to us all, and common sense occupies such a high 
rank in the hierarchy of political qualities because it is the one 
sense that fits into reality as a wh~ our five strictly individual 
'senses and the strictly particular data they perceive. It is by virtue 

40. This is a decisive feature of the Greek, though perhaps not of the Roman, 
concept of "virtue": where arete is, oblivion cannot occur (cf. Aristotle Nicrnn
achean Ethics llOObI2- 17). 

41. This is the meaning of the last sentence of the Dante quotation at the head 
of this chapter; the sentence, though quite clear and simple in the Latin original, 
defies translation (De monarchia i. 13). 
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of common sense that the other sense perceptions are known to 
disclose reality and are not merely felt as irritations of our nerves 
or resistance sensations of our bodies. A noticeable decrease in { 
common sense in any given community and a noticeable increase 
in superstition and gullibility are therefore almost infallible signs 
of alienation from the world. 

This alienation- the atro h of the s ace of a earance and 
wit ering of common sense-is, of course, carried to a much 
greater extreme in the case of a laboring society than in the case 
of a society of producers. In his isolation, not only undisturbed by 
others but also not seen and heard and confirmed by them, homo 
faber is together not only with the product he makes but also with 
the world of things to which he will add his own products; in this, 
albeit indirect, way, he is still together with others who made the 
world and who also are fabricators of things. We have already 
mentioned the exchange market on which the craftsmen meet 
their peers and which represents to them a common public realm 
in so far as each of them has contributed something to it. Yet while 
the public realm as exchange market corresponds most adequately to 
the activity of fabrication, exchange itself already belongs in the field 
of action and is by no means a mere prolongation of production; it 
is even less a mere function of automatic processes, as the buying 
of food and other means of consumption is necessarily incidental 
to laboring. Marx's contention that economic laws are like natural 
laws, that they are not made by man to regulate the free acts of 
exchange but are functions of the productive conditions of society 
as a whole, is correct only in a laboring society, where all activi
ties are leveled down to the human body's metabolism with nature 
aDd where no exchange exists but only consumption. 

However, t.he people who meet on the exchange market are 
Psimarily not persons but producers of products, and what they 
show there is never themselves, not even their skills and qualities 
as in the "conspicuous production" of the Middle Ages, but their 
products. The impulse that drives the fabricator to the public 
market place is the desire for products, not for people, and the 
power that holds this market together and in existence is not the 
potentiality which springs up between people when they come 
together in action and speech, but a combined "power of ex-
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change" (Adam Smith) which each of the participants acquired in 
isolation. It is this lack of relatedness to others and this primary 
concern with exchangeable commodities which Marx denounced 
as the dehumanization and self-alienation of commercial society, 
which indeed excludes men qua men and demands, in striking 
reversal of the ancient relationship between private and public, 
that men show themselves only in the privacy of their families or 
the intimacy of their friends. 

!.he frustration of the human person inherent in a community of 
roducers and even more in commercial societ is perhaps best 

i lustrated by the phenomenon of genius, in which, from the Ren
aissance to the end of the nineteenth century, the modern age saw 
its highest ideal. (Creative genius as the quintessential expression 
of human greatness was quite unknown to antiquity or the Middle 
Ages.) It is only with the beginning of our century that great 
artists in surprising unanimity have protested against being called 
"geniuses" and have insisted on craftmanship, competence, and 
the close relationships between art and handicraft. This protest, 
to be sure, is partly no more than a reaction against the vulgariza
tion and commercialization of the notion of genius; but it is also 
due to the more recent rise of !l laboring society. for which pro
ductivity or creativity is no ideal and which lacks all experience.2-
from which the very notion of greatness can spring. What is im
portant in our context is that the work of genius, as distinguished 

) 
from the product of the craftsman, appears to have absorbed those 
elements of distinctness and uniqueness which find their immedi
ate expression only in action and speech. The modern age's obses
sion with the unique signature of each artist, its unprecedented 
sensitivity to style, shows a preoccupation with those features by 
which the artist transcends his skill and workmanship in a way 
similar to the way each person's uniqueness transcends the sum 
total of his qualities. Because of this transcendence, which indeed 
distinguishes the great work of art from all other products of hu
man hands, the phenomenon of the creative genius seemed like the 
highest legitimation for the conviction of homo faber that a man's 
products may be more and essentIally greater than hImself. 

However, the great reverence the modern age so willingly paid 
to genius, so frequently bordering on idolatry, could hardly change 
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the elementar fact that the essence of who somebod is cann 
pe reified by himself. When it appears "objectively" -in the style 
of an art work or in ordinary handwriting- it manifests the iden
tity of a person and therefore serves to identify authorship, but it 
remains mute itself and escapes us if we try to interpret it as the 
mirror of a living person. In other words, the idolization of genius 
harbors the same degradation of the human person as the other 
tenets prevalent in commercial society. 

It is an indispensable element of human pride to believe that 
who somebody is transcends in greatness and importance any
thing he can do and produce. "Let physicians and confectioners 
and the servants of the great houses be judged by what they have 
done, and even by what they have meant to do; the great people 
themselves are judged by what they are."42 Only the vulgar will 
condescend to derive their pride from what they have done; they 
will, by this condescension, become the "slaves and prisoners" of 
their own faculties and will find out, should anything more be left 
in them than sheer stupid vanity, that to be one's own slave and 
prisoner is no less bitter and perhaps even more shameful than to 

be the servant of somebody else. It is not the glory but the pre
dicament of the creative genius that in his case the superiority of 
man to his work seems indeed inverted so h he the livin 
~reator, nds himself in competition with his creations which he 
pudives, although they may survive him eventually. The saving 
grace of all really great gifts is that the persons who bear their 
burden remain superior to what they have done, ~t least as long as 
the source of creativity is alive; for this source springs indeed 
from who they are and remains outside the actual work process 
as well as independent of what they may achieve. That the pre
dicament of genius is nevertheless a real one becomes quite ap
parent in the case of the literati, where the inverted order between 
man and his product is in fact consummated; what is so outrageous 
in their case, and incidentally incites popular hatred even more 
than spurious intellectual superiority, is that~ven their worst 

yroduct is likely to be better than they are the9Jselves. It is the 
hallmark of the "mtellectual" that he remains quite undisturbed 

42. I use here Isak Dinesen's wonderful story "The Dreamers," in Seven 
Gothic Tales (Modern Library ed.), especially pp. 340 ff. 
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tent that he appears much more the victim and the sufferer than the 
author and doer of what he has done. Nowhere, in other words, 
neither in labor, subject to the necessity of life, nor in fabrication, 
dependent upon given material, does man appear to be less free 
than in those capacities whose very essence is freedom and in that 
realm which owes its existence to nobody and nothing but man. 

It is in accordance with the great tradition of Western thought to 

I think along these lines: to accuse freedom of luring man into neces
sity, to condemn action, the spontaneous beginning of something 
new, because its results fall into a predetermined net of relation
ships, invariably dragging the agent with them, who seems to for
feit his freedom the very moment he makes use of it. The only 
salvation from this kind of freedom seems to lie in non-actin in 
abstention from the whole realm of human a aIrS as the onJy 

means to safeguard one's sovereignty and integrity as a person. If 
we leave aside the disastrous consequences of these recommenda
tions (which materialized into a consistent system of human be
havior only in Stoicism), their basic error seems to lie in that 
identification of sovereignty with freedom which has always been 

\ . 

' taken for granted by political as well as ehilosophic thought. If it 
were true that sovereignty and freedom are the same, then indeed 
no man could be free, because sovereignty, the ideal of uncom
promising self-sufficiency and mastership, is contradictory to the 
very condition of plurality. No man can be sovereign because not 
one man, but men, inhabit the earth- and not, as the tradition SInce 
Rlato holds, because of man's limited strength, which makes him 
~end upon the help of othe~s. All the recommendations the tradi
tion has to offer to overcome the condition of non-sovereignty and 
win an untouchable integrity of the human person amount to a 
compensation for the intrinsic "weakness" of plurality. Yet, if 
these recommendations were followed and this attempt to over
come the consequences of plurality were successful, the result 
would be not so much sovereign domination of one's self as ar
bitrary domination of all others, or, as in Stoicism, the exchange of 
the real world for an imaginary one where these others would 
simply not exist. 

In other words, the issue here is not strength or weakness in the 
sense of self-sufficiency. In polytheist systems, for instance, even a 
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1
'1 not defeated by reality, or to put it another way, whether the 

capacity for action does not harbor within itself certain potentiali
ties which enable it to survive the disabilities of non-sovereignty. 

33 
IRREVERSIBILITY AND THE 

POWER TO FORGIVE 

We have seen that the animallaborans could be redeemed from its 
predicament of imprisonment in the ever-recurring cycle of the 
life process, of being forever subject to the necessity of labor and 
consumption, only through the mobilization of another human ca
pacity, the capacity for making, fabricating, and producing of homo 
faber, who as a toolmaker not only eases the pain and trouble of 
laboring but also erects a world of durability. The redewptjQIl..af 
life, which is sustained . rldliness which is sustained 

y abrication. We saw furthermore that homo faber could be re
deemed from his predicament of meaninglessness, the "devaluation 
of all values," and the impossibility of finding valid standards in a 

. world determined by the category of means and ends, only through 
\ the interrelated faculties of action and speech, which produce 
) meaningful stories as naturally as fabrication produces use objects. 
If it were not outside the scope of these considerations, one could 
add the predicament of thought to these instances; for thought, too, 
is unable to "think itself" out of the predicaments which the very 
activity of thinking engenders. What in each of these instances 

I saves man- man qua animallaborans, qua homo faber, qua thinker
is something altogether different; it comes from the outside-not, 
to be sure, outside of man, but outside of each of the respective 
activities. From the viewpoint of the animal laborans, it is like a 
miracle that it is also a being which knows of and inhabits a world; 
from the viewpoint of homo faber, it is like a miracle, like the 
revelation of divinity, that meaning should have a place in this 
world. 

The case of action and action's predicaments is altogether dif
ferent. Here, the remedy against the irreversibility and unpre
dictability of the process started by acting does not arise out of 
another and possibly higher faculty, but is one of the potentialities 

~-- - -
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of action itself. The possible redemption from the predicament of 
i?fe~ersibility-of being unable to undo what one has done though 
one did not, and could not, have known what he was doing-j,£ 
the faculty of forgiving. The remedy for unpredictability, for the 
Chaotic uncertainty of the future, is contained in the faculty to 
make and keep promises. The two faculties belong together in so 
far as one of them, forgiving, serves to undo the deeds of the past, 
whose "sins" hang like Damocles' sword over every new genera
tion; and the other, binding oneself through promises, serves to 
set up in the ocean of uncertainty, which the future is by definition, 
islands of security without which not even continuity, let alone 
durability of any kind, would be possible in the relationships be
tween men. 

Without being forgiven, released from the consequences of what 
we have done, our capacity to act would, as it were, be confined to 
one single deed from which we could never recover; we would 
remain the victims of its consequences forever, not unlike the 
sorcerer's apprentice who lacked the magic formula to break the 
spell. Without being bound to the fulfilment of promises, we would 
never be able to keep our identities; we would be condemned to 
wander helplessly and without direction in the darkness of each { 
man's lonely heart, caught in its contradictions and equivocalities I 
-~darkness which only the light shed over the £ublic realm 
throu h the resence of others, who confirm the identity between 

J:he one who promises and the one who fulfils, can dispe. oth 
taeulties, therefore, depend on plurality, on the presence and acting 
of others, for no one can forgive himself and no one can feel bound '\' 
by a promise made only to himself; forgiving and promising en- -: 
acted in solitude or isolation remain without reality and can signify 
no more than a role played before one's self. 

Since these faculties correspond so closely to the human condi
tion of plurality, their role in politics establishes a diametrically 
different set of guiding principles from the "moral" standards in
herent in the Platonic notion of rule. For ?latonic rulership, whose 
l~gitimacy rested upon the domination of the self, araws its guiding 
principles- those which at the same time justify and limit power 
over others- from a relationship established between me and my
self, s.£...that the right and wrong of relationships with others are 

[ 237 ] 



The Human Condition 

determined b attitudes toward one's self, until the whole of the 
public realm is seen in the image 0 man WrIt arge," 0 the right 
order between man's individual capacities of mind, soul, and body. 
The moral ~ode,9!! the other hand, inferred from the faculties of 

. forgiving and of making promises, rests on experIences whIch no
bod could ever have with himself which, on the contrar are 
entirely ase on the presence of others. And just as the extent and 
modes of self-rule JustIfy and defermine rule over others-how one l rules himself, he will rule others-thus the extent and modes of 
being forgiven and being promised determine the extent and modes 
in which one may be able to forgive himself or keep promises 
concerned only with himself. 

Because the remedies against the enormous strength and resili
ency inherent in action processes can function only under the con
dition of plurality, it is very dangerous to use this faculty in any 
but the realm of human affairs . Modern natural science and tech
nology, which no longer observe or take material from or imitate 

\ 

processes of nature but seem actually to act into it, seem, by the 
same token, JO have carried irreversibility and human unpredicta
ilit into the natural realm, where no remed can be found to 

undo what has been one. Imllar y, it seems that one of the great l· dangers of acting in the mode of making and within its categorical 
framework of means and ends lies in the concomitant self-depriva
tion of the remedies inherent only in action, so that one is bound 
not only to do with the means of violence necessary for all fabrica -_ 
cion, but also to undo what he has done as he undoes an unsuccessful 
object, by means of destruction. Nothing appears more manifest in 
these attempts than the greatness of human power, whose source 
lies in the capacity to act, and which without action's inherent 
remedies inevitably begins to overpower and destroy not man 
himself but the conditions under which life was given to him. 

The discoverer of the role of forgiveness in the realm of human 
affairs was Jesus of Nazareth. The fact that he made this discovery 
in a religious context and articulated it in religious language is no 
reason to take it any less seriously in a strictly secular sense. It has 
been in the nature of our tradition of political thought (and for 
reasons we cannot explore here) to be highly selective and to ex
clude from articulate conceptualization a great variety of authentic 
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political experiences, among which we need not be surprised to 
find some of an even elementary nature. Certain aspects of the 
teaching of Jesus of Nazareth which are not primarily related to 
the Christian religious message but sprang from experiences in the 
small and closely knit community of his followers, bent on chal
lenging the public authorities in Israel, certainly belong among 
them, even though they have been neglected because of their al
legedly exclusively religious nature. The only rudimentary sign of 
an awareness that forgiveness may be the necessary corrective for 
the inevitable damages resulting from action may be seen in the 
Roman principle to spare the vanquished (parcere subiectis)-a wis
dom entirely unknown to the Greeks--or in the right to commute 
the death sentence, probably also of Roman origin, which is the 
prerogative of nearly all Western heads of state. 

It is decisive in our context that Jesus maintains against the 
"scribes and pharisees" first that it is not true that only God has 
the power to forgive,76 and second that this power does not derive 
from God- as though God, not men, would forgive through the 
medium of human beings- but on the contrary must be mobilized 
by men toward each other before they can hope to be forgiven by 
God also. Jesus' formulation is even more radical. Man in the 
gospel is not supposed to forgive because God forgives and he 
must do "likewise," but "if ye from your hearts forgive," God 
shall do "likewise."77 The reason for the insistence on a duty to 
forgive is clearly "for they know not what they do" and it does 
not apply to the extremity of crime and willed evil, for then it 
would not have been necessary to teach: "And if he trespass 

76. This is stated emphatically in Luke 5:21- 24 (cf. Matt. 9:4-6 or Mark 
12: 7- 10), where Jesus performs a miracle to prove that "the Son of man hath 
power upon earth to forgive sins," the emphasis being on "upon earth." It is his 
insistence on the "power to forgive," even more than his performance of miracles, 
that shocks the people, so that "they that sat at meat with him began to say 
within themselves, Who is this that forgives sins also?" (Luke 7 :49). 

77. Matt. 18: 35; cf. Mark 11 : 25; "And when ye stand praying, forgive, ... 
that your Father also which is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses." Or: 
"If ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: 
But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your 
trespasses" (Matt. 6: 14-15). In all these instances, the power to forgive is pri
marily a human power: God forgives "us our debts, as we forgive our debtors." 
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78. Luke 17: 3-4. It is important to keep in mind that the three key words of 
the text- aphienai, metanoein, and hamartanein--carry certain connotations even in 
New Testament Greek which the translations fail to render fully. The original 
meaning of aphienai is "dismiss" and "release" rather than "forgive"; metanoein 
means "change of mind" and- since it serves also to render the Hebrew shu'l)
"return," "trace back one's steps," rather than "repentance" with its psychologi
cal emotional overtones; what is required is: change your mind and "sin no 
more," which is almost the opposite of doing penance. Hamartanein, finally, is in
deed very well rendered by "trespassing" in so far as it means rather "to miss," 
"fail and go astray," than "to sin" (see Heinrich Ebeling, Griechisch-deutsches 
Worterbuch zum Neuen Testamente [1923]). The verse which I quote in the stand
ard translation could also be rendered as follows: "And if he trespass against 
thee ... and ... tum again to thee, saying, I changed my mind; thou shalt 
release him." 

79. Matt. 12:36-37. 
80. This interpretation seems justified by the context (Luke 17: 1-5): Jesus 

introduces his words by pointing to the inevitability of "offenses" (skandala) 
which are unforgivable, at least on earth; for "woe unto him, through whom they 
come! It were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he 
cast into the sea"; and then continues by teaching forgiveness for "trespassing" 
(hamartanein) . 
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course. In contrast to revenge, which is the natural, automatic re
action to transgression and which because of the irreversibility of 
the action process can be expected and even calculated, the aCLof 
forgiving can never be predicted; it is the only reaction that acts in I 
anunexpected way and thus retains, though being a reaction, some
thing of the original character of action. Forgiving, in other words, 
is the only reaction which does not merely re-act but acts anew and 
unexpectedly, unconditioned by the act which provoked it and 
therefore freeing from its consequences both the one who forgives 
and the one who is forgiven. The freedom contained in Jesus' teach- / 
ings of forgiveness is the freedom from vengeance, which incloses 
both doer and sufferer in the relentless automatIsm of the action 
process, which by itself need never come to an end. 
- The alternative to forgiveness, but by no means its opposite, is \' 
punishment, and both have in common that they attempt to put an 
end to something that without interference could go on endlessly. 
It is therefore quite significant, a structural element in the realm of 
human affairs, that men are unable to forgive what theY.J;annot 
eunish and that they are unable to punish what has turned out to ~ 
u..Qforgivable. 'I fus IS die true hallmark of those offenses which, 
since Kan~ we call "radical evil" and about whose nature so little 
is known, even to us who have been exposed to one of their rare 
outbursts on the public scene. All we know is that we can neither 
punish nor forgive such offenses and that they therefore transcend 
the realm of human affairs and the potentialities of human power, 
both of which they radically destroy wherever they make their 
appearance. Here, where the deed itself dispossesses us of all 
power, we can indeed only repeat with Jesus: "It were better for 
him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he cast into 
the sea." 

Perhaps the most plausible argument that forgiving and acting 
are as closely connected as destroying and making comes from thal J/ 
aseect of forgiveness where the undoing of what was done seems 1"'" 
~o show the same revelatory character as the deed Itself. Forgiving" 
and the relationship it establishes is always an eminently personal 
(though not necessarily individual or private) affair in which what 
was done is forgiven for the sake of who did it. This, too, was 
clearly recognized by Jesus ("Her sins which are many are for-
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given; for she loved much: but to whom little is forgiven, the 
same loveth little"), and it is the reason for the current conviction 
that only love has the power to forgive. For love, although it is one 
of the rarest occurrences in human lives,81 indeed possesses an 
unequaled power of self-revelation and an unequaled clarity of 
vision for the disclosure of who, precisely because it is uncon
cerned to the point of total unworldliness with what the loved per
son may be, with his qualities and shortcomings no less than with 
his achievements, failings, and transgressions. Love, by reason of ~ 
its assion, destroys the in-between which relates us to and se a-

. rates us from others. A~ ong as Its spe asts, t eon y m- etween 
which can insert itself between two lovers is the child, love's own 
£!,odu<;.t. The child, this in-between to which the lovers now are 
related and which they hold in common, is representative of the 
world in that it also separates them; it is an indication that they 
will insert a new world into the existing world. 82 Through the 
child, it is as though the lovers return to the world from which 
their love had expelled them. But this new worldliness, the pos
sible result and the only possibly happy ending of a love affair, is, 
in a sense, the end ofIove, which must either overcome the partners 

. anew or be transformed into another mode of belonging together. 

\1 
Love, by its very nature, is unworldly, and it is for this reason 
rather than its rarity that it is not only apolitical but antipolitical, 
perhaps the most powerful of all antipolitical human forces. 

If it were true, therefore, as Christianity assumed, that only love 
can forgive because only love is fully receptive to who somebody 

81. The common prejudice that love is as common as "romance" may be due 
to the fact that we all learned about it first through poetry. But the poets fool us; 
the are the only ones to whom love is not onl a crucial but an indis ensable 
~xpenence, w c entitles them to mistake it or a unIversal one. 

82. This world-creating faculty oflove is not the same as fertility, upon which 
most creation myths are based. The following mythological tale, on the contrary, 
draws its imagery clearly from the experience oflove: the sky is seen as a gigantic 
goddess who still bends down upon the earth god, from whom she is being sepa
rated by the air god who was born between them and is now lifting her up. Thus 
a world space composed of air comes into being and inserts itself between earth 
and sky. I was unable to ascertain the origin of this myth; it is mentioned by 
Wolfgang Schadewaldt, "Das Welt-Modell der Griechen," Neue Rundschau, 
Vol. LXVIII, No.2 (1957). 
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~ the point of being always willing to forgive him whatever he 
. may have done, forgiving would have to remain altogether outside, 
our considerations. Yet what love is in its own, narrowly circum- ~.; 
scribed sphere, respect is in the larger domain of human affairs . 
Respect, not unlike the Aristotelian philia politike, is a kind of 
"friendship" without intimacy and without closeness; it is a regard 
for the person from the distance which the space of the world puts 
between us, and this regard is independent of qualities which we 
may admire or of achievements which we may highly esteem. 
TAUS, the modern loss of respect, or rather the conviction that re-
s~ due only where we admire or esteem, constitutes a clear: 
sym tom of the increasih de ersonalization of ublic and social 
Ii e. espect, at any rate, because it concerns only the person, is 
quIte sufficient to prompt forgiving of what a person did, for the 
sake of the person. But the fact that the same who, revealed in 
action and speech, remains also the subject of forgiving is the deep-
,est reason why nobody can forgive himself; h~e, as in action and 
s eech enerally, we are dependent upon others, to whom we ae.-
pear in a distinctness w ich we ourselves are unable to perceive. 
Closed within ourselves, we would never be able to forgive Ollt- _V' 
selves any failing or transgression because we would lack the ex- 7l"--
perience of the person for th~ sake of whom one can forgive . 

34 
UNPREDICTABILITY AND T HE 

POWER OF PROMISE 

In contrast to forgiving, which- perhaps because of its religious 
context, perhaps because of the connection with love attending its 
discovery- has always been deemed unrealistic and inadmissible 
in the public realm, the power of stabilization inherent in the fac- l 
ulty of making promises has been known throughout our tradition . f. 
\Ve may trace it back to the Roman legal system, the inviolability 
of agreements and treaties (pacta sunt servanda); or we may see its 
discoverer in Abraham, the man from Ur, whose whole story, as 
the Bible tells it, shows such a passionate drive toward making \ 
covenants that it is as though he departed from his country for no 
other reason than to tryout the power of mutual promise in the 
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'Yilderness of the world, until eventually God himself a reed to 
make a Covenant with h.!m. t any rate, t e great variety of con
tract theories since the Romans attests to the fact that the power of 
making promises has occupied the center of political thought over 
the centuries. 

The un redictability which the act of making romises at least 
partially dispels is of a two 0 d nature: it arises simultaneously.ot!!, 
of the "darkness of the human heart," that is, the basic unreliability 
of men who never can guarantee today who they will be tomorrow, 
and out of the impossibility of foretelling the consequences of an 
act within a community of equals where everybody has the same 
capacity to act. Man's inability to rely upon himself or to have 
.Q?mplete faith in. himself ,.(.which is the same thing) is the pric,e 
human beings pay for freedom; and the impossibility of remaining 
unique masters of what they do, of knowing its consequences and 
relying upon the future, is the price they pay for plurality and 
reality, for the joy of inhabiting together with others a world 
whose reality is guaranteed for each by the presence of all. 

The function of the faculty of promising is to master this two
fold darkness of human affaIrs and IS, as such, the only alternatIve 
to a mastery which relies on domination of one's self and rule over 
o~; it corresponds exactly to the existence of a freedom which 
was given under the condition of non-sovereignty. The danger and 
the advantage inherent in all bodies politic that rely on contracts 
and treaties is that they, unlike those that rely on rule and sov
ereignty, leave the unpredictability of human affairs and the unre
liability of men as they are, using them merely as the medium, as 
it were, into which certain islands of predictability are thrown and 
in which certain guideposts of reliability are erected. The moment 
promises lose their character as isolated islands of certainty in an 
ocean of uncertainty, that is, when this faculty is misused to cover 
the whole ground of the future and to map out a path secured in all 
directions, they lose their binding power and the whole enterprise 

, becomes self-defeating. 
We mentioned before the power generated when people gather 

together and "act in concert," which disappears the moment they 
depart. !he force that keeps them together, as distinguished from 
the space of appearances in which they gather and the power whi.£h 

or-
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· keeps this public space in existence, is the force of mutual promise 
~ontract. Sovereignty, which is always spurious if claimed by an 
isolated single entity, be it the individual entity of the person or the 
collective entity of a nation, assumes, in the case of many men 
mutually bound by promises, a certain limited reality. The sov
ereignty resides in the resulting, limited independence from the 
incalculability of the future, and its limits are the same as those 
inherent in the faculty itself of making and keeping promises. The 
sovereignty of a body of peo Ie bound and kept together, not by an 
identical will which somehow rna lca] InS Ires t em all, but y 
an agreed pur ose or which alone the romises are valid an In- I 
ing, sows itself qUIte clearly in its unquestioned superiority over 
thc);e who are completely free, unbound by any promises and 
unkept by any purpose. This superiority derives from the capacity 
to dispose of the future as though it were the present, that is .... the 
~Qrmous and truly miraculous enlargement of the very dimension 
in which power can be effective. Nietzsche, in his extraordinary 
sensibility to moral phenomena, and despite his modern prejudice 
to see the source of all power in the will power of the isolated indi
vidual, sawin the faculty of promises (the "memory of the will," as 
he called it) the very distinction which marks off human from ani
mal life. 83 If sovereignty is in the realm of action and human affairs ~' 
what mastership is in the realm of making and the world of things, 
then their chief distinction is that the one can only be achieved by 
the many bound together, whereas the other is conceivable only in 
isolation. 

In so far as morality is more than the sum total of mores, of cus- y... 
toms and standards of behavior solidified through tradition and 
valid on the ground of agreements, both of which change with 
time, it has, at least politically, no more to support itself than the 
good will to counter the enormous risks of action by readiness tor '\ 
forgive and to be forgiven, to make promises and to keep them. 

83. Nietzsche saw with unequaled clarity the connection between human 
sovereignty and the faculty of making promises, which led him to a unique insight 
into the relatedness of human pride and human conscience. Unforrunately, both 
insights remained unrelated with and without effect upon his chief concept, the 
"will to power," and therefore are frequently overlooked even by Nietzsche 
scholars. They are to be found in the first two aphorisms of the second treatise in 
Zur Gmralogie der Moral. 
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These moral precepts are the only ones that are not applied to ac
tion from the outside, from some supposedly higher faculty or from 
experiences outside action's own reach. They arise, on the con-I trary, directly out of the will to live together with others in the 
mode of acting and speaking, and thus they are like control mecha
nisms built into the very faculty to start new and unending proc
esses. If without action and speech, without the articulation of 
natality, we would be doomed to swing forever in the ever-recur
ring cycle of becoming, then without the faculty to undo what w~ 

",-have done and to c~ at least artially~~ we have 
kt loose, we would be the victims of an automatlc ~essity bear
j ng all the marks of the inexorable laws which~ accordi~ 
natural sciences before our time, were supposed to constitute the 
outstanding characteristic of natural processes. We have seen be
fore that to mortal beings t~ natural fatality, thou.£..h it swings in 
itself and maYl!e eternal, can only spell doom. If it were true that 
fatality is the inalienable mark of historical processes, then it 
would indeed be equally true that everything done in history is 
doomed. 

And to a certain extent this is true. If left to themselves, human 
affairs can only follow the law of mortality, which is the most cer
tain and the only reliable law of a life spent between birth and 
death. It is the faculty of action that interferes with this law be
cause it interrupts the inexorable automatic course of daily life, 
which in its turn, as we saw, interrupted and interfered with the 
cycle of the biological life process. The life span of man running 
toward death would inevitably carry everything human to ruin and 

1 destruction if it were not for the faculty of interrupting it and be
I ginning something new, a faculty which is inherent in action like an 
~ ever-present reminder that men, though they must die, are not born 
in order to die but in order to begin. Yet just as, from the stand-
point of nature, the rectilinear movement of man's life-span be
tween birth and death looks like a peculiar deviation from the com
mon natural rule of cyclical movement, thus action, seen from the 
viewpoint of the automatic processes which seem to determine the 
course of the world, looks like a miracle. In the language of natural 
science, it is the "infinite improbability which occurs regularly." 
Action is, in fact, the one miracle-working faculty of man, as Jes~ 
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of Nazareth, whose insights into this faculty can be compared in 
their originality and unprecedentedness with Socrates' insights into 
the possibilities of thought, must have known very well when he 
likened the power to forgive to the more general power of per
forming miracles, putting both on the same level and within the 
reach of man. 84 

The miracle that saves the world, the realm of human affairs, 
from its normal, "natural" ruin is ultimately the tact of natality, in \ 
which the faculty of action is ontologically rooted. It is, in other 
words, the»i rtb pfoew men and the new beginning, the action the¥
~re capable of by virtue of being bo.g).. Only the full experience of 
this capacity can bestow upon human affairs faith and hope, those 
two essential characteristics of human eXIstence whIch Greek 
antiquity ignored altogether, discounting the keeping of faith as a 
very uncommon and not too important virtue and counting hope 
among the evils of illusion in Pandora's box. It is this faith in and f 
hope for the world that found perhaps its most glorious and most 
succinct expression in the few words with which the Gospels 
announced their "glad tidings" : "A child has been born unto us ." 

84. Cf. the quotations given in n. 77. Jesus himself saw the human root of this 
power to perform miracles in faith- which we leave out of our considerations. 
In our context, the only point that matters is that the power to perform miracles i~ 
not considered to be divine- faith will move mountains and faith will forgive; the 
one is no less a miracle than the other, and the reply of the apostles when Jesus 
demanded of them to forgive seven times in a day was: "Lord, increase ou 
faith ." 
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tive Being is of such a nature that its disclosures must be illusions (' 
and that conclusions drawn from its appearances must be delusions. 

Descartes' philosophy is haunted by two nightmares which in a 
sense became the nightmares of the whole modern age, not because 
this age was so deeply influenced by Cartesian philosophy, but be
cause their emergence was almost inescapable once the true impli
cations of the modern world view were understood. These night
mares are very simple and very well known. In the one, reality, the 
reality of the world as well as of human life, is doubted; if neither 
the senses nor common sense nor reason can be trusted, then it may 
well be that all that we take for reality is only a dream. The other 
concerns the general human condition as it was revealed by the 
new discoveries and the impossibility for man to trust his senses 
and his reason; under these circumstances it seems, indeed, much 
more likely that an evil spirit, aDieu trompeur, wilfully and spite
fully betrays man than that God is the ruler of the universe. The 
consummate devilry of this evil spirit would consist in having cre
ated a creature which harbors a notion of truth only to bestow on it 
such other faculties that it will never be able to reach any truth, 
never be able to be certain of anything. 

Indeed, this last point, the question of certainty, was to become 
decisive for the whole development of modern morality. What was 
lost in the modern age, of course, was not the capacity for truth or 
reality or faith nor the concomitant inevitable acceptance of the 
testimony of the senses and of reason, but the certainty that for
merly went with it. In religion it was not belief in salvation or a ) 
hereafter that was immediately lost, but the certitudo sa/utis- and 
this happened in all Protestant countries where the downfall of the 
Catholic Church had eliminated the last tradition-bound institution 
which, wherever its authority remained unchallenged, stood be
tween the impact of modernity and the masses of believers. Just as 
the immediate consequence of this loss of certainty was a new zeal 
for making good in this life as though it were only an overlong 
period of probation,34 so the loss of certainty of truth ended in a 

34. Max Weber, who, despite some errors in detail which by now have been I 
corrected, is still the only historian who raised the question of the modem age 
with the depth and relevance corresponding to its importance, was also aware 
that it was not a simple loss of faith that caused the reversal in the estimate of 
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new, entirely unprecedented zeal for truthfulness--as though man 
could afford to be a liar only so long as he was certain of the 
unchallengeable existence of truth and objective reality, which 
surely would survive and defeat all his lies. 35 The radical change in 
moral standards occurring in the first century of the modern age 
was inspired by the needs and ideals of its most important group of 
men, the new scientists; and the modern cardinal virtues-success, 
industry, and truthfulness-are at the same time the greatest 
virtues of modern science. 36 

The learned societies and Royal Academies became the morally 
influential centers where scientists were organized to find ways 
and means by which nature could be trapped by experiments and 
instruments so that she would be forced to yield her secrets. And 
this gigantic task, to which no single man but only the collective 
effort of the best minds of mankind could possibly be adequate, 
prescribed the rules of behavior and the new standards of judg
ment. Where formerly truth had resided in the kind of "theory" 
that since the Greeks had meant the contemplative glance of the 
beholder who was concerned with, and received, the reality open
ing up before him, the question of success took over and the test of 
theory became a "practical" one--whether or not it will work. 
Theory became hypothesis, and the success of the hypothesis be
came truth. This all-important standard of success, however, does 
not depend upon practical considerations or the technical develop
ments which mayor may not accompany specific scientific dis
coveries. The criterion of success is inherent in the very essence 
and progress of modern science quite apart from its applicability. 
Success here is not at all the empty idol to which it degenerated in 

I work and labor, but the loss of the certitudo salutis, of the certainty of salvation. 
In our context, it would appear that this certainty was only one among the many 
certainties lost with the arrival of the modern age. 

35. It certainly is quite striking that not one of the major religions, with the 
exception of Zoroastrianism, has ever included lying as such among the mortal 
sins. Not only is there no commandment: Thou shalt not lie (for the command
ment: Thou shalt not bear false wimess against thy neighbor, is of course of a 
different nature), but it seems as though prior to puritan morality nobody ever 
considered lies to be serious offenses. 

36. This is the chief point of Bronowski's article quoted above. 
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bourgeois society; it was, and in the sciences has been ever since, a 
veritable triumph of human ingenuity against overwhelming odds. 

The Cartesian solution of universal doubt or its salvation from 
the two interconnected nightmares-that everything is a dream 
and there is no reality and that not God but an evil spirit rules the 
world and mocks man- was similar in method and content to the .~ 
turnin awa from truth to truthfulness a Ii m reality to relia
bility. Descartes convIction that "though our mind is not t e 
"i11eaSure of things or of truth, it must assuredly be the measure of 
things that we affirm or deny" 37 echoes what scientists in general 
and without explicit articulation had discovered: that even if there 
is no truth, man can be truthful. and even if there is~ no reliable 
certainty, man can be reliable. If there was salvation, it had to lie 
in man himself, and if there was a solution to the questions raised 
by doubting, it had to come from doubting. if everything has be
come doubtful, then doubting at least is certain and real. Whatever 
may be the state of reality and of truth as they are given to the 
senses and to reason, "nobody can doubt of his doubt and remain \ 
uncertain whether he doubts or does not doubt."38 The famous 
cogito ergo sum ("I think, hence I am") did not spring for Descartes 
from any self-certainty of thought as such- in which case, indeed, 
thought would have acquired a new dignity and significance for 
man- but was a mere generalization of a dubito ergo sum. 39 In 

37. From a letter of Descartes to Henry More, quoted from Koyre, op . cit., 
p. 117. 

38. In the dialogue La recherche de fa verite par fa fumiere nature!!e, where 
Descartes exposes his fundamental insights without technical formality, the cen
tral position of doubting is even more in evidence than in his other works. Thus 
Eudoxe, who stands for Descartes, explains: "Vous pouvez douter avec raison de 
toutes les choses dont la connaissance ne vous vient que par l'ofDce des sens; mais 
pouvez-vous douter de votre doute et rester incertain si vous doutez ou non? ... 
vous qui doutez vous ~tes, et cela est si vrai que vous n'en pouvez douter davan
tage" (Pleiade ed., p. 680) . 

39. "Je doute, donc je suis, ou bien ce qui est la m~me chose: je pense, donc je 
suis" (ibid., p. 687) . Thought in Descartes has indeed a mere derivative char
acter: "Car s'il est vrai que je doute, comme je n'en puis douter, il est egalement 
vrai que je pense; en effet douter est-il autre chose que penser d'une certaine 
maniere?" (ibid., p. 686) . The leading idea of this philosophy is by no means that 
I would not be able to think without being, but that "nous ne saurions douter sans 
~tre, et que cela est la premiere connaissance certaine qu'on peut acquerir" (Prin-
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The goodness of the God of the theodicies, therefore, is strictly the 
quality of a deus ex machina; inexplicable goodness is ultimately the 
Qnly thing that saves reality in Descartes' philosophy (the co
existence of mind and extension, res cogitans and res extensa), as it 
saves the prestabilized harmony between man and world in Leib
niz.41 

The very ingenuity of Cartesian introspection, and hence the 
reason why this philosophy became so all-important to the spiritual 
and intellectual development of the modern age, lies first in that it 
had used the nightmare of non-reality as a means of submerging all 
worldly objects into the stream of consciousness and its processes. 
The "seen tree" found in consciousness through introspection is no 
longer the tree given in sight and touch, an entity in itself with an 
unalterable identical shape of its own. By being processed into an 
object of consciousness on the same level with a merely remem
bered or entirely imaginary thing, it becomes part and parcel of 

I this process itself, of that consciousness, that is, which one knows 
only as an ever-moving stream. Nothing perhaps could prepare our 
minds better for the eventual dissolution of matter into energy, of 
objects into a whirl of atomic occurrences, than this dissolution of 
objective reality into subjective states of mind or, rather, into sub-
jective mental processes . Second, and this was of even greater 
relevance to the initial stages of the modern age, the Cartesian 
method of securing certainty against universal doubt corresponded 
most precisely to the most obvious conclusion to be drawn from 
the new physical science: though one cannot know truth as some
thing given and disclosed,_man can at least know what he makes 
~f. This, indeed, became the most general and most generally 
accepted attitude of the modern age, and it is this conviction, rather 

41. This quality of God as a deus ex machina, as the only possible solution to 

universal doubt, is especially manifest in Descartes' Meditations. Thus, he says in 
the third meditation : In order to eliminate the cause of doubting, "je dois examiner 
s'il y a un Dieu . . . ; et si je trouve qu'il y en ait un, je dois aussi examiner s'il peut 
etre trompeur: car sans la connaissance de ces deux verites, je ne vois pas que je 
puisse jamais etre certain d'aucune chose." And he concludes at the end of the 
fifth meditation: "Ainsi je reconnais tres clairement que la certitude et la verite 
de toute science depend de la seule connaissance du vrai Dieu: en sorte qu'avant 
que je Ie connusse, je ne pouvais savoir parfaitement aucune autre chose" 
(Pleiade ed., pp. 177, 208). 
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However that may be, the fundamental experience behind the 

[.
'\. reversal of contemplation and action was precisely that man's 

thirst for knowledge could be assuaged only after he had put his 
trust into the ingenuity of his hands . The point was not that truth 
.eruLk!:owledge were no longer important, but that tKey could be 
won onll by "action" and not by contemplation. It was an instru-
ment, the telescope, a work of man's hands, which finally forced 
nature, or rather the universe, to yield its secrets. The reasons for 
trusting doing and for distrusting contemplation or observation be
came even more cogent after the results of the first active inquiries. 
After being and appearance had parted company and truth was no 
longer supposed to appear, to reveal and disclose itself to the 
mental eye of a beholder, there arose a veritable necessity to hunt 
for truth behind deceptive appearances . Nothing indeed could be 

.' less trustworthy for acquiring knowledge and approaching truth 
than passive observation or mere contemplation. In order to be cer
tain one had to make sure, and in order to know one had to do. Cer
tainty of knowledge could be reached only under a twofold condi
tion: first, that knowledge concerned only what one had done him
self- so that its ideal became mathematical knowledge, where we 
deal only with self-made entities of the mind- and second, that 
knowledge was of such a nature that it could be tested only 
through more doing. 

\
' Since then, scientific and philosophic truth have parted company; 

scientific truth not onll need not be eternal, it need not even be 
comprehensible or ade uate to human reason. It took many genera
tions 0 scientists be ore t e uman min grew bold enough to fully 
face this implication of modernity. If nature and the universe are 
products of a divine maker, and if the human mind is incapable of 
understanding what man has not made himself, then man cannot 
possibly expect to learn anything about nature that he can under
stand. He may be able, through ingenuity, to find out and even to 
imitate the devices of natural processes, but that does not mean 
these devices will ever make sense to him-they do not have to be 
intelligible. As a matter of fact, no supp'osedly suprarational divine 
re.velation and no sUp'posedly abstruse philosophIc truth has ever 
2ffended human reason so glaringly as certain results of modern 
s~ One can indeed say with Whitehead : "Heaven knows 
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what seeming nonsense may not to-morrow be demonstrated 
truth."55 

Actually, the change that took place in the seventeenth century 
was more radical than what a simple reversal of the established 
traditional order between contemplation and doing is apt to indi
cate. The reversal, strictly speaking, concerned only the relation
ship between thinking and doing, whereas contemplation, in the 
original sense of beholding the truth, was altogether eliminated. 
F:or thought and contemplation are not the same. Traditionally, 
thought was conceived as the most direct and important way to 
lead to the contemplation of truth. Since Plato, and probably since 
Socrates, thinking was understood as the inner dialogue in which 
one speaks with himself (eme emauto, to recall the idiom current in 
Plato's dialogues); and although this dialogue lacks all outward 
manifestation and even requires a more or less complete cessation 
of all other activities, it constitutes in itself a highly active state. 
Its outward inactivity is clearly separated from the passivity, the 
complete stillness, in which truth is finally revealed to man. If 
medieval scholasticism looked upon philosophy as the handmaiden 
of theology, it could very well have appealed to Plato and Aris
totle themselves; both, albeit in a very different context, consid
ered this dialogical thought process to be the way to prepare the 
soul and lead the mind to a beholding of truth beyond thought and 
beyond speech-a truth that is arrheron, incapable of being com
municated through words, as Plato put it, 56 or beyond speech, as in 
Aristotle.57 

The reversal of the modern age consisted then not in raising 
doing to the rank of contemplating as the highest state of which 
human beings are capable, as though henceforth doing was the ulti
mate meaning for the sake of which contemplation was to be per
formed, just as, up to that time, all activities of the 'Vita acti'Va had 
been judged and justified to the extent that they made the 'Vita con-

55 . Science and the Modem World, p. 116. 

56. In the Seventh Letter 341C: rJuton gar oudamas min has aUa mathemata 
("for it is never to be expressed by words like other things we learn"). 

57. See esp. Nicomachean Ethics 1142a25 ff. and 1143a36 ff. The current Eng
lish translation distorts the meaning because it renders logos as "reason" or 
"argument." 
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templativa possible. The reversal concerned only thinking, which 
from then on was the handmaiden ofdoing as it had been the anciTiii. 

• iheologiae, the handmaiden of contemplating divine truth in medie
val philosophy and the handmaiden of contemplating the truth of 
Being in ancient philosophy. Contemplation itself became alto-
gether meaningless. .. 

- The radicality of this reversal is somehow obscured by another 
kind of reversal, with which it is frequently identified and which, 
since Plato, has dominated the history of Western thought. Who
ever reads the Cave allegory in Plato's Republic in the light of 

1 
Greek history will soon be aware that the periagoge, the turning
about that Plato demands of the philosopher, actually amounts to a 
reversal of the Homeric world order. ,Not life after death, as in the 
!Jomeric Hades, but ordinarx life on earth, is located in a "cave:' 
in an underworld; the soul is not the shadow of the body, but the 

1 
body the shadow of the soul; and the senseless, ghostlike motion 
ascribed by Homer to the lifeless existence of the soul after death 
in Hades is now ascribed to the senseless doings of men who do 
not leave the cave of human existence to behold the eternal ideas · 
visible in the sky.58 

In this context, I am concerned only with the fact that ~a-' 
tonic tradition of philosophical as well as political thought started 
with a reversal, and that this original reversal determined to alar e 
extent the thouleht patterns mto which Western p 1 osop y almost 
automatically ell wherever it was not animated by a great and 
original philosophical impetus. Academic philosophy, as a matter 
of fact, has ever since been dominated by the never-ending rever
sals of idealism and materialism, of transcendentalism and im
manentism, of realism and nominalism, of hedonism and asceticism, 
and so on. What matters here is the reversibility of all these sys
tems, that they can be turned "upside down" or "downside up" 
at any moment in history without requiring for such reversal either 
historical events or changes in the structural elements involved. 

\The concepts themselves remain the same no matter where they 

58. It is particularly Plato's use of the words eidolon and skia in the story of the 
Cave which makes the whole account read like a reversal of and a reply to 
Homer; for these are the key words in Homer's description of Hades in the 
Odyssey. 
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are placed in the various systematic orders. Once Plato had sue-II 
ceeded in making these structural elements and concepts reversible, . 
reversals within the course of intellectual history no longer needed . 
more than purely intellectual experience, an experience within the 
framework of conceptual thinking itself. These reversals already 
began with the philosophical schools in late antiquity and have re
mained part of the Western tradition. It is still the same tradition, 
the same intellectual game with paired antitheses that rules, to an 
extent, the famous modern reversals of spiritual hierarchies, such 
as Marx's turning Hegelian dialectic upside down or Nietzsche's 
revaluation of the sensual and natural as against the supersensual 
and supernatural. ~~ 

The reversal we deal with here, the spiritual consequence of 
Galileo's discoveries, although it has frequently been interpreted 
in terms of the traditional reversals and hence as integral to the 
Western history of ideas, ~ of an altogether different nature. The . 
conviction that obiec~ truth is not given to man but that he can 
know only what he makes himself is not the result of skepticism 
J.wt ot a demonstrable discovery, and therefore does not lead to 4? 
resignation but either to redoubled activit or to despair. The 
worl loss of mo ern philosophy, whose introspectIon dIscovered 
consciousness as the inner sense with which one senses his senses 
and found it to be the only guaranty of reality, is different not only 
in degree from the age-old suspicion of the philosophers toward the 
world and toward the others with whom they shared the world; 1 
the philosopher no longer turns from the world of deceptive perish-! 
ability to another world of eternal truth, but turns away from both 
and withdraws into himself. What he discovers in the region of the 
inner self is, again, not an image whose permanence can be beheld 
and contemplated, but, on the contrary, the constant movement of 
sensual perceptions and the no less constantly moving activity of 
the mind. Since the seventeenth century, philosophy has produced 
the best and least disputed results when it has investigated, through 
a supreme effort of self-inspection, the processes of the senses and 
of the mind. In this aspect, most of modern philosophy is indeed 
theory of cognition and psychology, and in the few instances where 
the potentialities of the Cartesian method of introspection were 
fully realized by men like Pascal, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche, one 
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is tempted to say that philosophers have experimented with their 
own selves no less radically and perhaps even more fearlessly than 
the scientists experimented with nature. 

Much as we may admire the courage and respect the extraor
dinary ingenuity of philosophers throughout the modern age, it can 
hardly be denied that their influence and importance decreased as 
never before. It was not in the Middle Ages but in modern thinking 
that philosophy came to play second and even third fiddle. After 
Descartes based his own philosophy upon the discoveries of Gali
leo, philosophy has seemed condemned to be always one step be
hind the scientists and their ever more amazing discoveries, whose 
principles it has strived arduously to discover ex post facto and to fit 
into some over-all interpretation of the nature of human knowl
edge. As such, however, philosophy was not needed by the scien
tists, who- up to our time, at least- believed that they had no use 
for a handmaiden, let alone one who would "carry the torch in 
front of her gracious lady" (Kant). The philosophers became 

~. either epistemologists, worrying about an over-all theory of sci
ence which the scientists did not need, or they became, indeed, 
what Hegel wanted them to be, the organs of the Zeitgeist, the 
mouthpieces in which the general mood of the time was expressed 
with conceptual clarity. In both instances, whether they looked 
upon nature or upon history, ~hey tried to Wlderstand and come t04 

.Jerms with what happened withont them Obviously, philosophy 
suffered more from modernity than any other field of human en
deavor; and it is difficult to say whether it suffered more from the 
almost automatic rise of activity to an altogether unexpected and 
unprecedented dignity or from the loss of traditional truth, that is, 
of the concept of truth underlying our whole tradition. 

42 

THE REVERSAL WITHIN THE Vita Activa 
AND THE VICTORY OF Homo Faber 

First among the activities within the vita activa to rise to the posi
tion formerly occupied by contemplation were the activities of 
making and fabricating- the prerogatives of homo faber. This was 

[ 294 ] 

na 

mel 
tim 
peli 
end 
m~ 
an9 

1 
mJ 
the 
hie 
of 
pre 
frc 
th, 
se, 
m~ 

~~ 
cu 
tic 



The Vita Activa and the j\1odern Age 

itself, it is in the nature of Process to remain invisible, to b 
thmg w ose eXIstence can only be m erred from the presence of 
certain phenomena. This process was originally the fabrication 
process which "disappears in the product," and it was based on the 
experience of homo faber, who knew that a production process 
necessarily precedes the actual existence of every object. 

Yet while this insistence on the process of making or the insist
ence upon considering every thing as the result of a fabrication 
process is highly characteristic of homo faber and his sphere of ex
perience, the exclusive emphasis the modern age placed on it at the 
expense of all interest in the things, the products themselves, is 
quite new. It actually transcends the mentality of man as a tool
maker and fabricator, for whom, on the contrary, the production 
process was a mere means to an end. Here, from the standpoint of 
homo faber, it was as though the means, the production process or 
development, was more important than the end, the finished prod
uct. The reason for this shift of emphasis is obvious: the scientist I 
~ly in order to know, not in order to produce things, and the 
product was a mere ~~roduct, a side effect. Even today all true 
screntists wIll agree t at the technical applicability of what they 
are doing is a mere by-product of their endeavor. 

The full significance of this reversal of means and ends remained 
latent as long as the mechanistic world view, the world view of homo 
faber par excellence, was predominant. This view found its most 
plausible theory in the famous analogy of the relationship between 
nature and God with the relationship between the watch and the 
watchmaker. The point in our context is not so much that the 
eighteenth-century idea of God was obviously formed in the image 
of homo faber as that in this instance the process character of nature 
was still limited. Although all particular natural things had already 
been engulfed in the process from which they had come into being, 
nature as a whole was not yet a process but the more or less stable 
end product of a divine maker. The image of watch and watch
maker is so strikingly apposite precisely because it contains both 
the notion of a process character of nature in the image of the 
movements of the watch and the notion of its still intact object 
character in the image of the watch itself and its maker. 

It is important at this point to remember that the specifically 
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modern suspicion toward man's truth-receiving capacities, the mis
trust of the given, and hence the new confidence in making and 
introspection which was inspired by the hope that in human con
sciousness there was a realm where knowing and producing would 
coincide, did not arise directly from the discovery of the Archime
dean point outside the earth in the universe. They were, rather, the 
necessary consequences of this discovery for the discoverer him
self, in so far as he was and remained an earth-bound creature. 
This close relationship of the modern mentality with philosophical 
reflection naturally implies that the victory of homo faber could not 
remain restricted to the employment of new methods in the natural 
sciences, the experiment and the mathematization of scientific in
quiry. One of the most plausible consequences to be drawn from 
§tesian doubt was to abandon the attempt to understand nature 
and generally to know about things not produced by man, and to, 
turn instead exclusive! to things that owed their existence to man. 
This kind 0 argument, in act, made Vico turn his attention from 
natural science to history, which he thought to be the only sphere 
where man could obtain certain knowledge, precisely because he 
dealt here only with the products of human activity.62 The modern 
discovery of history and historical consciousness owed one of its 
greatest impulses neither to a new enthusiasm for the greatness of 
man, his doings and sufferings, nor to the belief that the meaning of 
human existence can be found in the story of mankind, but to the -------

62. Vi co (op. cit., ch. 4) states explicitly why he turned away from natural 
science. True knowledge of nature is impossible, because not man but God made 
it; God can know nature with the same certainty man knows geometry: Geometri
ca demonstramus quiafacimus; si physica demonstrare possemus,faceremus ("We can 
prove geometry because we make it; to prove the physical we would have to 
make it"). This little treatise, written more than fifteen years before the first 
edition of the Scienza NUO'l.!a (1725), is interesting in more than one respect. Vico 
criticizes all existing sciences, but not yet for the sake of his new science of his
tory; what he recommends is the study of moral and political science, which he 
finds unduly neglected. It must have been much later that the idea occurred to 
him that history is made by man as nature is made by God. This biographical 
development, though quite extraordinary in the early eighteenth century, became 
the rule approximately one hundred years later: each time the modern age had 
reason to hope for a new political philosophy, it received a philosophy of history 
instead. 
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despair of human reason, which seemed adequate only when con
fronted WIth man made oDJects . 

Prior to the modern discovery of history but closely connected 
with it in its impulses are the seventeenth-century attempts to 
formulate new political philosophies or, rather, to invent the means 
and instruments with which to "make an artificial animal ... 
called a Commonwealth, or State." 63 With Hobbes as with Des
cartes "the prime mover was doubt,"64 and the chosen method to 
establish the "art of man," by which he would make and rule his 
own world as "God hath made and governs the world" by the art j 
of nature, is also introspection, "to read in himself," since th~s 
reading will show him "the similitude of the thoughts and passions 
of one man to the thoughts and passions of another." Here, too, the 
rules and standards by which to build and judge this most human of 
human "works of art" 65 do not lie outside of men, are not some
thing men have in common in a worldly reality perceived by the 
senses or by the mind . .Jhey are, rather, inclosed in the inwardness I 
of man, open only to introspection, so that their very validity rests 
·on the assumption that "not ... the objects of the passions" but 
"the passions themselves are the same in every specimen of the spe-
cies man-kind. Here again we find the image of the watch, this 
time applied to the human body and then used for the movements 
of the passions. The establishment of the Commonwealth, the 
human creation of "an artificial man," amounts to the building of 
an "automaton [an engine] that moves [itself] by springs and 
wheels as doth a watch." 

In other words, the process which, as we saw, invaded the natu
ral sciences through the experiment, through the attempt to imitate 
under artificial conditions the process of "making" by which a 
natural thing came into existence, serves as well or even bener as 
the principle for doing in the realm of human affairs. For here the 
processes of inner life, found in the passions through introspection, 
can become the standards and rules for the creation of the "auto-

63. Hobbes's Introduction to the Leviathan. 

64. See Michael Oakeshott's excellent Introduction to the Leviathan (Black
well's Political Texts), p. xiv. 

65. Ibid., p. lxiv. 
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known by many, weighed heavily in favor of a contemplation pri
marily derived from the experiences of homo faber. It already 
weighed heavily with Plato, who drew his examples from the realm 

1 
of making because they were closer to a more general human ex
perience, and it weighed even more heavily where some kind of 
contemplation and meditation was required of everybody, as in 
medieval Christianity. 

Thus it was not primarily the philosopher and philosophic 
speechless wonder that molded the concept and practice of con
templation and the vita contemplativa, but rather homo faber in dis-__ 
guise; it was man the maker and fabricator, whose job it is to do 
vIOlence to nature in order to build a permanent home for himself, 
and who now was persuaded to renounce violence together with 
all activity, ,to leave things as they are, and to find his home in the 
contem lative dwellin in the nei hborhood of the im erishable 
~ eternal Hmno faber could be persuad· to t IS change of atti
tude because he knew contemplation and some of its delights from 
his own experience; he did not need a complete change of heart, a 
true periagoge, a radical turnabout. All he had to do was let his 
arms drop and prolong indefinitely the act of beholding the eidos, 
the eternal shape and model he had formerly wanted to imitate and 
whose excellence and beauty he now knew he could only spoil 
through any attempt at reification. 

If, therefore, the modern challenge to the priority of contempla
tion over every kind of activity had done no more than turn upside 
down the established order between making and beholding, it 
would still have remained in the traditional framework. This 
framework was forced wide open, however, ~hen in the under: 
standing of fabrication itself the em hasis shifted entirely away 
rom the pro uct an rom the permanent, gm mg mo e to t e 

-fabrication process, away from the question of what a thing is and 
what kind of thi;g was to be produced to the question of how and 

&hrough which means and processes It had come into being and 
could be reproduced. For this implied both that contemplation was I 

no longer believed to yield truth and that it had lost its position in 
the vita activa itself and hence within the range of ordinary human 
expenence. 
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43 
THE DEFEAT OF Homo Faber AND THE 

PRINCIPLE OF HAPPINESS 

If one considers only the events that led into the modern age and 
reflects solely upon the immediate consequences of Galileo's dis
covery, which must have struck the great minds of the seventeenth 
century with the compelling force of self-evident truth, the re
versal of contemplation and fabrication, or rather the elimination 
of contemplation from the range of meaningful human capacities, 
is almost a matter of course. It seems equally plausible that this 
reversal should have elevated homo faber, the maker and fabricator, 
rather than man the actor or man as animallaborans, to the highest 
range of human possibilities. 

And, indeed, among the outstanding characteristics of the mod
ern age from its beginning to our own time we find the typical atti:
tudes of homo faber: his instrumentalization of the worl~his con

<fidence inrools and 10 the productivity of the make7 ~fanificiaL 
ab· ects; his trust in the all-comprehensive ran e of the means-end 
category, his convIction t at every issue can be solved and every 
human motivation reduced to the principle of utility; his sover
eignty, '£hich regards ever'ything given as material and thinks of 
the whole of nature as of "an immense fabric from which we can 
cut out whatever we want to resew it however we like"; 68 his 
equation of intelligence with ingenuity, that is, his contempt for all 

68. Henri Bergson, Evolution creatrice (1948), p. 157. An analysis of Bergson's _ / 
position in modern philosophy would lead us too far afield. But his insistence on V 
the priority of hrnno faber over homo sapiens and on fabrication as the SOUtce of 
human intelligence, as well as his emphatic opposition of life to intelligence, is 
very suggestive. Bergson's philosophy could easily be read like a case study of 
how the modern age's earlier conviction of the relative superiority of making over 
thinking was then superseded and annihilated by its more recent conviction of an 
absolute superiority oflife over everything else. It is because Bergson himself still 
united both of these elements that he could exert such a decisive influence on the 
beginnings of labor theories in France. Not only the earlier works of Edouard 
Berth and Georges Sorel, but also Adriano Tilgher's Homo faber (1929), owe 
their terminology chiefly to Bergson; this is still true of Jules Vuillemin's L' Etre 
.et Ie travail (1949), although Vuillemin, like almost every present-day French 
writer, thinks primarily in Hegelian terms. 
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1 
thought which cannot be considered to be "the first step ... for 
the fabrication of artificial objects, particularly of tools to make 
tools, and to vary their fabrication indefinitely"; 69 finally, his 
matter-of-course identification of fabrication with action. 

It would lead us too far afield to follow the ramifications of this 
mentality, and it is not necessary, for they are easily detected in 

~
he natural sciences, where the purely theoretical effort is under

stood to spring from the desire to create order out of "mere dis
order," the "wild variety of nature," 70 and where therefore homo 
aber's predilection for patterns for things to be produced replaces 

the older notions of harmony and simplicity. It can be found in 
classical economics, whose highest standard is productivity and 
whose prejudice against non-productive activities is so strong that 
even Marx could justify his plea for justice for laborers only by 
misrepresenting the laboring, non-productive activity in terms of 
work and fabrication. It is most articulate, of course, in the prag
matic trends of modern philosophy, which are not only character
ized by Cartesian world alienation but also by the unanimity with 
which English philosophy from the seventeenth century onward 
and French philosophy in the eighteenth century adopted the prin
ciple of utility as the key which would open all doors to the ex
planation of human motivation and behavior. Generally speaking, 
the oldest conviction of homo faber-that "man is the measure of 
all things"-advanced to the rank of a universally accepted com
monplace. l What needs explanation is not the modern esteem of homo faber 
but the fact that this esteem was so quickly followed by the eleva
tion of laboring to the highest position in the hierarchical order of 
the vita activa. This second reversal of hierarchy within the vita 
activa came about more gradually and less dramatically than either 
the reversal of contemplation and action in general or the reversal 
of action and fabrication in particular. The elevation of laboring 
was preceded by certain deviations and variations from the tradi
tional mentality of homo faber which were highly characteristic of 
the modern age and which, indeed, arose almost automatically 
from the very nature of the events that ushered it in. What changed 

69. Bergson, op. cit., p. 140. 

70. Bronowski, op. cit. 
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the mentality of homo faber was the central position of the concept , 
of process in modernity. As far as homo faber was concerned, the ( 
modern shift of emphasis from the "what" to the "how," from the 
thing itself to its fabrication process, was by no means an unmixed 
blessing. It deprived man as maker and builder of those fixed and 
permanent standards and measurements which, prior to the modern 
age, have always served him as guides for his doing and criteria for 
his judgment. It is not only and perhaps not even primarily the de
velopment of commercial society that, with the triumphal victory 
of exchange value over use value, first introduced the principle of 
interchangeability, then the relativization, and finally the devalua
tion, of all values. For the mentality of modern man, as it was de
termined by the development of modern science and the concomi
tant unfolding of modern philosophy, it was at least as decisive 
that man began to consider himself part and parcel of the two su
perhuman, all-encompassing processes of nature and history, both 
of which seemed doomed to an infinite progress without ever 
reaching any inherent telos or approaching any preordained idea. 

Homo faber, in other words, as he arose from the great revolution 
of modernity, though he was to acquire an undreamed-of ingenuity 
in devising instruments to measure the infinitely large and the in
finitely small, was de rived of those ermanent measures that pre
s:ede and outlast the fabrication process and orm an aut entlc and 
reliable absolute with respect to the fabricatin activity. Certainly, 
none of the activities 0 t e vita activa stood to lose as much through 
the elimination of contemplation from the range of meaningful hu
man capacities as fabrication. For unlike action, which pardy con
sists in the unchaining of processes, and unlike laboring, which fol
lows closely the metabolic process of biological life, fabrication 
experiences processes, if it is aware of them at all, as mere means 
toward an end, that is, as something secondary and derivative. No 
other capacity, moreover, stood to lose as much through modern 
world alienation and the elevation of introspection into an omnip
otent device to conquer nature ~s those faculties which are pri
mariI directed toward the buildin of the world and the roduc-
tion t in 

Nothing perhaps indicates clearer the ultimate failure of homo 
faber to assert himself than the rapidity with which the principle of 
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utility, the very quintessence of his world view, was found want
ing and was superseded by the principle of "the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number."71 When this happened it was manifest 
that the conviction of the age that man can know only what he 
makes himself-which seemingly was so eminently propitious to a 
full victory of homo faber- would be overruled and eventually de
stroyed b the even more modem prinCIple of process, whose con
ce ts and cate ories are a to get er a len 0 the nee s an ideals of 
homo faber. For the prinCIple 0 uti Ity, though its point of reference 

.~ man, who uses matter to produce things, still presup
poses a world of use objects by which man is surrounded and in 
which he moves. If this relationship between man and world is no 
longer secure, if worldly things are no longer primarily considerecL 
in their Jlsefi,lness but as more or less incidental results of the pro
duction process which brought them into being,. so that the end 
Product of the production process is no longer a true end and the 
produced thing is valued not for the sake of its predetermined 
usage but "for its production of something else," then, obviously, 
the objection can be "raised that ... its value is secondary only, 
and~ world that contains no primary values can contain no second
ary ones either." 72 This radical loss of values within the restricted 

71 . Jeremy Bentham's formula in An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and 
Legislation (1789) was "suggested to him by Joseph Priestley and closely re
sembled Beccaria's la massima felicita divisa nel maggior numero" (Introduction to 
the Hafner edition by Laurence J. Lafleur). According to Elie Halevy (The 
Growth of Philosophic Radicalism [Beacon Press, 1955]), both Beccaria and Ben
tham were indebted to Helvetius' De [,esprit. 

72. Lafleur, op. cit., p. xi. Bentham himself expresses his dissatisfaction with a 
merely utilitarian philosophy in the note added to a late edition of his work 
(Hafner ed., p. 1) : "The word utility does not so clearly point to the ideas of 
pleasure and pain as the words happiness and felicity do." His chief objection is that 
utility is not measurable and therefore does not "lead us to the consideration of 
the number," without which a "formation of the standard of right and wrong" 
would not be possible. Bentham derives his happiness principle from the utility 
principle by divorcing the concept of utility from the notion of usage (see ch. 1, 
par. 3) . This separation marks a turning point in the history of utilitarianism. 
For while it is true that the utility principle had been related primarily to the ego 
prior to Bentham, it is only Bentham who radically emptied the idea of utility of 
all reference to an independent world of use things and thus transformed utilitari
anism into a truly "universalized egoism" (Halevy). 
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I . pendent of any object, that only one who is in pain really senses 
nothing but himself; pleasure does not enjoy itself but something 
besides itself. Pain is the only inner sense found by introspection 
which can rival in independence from experienced objects the self
evident certainty of logical and arithmetical reasoning. 

While this ultimate foundation of hedonism in the experience of 
pain is true for both its ancient and modern varieties, in the modern 
age it acquires an altogether different and much stronger emphasis. 
For here it is by no means the world, as in antiquity, that drives 
man into himself to escape the pains it may inflict, under which 
circumstance both pain and pleasure still retain a good deal of their 
worldly significance. Ancient world alienation in all its varieties
from stoicism to epicureanism down to hedonism and cynicism
had been inspired by a deep mistrust of the world and moved by a 
vehement impulse to withdraw from worldly involvement, from 
the trouble and pain it inflicts, into the security of an inward realm 
in which the self is exposed to nothing but itself. Their modern 
counterparts-puritanism, sensualism, and Bentham's hedonism
on the contrary, ~nspired by an equally deep mistrust of man 
as such; they were moved by doubt of the adequacy of the human 

----- -------senses to receive reality, the adequacy of human reason to eceive 
truth and hence t e conviction 0 ted de rav-' 
it of an nature. 

This de ravity is not Christian or biblical either in origin or in 
content alt ou It was of course inter reted in terms of on inal 

, sin, and it is difficult to say whether it is more harm and repul
sive when puritans denounce man's corruptness or when Bentham
ites brazenly hail as virtues what men always have known to be 
vices. While the ancients had relied upon imagination and memory, 
the imagination of pains from which they were free or the memory 
of past pleasures in situations of acute painfulness, to convince 
themselves of their happiness, the moderns needed the calculus of 
pleasure or the puritan moral bookkeeping of merits and transgres
sions ~e at some illusory mathematical certainty ofhappin9s 
.2! salvation. (These moral arithmetics are, of course, quite alien 
to the spirit pervading the philosophic schools of late antiquity. 
Moreover, one need only reflect on the rigidity of self-imposed 
discipline and the concomitant nobility of character, so manifest in 
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those who had been formed by ancient stoicism or epicureanism, to 
become aware of the gulf by which these versions of hedonism are 
separated from modern puritanism, sensualism, and hedonism. For 
this difference, it is almost irrelevant whether the modern character 
is still formed by the older narrow-minded, fanatic self-righteous
ness or has yielded to ~ more recent self-centered and self 
indulgent egotism with its infinite vaneQ of futile miseries.) It 
seems more than doubtful that the "greatest happiness principle" 
would have achieved its intellectual triumphs in the English-speak
ing world if no more had been involved than the questionable discov
ery that "nature has placed mankind under the governance of two 
sovereign masters, pain and pleasure," 74 or the absurd idea of estab
lishing morals as an exact science by isolating "in the human soul 
that feeling which seems to be the most easily measurable."75 

Hidden behind this as behind other less interestin variations of 
the sacre ness of e oism and the all- ervasive power of self-inter
est, w IC were current to t e oint 0 eIllg common ace in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, we n another point 0 

reference which indeed forms a much more potent principle than 
any pain-pleasure calculus could ever offer, and that is the principle 
of life itself. What pain and pleasure, fear and desire, are actually 
su os 0 ac . eve III a t ese s stems isiiOthappi~ all bUt 
the romotion 0 III IVI uallife or a guaranty 0 t e surviva 0 11 
!llankind. If mo ern egoism were t e ruthless search for pleasure 
(called happiness) it pretends to be, it would not lack what in all 
truly hedonistic systems is an indispensable element of argumenta
tion-a radical justification of suicide. This lack alone indicates 
that in fact we deal here with life philosophy in its most vulgar and 
least critical form. In the last resort, it is always life itself which is *" 
the reme standard to whlcTi everyth~referred, and the 

74. This, of course, is the first sentence of the Principles of Morals and Legisla
tion. The famous sentence is "copied almost word for word from Helvetius" 
(Halevy, op. cit., p. 26). Halevy rightly remarks that "it was natural that a cur
rent idea should on all sides rather tend to find expression in the same formulae" 
(p. 22). This fact, incidentally, clearly shows that the authors we deal with here 
are not philosophers; for no matter how current certain ideas might be during a 
given period, there never are two philosophers who could arrive at identical 
formulations without copying from each other. 

75. Ibid., p. 15. 
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1\ 
interests of the individual as well as the interests of mankind are 
always equated with individual life or the life of the species as 
though it were a matter of course that life is the highest good. 

\ 

:The curious failure 0 er to assert himself under condi
tions seemingly so extraordinarily propitious cou a so ave een 
l11ustrated by another, philosophIcally evenmore relevant, revision 
of basic traditional beliefs. Burne's radical criticism of the causality 
principle, which prepared the way for the later adoption of the 
principle of evolution, has often been considered one of the origins 
of modern philosophy. The causality principle with its twofold 
central axiom- that everything that is must have a cause (nihil sine 
causa) and that the cause must be more perfect than its most perfect 
effect-obviously relies entirely on experiences in the realm of 
fabrication, where the maker is superior to his products. Seen in 
this context, the turning point in the intellectual history of the 
modern age came when the image of organic life development-
where the evolution of a lower being, for instance the ape, can 
cause the appearance of a higher being, for instance man-appeared 
in the place of the image of the watchmaker who must be superior 
to all watches whose cause he is. 

Much more is implied in this change than the mere denial of the 
lifeless rigidity of a mechanistic world view. It is as though in the 
latent seventeenth-century conflict between the two possible meth
ods to be derived from the Galilean discovery, the method of the 
experiment and of making on one hand and the method of introspec
tion on the other, the latter was to achieve a somewhat belated 
victory. For the only tangible object introspection yields, if it is to 
yield more than an entirely empty consciousness of itself, is indeed 
the biological process. And since this biological life, accessible in 
self-observation, is at the same time a metabolic process between 
man and nature, it is as though introspection no longer needs to get 
lost in the ramifications of a consciousness without reality, but has 
found within man- not in his mind but in his bodily processes
enough outside matter to connect him again with the outer world. 
The split between subject and object, inherent in hurnan conscious
ness and irremediable in the Cartesian opposition of man as a res 
cogitans to a surrounding world of res extensae, disappears altogether 
in the case of a living organism, whose very survival depends upon 
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the incorporation, the consumption, of outside matter. Naturalism, 
the nineteenth-century version of materialism, seemed to find in 
life the way to solve the problems of Cartesian philosophy and at 
the same time to bridge the ever-widening chasm between philoso
phy and science. 76 

44 
LIFE AS THE HIGHEST GOOD 

Tempting as it may be for the sake of sheer consistency to derive 
the modern life concept from the self-inflicted perplexities of mod
ern philosophy, it would be a delusion and a rave injustice to the 
seriousness of the problems of the modern a e if one 00 e u 0 

them merely from the vlewp-omt 0 the development of ideas. The 
defeat of homo faber may be explainable in terms ofthe lllltlaftrans
formation of physics into astrophysics, of natural sciences into a 
"universal" science. What still remains to be explained is why this I 
defeat ended with a victory of the animallaborans; why, "":ith the 
rise of the vita actirua it was recisely the laborin activit that was 
to b elevated to the hi hest ran 0 man's ca acities or ut it If' 
another way, why within t e diversity of the human condition 
with its various human capacities iE.. was precisely life that ove.:.: 
r~other considerations. 

The reason why life asserted itself as the ultimate point of refer
ence in the modern age and has remained the highest good of mod-

76. The greatest representatives of modern life philosophy are Marx, Nietz- 1 
sche, and Bergson, inasmuch as all three equate Life and Being. For this equation, 
they rely on introspection, and life is indeed the only "being" man can possibly 
be aware of by looking merely into himself. The difference between these and the 
earlier philosophers of the modern age is that life appears to be more active and 
more productive than consciousness, which seems to be still too closely related 
to contemplation and the old ideal of truth. This last stage of modern philosophy 
is perhaps best described as the rebellion of the philosophers against philosophy, a 
rebellion which, beginning with Kierkegaard and ending in existentialism, appears 
at first glance to emphasize action as against contemplation. Upon closer inspec
tion, however, none of these philosophers is actually concerned with action as 
such. We may leave aside here Kierkegaard and his non-worldly, inward-directed 
acting. Nietzsche and Bergson describe action in terms of fabrication- homo faber 
instead of homo sapiens- just as Marx thinks of acting in terms of making and 
describes labor in terms of work. But their ultimate point of reference is not work 
and worldliness any more than action; it is life and life's fertility. 
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I ern society is that the...!!JOdern reversal operated within tbe.Jabcic 
of a Chri tia ociet wh fundamental belief in the sacre ess of 
Ii e has survived, and has even remained completely unshaken by, 
secularizati'o'iiand the general decline of the Christia ·th. In 
other words, the mo ern reversa 0 owe and left unchallenged 
the most important reversal with which Christianity had broken 
into the ancient world, a reversal that was politically even more 
far-reaching and, historically at any rate, more enduring than any 
specific dogmatic content or belief. ~or the Christian '~ad tid
ings" of the immortality of individual human life had reversed the 

; ncient relationship between man and world and promoted the most 
mortal thin human hfe, to tfie position of lmmortali which u 
to then the cosmos ad he . 

Historically, it is more than probable that the victory of the 
Christian faith in the ancient world was largely due to this re
versal, which brought hope to those who knew that their world 
was doomed, indeed a hope beyond hope, since the new message 

r 
promised an immortality they never had dared to hope for. This 
reversal could not but be disastrous for the esteem and the dignity 
of politics. Political activity, which up to then had derived its great
est inspiration from the aspiration toward worldly immortality, 
,now sank to ~ Jeyel of an activi~bject to necessity, 
destined to remedy the conse uences of human sin e 
han an to r to the Ie itimate wants and interests of earthly 
life on tbe..Q!b.er. Aspiration toward lmmorta ity could now only 
be equated with vainglory; such fame as the world could bestow 
upon man was an illusion, since the world was even more perish
able than man, and a striving for worldly immortality was mean
ingless, since life itself was immortal. 

It is precisely individual life which now came to occupy the 
position once held by the "life" of the body politic, and Paul's 
statement that "death is the wages of sin," since life is meant to 
last forever, echoes Cicero's statement that death is the reward of 
sins committed by political communities which were built to last 
for eternity.77 It is as though the early Christians-at least Paul, 

77. Cicero's remark: Civitatibus autem mors ipsa poma est . .. debet mim corlSti
tuta sic esse civitas ut aeterna sit (De re publica iii. 23). For the conviction in antiquity 
that a well-founded body politic should be immortal, see also Plato, Laws 713. 
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who after all was a Roman citizen- consciously shaped their con
cept of immortality after the Roman model, substituting individual 
life for the political life of the body politic. Just as the body politic · 

esses only a otential immortalit whi~ i 
.E9fuical tJ:aDsgresslons, lildiyidllallife had once E>iie1te Its guar~ 

....3meed immortaljty in Adam's faJLand..!!Qw, through Christ, had! 
regained a new, potentially everlasting life which, however, could 
~gain be lost in a second death through individual sin. 

Certainly, Christian emphasis on the sacredness of life is part 
and parcel of the Hebrew heritage, which already presented a strik
ing contrast to the attitudes of antiquity: the pagan contempt for 
the hardships which life imposes upon man in labor and giving birth, 
the envious picture of the "easy life" of the gods, the custom of 
exposing unwanted offspring, the conviction that life without 
health is not worth living (so that the physician, for instance, is 
held to have misunderstood his calling when he prolongs life where 
he cannot restore health) 78 and that suicide is a noble gesture to 
escape a life that has become burdensome. Still, one need only re
member how the Decalogue enumerates the offense of murder, 
without any special emphasis, among a number of other transgres
sions-which to our way of thinking can hardly compete in gravity 
with this supreme crime- to realize that not even the Hebrew 
legal code, though much closer to our own than any pagan scale of 
offenses, made the preservation of life the cornerstone of the legal 
system of the Jewish people. This intermediary position which the 
Hebrew legal code occupies between pagan antiquity and all Chris
tian or post-Christian legal systems may be explicable by the 
Hebrew creed which stresses the potential immortality of the 
people, as distinguished from the pagan immortality of the world 
on one side and the Christian immortality of individual life on the 
other. At any event, this Christian immortality that is bestowed 
upon the person, who in his uniqueness begins life by birth on 
earth, resulted not only in the more obvious increase of other
worldliness, but also in an enormously increased importance oflife 

where the founders of a new polis are told to imitate the immortal part in man 
(hoson en hemin athanasias enest). 

78. See Plato Republic 40SC. 
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on earth. The point is that Christianity-except for heretical and 
gnostic speculations-always insisted that life, though it had no 
longer a final end, still has a definite beginning. Life on earth may 
be only the first and the most miserable stage of eternal life; it still 
is life, and without this life that will be terminated in death, there 
cannot be eternal life. This may be the reason for the undisputable 
fact that only when the immortality of individual life became the 
central creed of Western mankind, that is, only with the rise of 
Christianity, did life on earth also become the highest good of man. 

Christian emphasis on the sacredness of life tended to lev~ 
t e ancient distinctions and articulations withm the vita activa· it 

,,,tended to view labor, work, an action as equally subject to the 
.necessity of present life. At the same time it helped to free the 
laboring activity, that is, whatever is necessary to sustain the bio
logical process itself, from some of the contempt in which antiq
uity had held it. The old contempt toward the slave, who had been 
despised because he served only life's necessities and submitted to 

the compulsion of his master because he wanted to stay alive at all 
costs, could not possibly survive in the Christian era. One could no 
longer with Plato despise the slave for not having committed sui
cide rather than submit to a master, for to stay alive under all cir
cumstances had become a holy duty, and suicide was regarded as 
worse than murder. Not the murderer, but he who had put an end 
to his own life was refused a Christian burial. 

Yet contrary to what some modern interpreters have tried to 

read into Christian sources, there are no indications of the modern 
glorification of laboring in the New Testament or in other pre
modern Christian writers. Paul, who has been called "the apostle 
oflabor," 79 was nothing of the sort, and the few passages on which 

79. By the Dominican Bernard AlIo, Le travail d' apres St. Paul (1914). Among 
the defenders of the Christian origin of modern glorification of labor are: in 
France, Etienne Borne and Franc;:ois Henry, Le travail et l'homme (1937); in 
Germany, Karl Muller, Die Arbeit: Nach moral-philosophischen Grundsiitzen des 
heiligen Thomas von Aquino (1912). More recently, Jacques Leclercq from Lou
vain, who has contributed one of the most valuable and interesting works to the 
philosophy of labor in the fourth book of his Le[ons de droit naturel, entitled 
Travail, proprihe (1946), has rectified this misinterpretation of the Christian 
sources: "Le christianisme n'a pas change grand'chose a l'estime du travail"; 
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this claim is based either are addressed to those who out oflaziness I 
"ate other men's bread" or they recommend labor as a good means 
to keep out of trouble, that is, they reinforce the general prescrip
tion of a strictly private life and warn of political activities.80 It is 
even more relevant that in later Christian philosophy, and particu
larly in Thomas Aquinas, labor had become a duty for those who 
had no other means to keep alive, the duty consisting in keeping 
one's self alive and not in laborin 'If one could prOVIde for himself 
through beggary, so much the better. Whoever reads the sources 
without modern pro labor prejudices will be surprised at how little 
the church fathers availed themselves even of the obvious oppor
tunity to justify labor as punishment for original sin. Thus Thomas 
does not hesitate to follow Aristotle rather than the Bible in this 
question and to assert that "only the necessity to keep alive com
pels to do manual labor." 81 Labor to him is nature's way of keeping 
the human species alive, and from this he concludes that it is by no 
means necessary that all men earn their bread by the sweat of their 
brows, but that this is rather a kind of last and desperate resort to 

solve the problem or fulfil the duty.82 Not even the use oflabor as a 
means with which to ward off the dangers of otiosity is a new 
Christian discovery, but was already a commonplace of Roman 
morality. In complete agreement with ancient convictions about 
the character of the laboring activity, finally, is the frequent Chris
tian use for the mortification of the flesh, where labor, especially in 
the monasteries, sometimes played the same role as other painful 
exercises and forms of self-torture. 83 1 

and in Aquinas' work "la notion du travail n'apparalt que fort accidentellement" 
(pp.61- 62). 

80. See I Thess . 4:9- 12 and II Thess. 3 :8- 12. 

81. Summa contra Gentiles iii. 13 5: Sola enim necessitas 'Victus cog it manibus 
operari. 

82 . Summa theologica ii. 2.187.3,5. 

83. In the monastic rules, particularly in the ora et labora of Benedict, labor is ? 
recommended against the temptations of an idle body (see ch. 48 of the rule). /' 
In the so-called rule of Augustine (Epistolae 211), labor is considered to be a law 
of nature, not a punishment for sin: Augustine recommends manual labor- he 
uses the words opera and labor synonymously as the opposite of otium- for three 
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The reason why Christianity, its insistence on the sacredness of 
life and on the duty to stay alive notwithstanding, never developed 
a positive labor philosophy lies in the unquestioned priority given 
to the vita contemplativa over all kinds of human activities . Vita 
contemplativa simpliciter melior est quam vita activa ("the life of con
templation is simply better than the life of action"), and what
ever the merits of an active life might be, those of a life devoted to 
contemplation are "more effective and more powerful."84 This 
conviction, it is true, can hardly be found in the preachings of Jesus 
of Nazareth, and it is certainly due to the influence of Greek phi
losophy; yet even if medieval philosophy had kept closer to the 
spirit of the Gospels, it could hardly have found there any reason 

" for a glorification oflaboring. 85 The only activity Jesus of Nazareth 
recommends in his preachings is action, and the only human capac
ity he stresses is the capacity "to perform miracles ." 

However that may be, the modern age continued to operate un
der the assumption that life, and not the world, is the highest good 
of man; in its boldest and most radical revisions and criticisms of 
traditional beliefs and concepts, it never even thought of challeng
ing this fundamental reversal which Christianity had brought into 

reasons : it helps to fight the temptations of otiosity; it helps the monasteries to 

fulfil their duty of charity toward the poor; and it is favorable to contemplation 
because it does not engage the mind unduly like other occupations, for instance, 
the buying and selling of goods. For the role oflabor in the monasteries, compare 
Etienne Delaruelle, "Le travail dans les regles monastiques occidentales du 4e au 
ge siecle," Journal de psychologie normale et pathologique, Vol. XU, No. 1 (1948) . 
Apart from these formal considerations, it is quite characteristic that the Solitaires 
de Port-Royal, looking for some instrument of really effective punishment, 
thought immediately of labor (see Lucien Febre, "Travail: Evolution d'un mot et 
d'une idee," Journal depsychologienormale etpathologique, Vol. XU, No.1 [1948]). 

84. Aquinas Summa theologica ii. 2. 182. 1,2. In his insistence on the absolute 
superiority of the vita contemplativa, Thomas shows a characteristic difference 
from Augustine, who recommends the inquisitio, aut inventio veritatis: ut in ea 
quisque proficiat- "inquisition or discovery of truth so that somebody may profit 
from it" (De civitate Dei xix. 19). But this difference is hardly more than the 
difference between a Christian thinker formed by Greek, and another by Roman, 
philosophy. 

85. The Gospels are concerned with the evil of earthly possessions, not with 
the praise oflabor or laborers (see esp. Matt. 6 : 19- 32,19:21- 24; Mark 4: 19; 
Luke 6 : 20- 34, 18: 22- 25; Acts 4: 32- 35). 
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the dying ancient world. No matter how articulate and how con
scious the thinkers of modernity were in their attacks on tradition, 
the priority of life over everything else had acquired for them the 
status of a "self-evident truth," and as such it has survived even in 
our present world, which has begun already to leave the whole 
modern age behind and to substitute for a labormg socIety the so:
clety of jobholders. But while it is quite conceivable that the devel
opment following upon the discovery of the Archimedean point 
would have taken an altogether different direction if it had taken 
place seventeen hundred years earlier, when not life but the world 
was still the highest good of man, it by no means follows that we 
still live in a Christian world. for what matters today is not the 
immortality ofIife, but that life is the highest good. And while this 
assum tion certainl is Christian in ori in, it constitutes no more 
~han an important attending circumstance for the Chnstian aith. 
Moreover, even if we disregard the details of Christian dogma and 
consider only the general mood of Christianity, which resides in 
the importance of faith, it is obvious that nothing could be more 
detrimental to this spirit than the spirit of distrust and suspicion of 
the modern age. Surely, Cartesian doubt has proved its efficiency 
nowhere more disastrously and irretrievably than in the realm of 
religious belief, where it was introduced by Pascal and Kierke
gaard, the two greatest religious thinkers of modernity. (For what 
undermined the Christian faith was not the atheism of the eight
eenth century or the materialism of the nineteenth- their argu
ments are frequently vulgar and, for the most part, easily refutable 
by traditional theology- but rather the doubting concern with sal
vation of genuinely religious men, in whose eyes the traditional 
Christian content and promise had become "absurd.") 

Just as we do not know what would have happened if the Archi
medean point had been discovered before the rise of Christianity, 
we are in no position to ascertain what the destiny of Christianity 
would have been if the great awakening of the Renaissance had not 
been interrupted by this event. Before Galileo, all paths still 
seemed to be open. If we think back to Leonardo, we may well 
imagine that a technical revolution would have overtaken the de
velopment of humanity in any case. This might well have led to 
flight, the realization of one of the oldest and most persistent 
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dreams of man, but it hardly would have led into the universe; it 
might well have brought about the unification of the earth, but it 

'hardly would have brought about the transformation of matter into 
energy and the adventure into the microscopic universe. The only 
thing we can be sure of is that the coincidence of the reversal of 
doing and contemplating with the earlier reversal oflife and world 
became the point of departure for the whole modern development. 
Qnly when the vita activa had lost its ~oint of reference in the vit'!.:.. 
conteml1[;f1'va could it become active liTe in the full sense of the 
~~~ and onlv_ because this active jite remained bound to life as 
Its onlY...J)oint of reference could life as such, the laborin~metaJ!o
lism of man with nature, become active and unfold its entire fer
til~y. ---- 45 
THE VICTORY OF THE Animal Laborans 

The victory of the animallaborans would never have been complete 
had not the process of secularization, the modern loss of faith in
evitably arising from Cartesian doubt, deprived individual life of 
its immortality, or at least of the certainty of immortality. Ivdivid
uallife again became mortal, as mortal as it had been in antiquity, 
and the world was even less stable, less permanent, and hence less 

, to be relied upon than it had been during the Christian era. Modern 

\ 

man, when he lost the certainty of a world to come, was thrown 

. back upon himself and not upon this world; far from believing that 
the world mi ht be potentiall immortal he was not even sure that 
~was real. An III so ar as he was to assume that it was real in the 
uncritical and apparently unbothered optimism of a steadily pro
gressing science, he had removed.himself from the earth to a much 
more distant oin'tth;n an Christian otherwo Idliness had ever 
removed him. Whatever the wor secular" is meant to signify in 
current usage, historically it cannot possibly be equated with 
worldliness; modern man at any rate did not gain this world when 
he lost the other world, and he did not gain life, strictly speaking, 

1 
either; he was thrust back upon it, thrown into the closed inward
ness of introspection, where the highest he could experience were 
the empty processes of reckoning of the mind, its play with itself. 
The only contents left were appetites and desires, the senseless 
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urges of his body which he mistook for passion and which he 
deemed to be "unreasonable" because he found he could not "rea
son," that is, not reckon with them. The only thing that could now /' 
be potentially immortal, as immortal as the body politic in antiq
uity and as individual life during the Middle Ages, was life itself, 
that is, ~ Eossibly everlasting life process of the species man
kind. 

'=We saw before that in the rise of society it was ultimately the 
life of the species which asserted itself. Theoretically, the turning 
point from the earlier modern age's insistence on the "egoistic" 
life of the individual to its later emphasis on "social" life and 
"socialized man" (Marx) came when Marx transformed the 
cruder notion of classical economy-that all men, in so far as they 
act at all, act for reasons of self-interest- into forces of interest 
which inform, move, and direct the classes of society, and through 
their conflicts direct society as a whole. Socialized mankind is that 
state of society where only one interest rules, and the subject of 
this interest is either classes or man-kind, but neither man nor men. 
The point is that now even the last trace of action in what men 
were doing, the motive im lied in self-interest, disa eared. What 
was left was a "natural orce," the force of the life process itself, 

"'to which all men and all human activities were e uall submitted 
(' t e t oug t process itselfis a natural process") 86 and whose on y 
aim, if it had an aim at all, was survival of the animal species man. 
None of the hi her ca acities of man was any longer necessar to 
connect individual life with the Ii e 0 t e species; individual life 
became art of the hfe process, and to labor, to assure the con- . 
tInUIt of one's own I e an t eli eo his amily, was a t at was 
i-teeded. What was not needed, not necessItate y life's metabo--lism with nature, was either superfluous or could be justified only 

; 

in terms of a peculiarity of human as distinguished from other , . 
animal life--so that Milton was considered to have written his 
Paradise Lost for the same reasons and out of similar urges that 
compel the silkworm to produce silk. 

lbu: s:ompare the modern world with that of the past, the loss ot /1/ 
~uman experience involved in this develoe,ment is extraordinarily 
striking. It is not only and not even primarily contemplation which 

86. In a letter Marx wrote to Kugelrnann in July, 1868. 
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has become an entirely meaningless experience. Thought itself, 
when it became "reckoning with consequences," became a func
tion of the brain, with the result that electronic instruments are 
i9und....t9..iulfil these functjons much better than we ever could. 
Action was soon and still is almost exclusivel understood in terms 
o maki and a ricatIn ,on t at makin , because of its worl -
liness and inherent indifference to Ii e, was now regarded as but 

'another form of laboring, a more complicated but not a more 
mysterious function of the life process. 

Meanwhile, we have proved ingenious enough to find ways to 

\ 

ease the toil and trouble of living to the point where an elimination 
of laboring from the range of human activities can no longer be 
regarded as utopian. For even now, laboring is too lofty, too am
bitious a word for what we are doing, or think we are doing, in the 
world we have come to live in. lhe last stage of the laboring so~ 

5i,ety, the society of jobholders) ~nds of Its mem6"ers a shee,L 
.automatic functioning, as though individual life had actually been 

[
submerged in the over-all life process of the species and the only 
~ctive decision still reguired of the individual were to let go, so ttL 

eak, to ab . 'ndividualit, the still individuall sensed 
ain and trouble of livin ,an ac Ulesce in " . -

[ 

'zed" functional teo behavior. The trouble with modern the
ories of behaviorism is not that they are wrong but that they could 

. become true, that they actually are the best possible conceptualiza
tion of certain obvious trends in modern society. ~quite con
ceivable dern a e- which began with such an unprece
~ed and promising.outburst of hum<\n activity-m:~y en In the 
~st) most sterilel?assivity.,history has ever know~ 

But there are other more serious danger signs that man may be 
willin and . deed, is on the point of develo in intothat animal 
species from which, SInce arwin, he imagines he has come. If, in 

Concluding, we return once more to the discovery ofthe Archime
dean point and apply it, as Kafka warned us not to do, to man him
self and to what he is doing on this earth, it at once becomes mani
fest that all his activities, watched from a sufficiently removed 

'

vantage point in the universe, would appear not as activities of any 
. kind but as processes, so that, as a scientist recently put it, modern 

motorization would appear like a process of biological mutation in 
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which human bodies gradually begin to be covered by shells Of\ 
steel. For the watcher from the universe, this mutation would be no 
more or less mysterious than- the mutation which now goes on 
before our eyes in those small living organisms which we fought 
with antibiotics and which mysteriously have developed new 
strains to resist us. How deep-rooted this usage of the Archime
dean point against ourselves is can be seen in the very metaphors 
which dominate scientific thought today. The reason why scien
tists can tell us about the "life" in the atom- where apparently 
every particle is "free" to behave as it wants and the laws ruling 
these movements are the same statistical laws which, according to 
the social scientists, rule human behavior and make the multitude 
behave as it must, no matter how "free" the individual particle 
may appear to be in its choices- the reason, in other words, why 
the behavior of the infinitely small particle is not only similar in 
pattern to the planetary system as it appears to us but resembles the 
life and behavior patterns in human society is, of course, that we 
look and live in this society as though we were as far removed 
from our own human existence as we are from the infinitely small 
and the immensely large which, even if they could be perceived by 
the finest instruments, are too far away from us to be experienced. 

Needless to say, this does not mean that modern man has lost his 
capacities or is on the point oflosing them. No matter what sociol
ogy, psychology, and anthropology will tell us about the "social 
animal," men persist in making, fabricating, and building, although 
these faculties are more and more restricted to the abilities of the 
artist, so that the concomitant experiences of worldliness escape 
more and more the range of ordinary human experience.87 

Similarly, the capacity for action, at least in the sense of the 
releasing of processes, is still with us, although it has become the 
exclusive prerogative of the scientists, who have enlarged the 

87. This inherent worldliness of the artist is of course not changed if a "non
objective art" replaces the representation of things; to mistake this "non-objec
tivity" for subjectivity, where the artist feels called upon to "express himself," 
his subjective feelings, is the mark of charlatans, not of artists. The artist, whether 
painter or sculptor or poet or musician, produces worldly objects, and his reifica
tion has nothing in common with the highly questionable and, at any rate, wholly 
unartistic practice of expression. Expressionist art, but not abstract art, is a con
tradiction in terms . 
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realm of human affairs to the point of extinguishing the time
honored protective dividing line between nature and the human 
world. In view of such achievements, performed for centuries in 
the unseen quiet of the laboratories, it seems only proper that their 
deeds should eventually have turned out to have greater news 
value, to be of greater political significance, than the administrative 
and diplomatic doings of most so-called statesmen. It certainly is 
not without irony that those whom public opinion has persistently 
held to be the least practical and the least political members of 
society should have turned out to be the only ones left who still 
know how to act and how to act in concert. For their early organi
zations, which they founded in the seventeenth century for the 
conquest of nature and in which they developed their own moral 

II.
· standards and their own code of honor, have not only survived all 

vicissitudes of the modern age, but they have become one of the 
most potent power-generating groups in all history. But the action 

1 of the scientists, since it acts into nature from the standpoint of the 
universe and not into the web of human relationships, lacks the 
revelatory character of action as well as the ability to produce 
stories and become historical, which together form the very source 
from which meaningfulness springs into and illuminates human ex-
istence.Jn this existentially most important aspect, action, too, ha!..., 
become an ex erience for the privileged few, and these few who 

..§.till know what it means to act may we e even ewer than the 
_artists, theIr experience even rarer than the genuine experience of 
an.d love for the world. 

Thought, finally- which we, following the premodern as well 
as the modern tradition, omitted from our reconsideration of the 
vita activa- is still possible, and no doubt actual, wherever men 
live under the conditions of political freedom. Unfortunately, and 
contrary to what is currently assumed about the proverbial ivory
tower independence of thinkers, 0.0 other human caJ1ilcity is so 

s ulnerablez2nd it is in fact far easier to act under conditions of 
tyrann than it is to think. As a living experience, thought has al
ways been assume , per aps wrongly, to be known only to the 
few. It may not be presumptuous to believe that these few have 
not become fewer in our time. This may be irrelevant, or of re
stricted relevance, for the future of the world; it is not irrelevant 
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for the future of man. For if no other test but the experience of 
being active, no other measure but the extent of sheer activity were 
to be applied to the various activities within the vita activa, it might 
well be that thinking as such would surpass them all. Whoever has 
any experience in this matter will know how right Cato was when 
he said: Numquam se plus agere quam nihil cum ageret, numquam 
minus solum esse quam cum solus esset- "Never is he more active 
than when he does nothing, never is he less alone than when he is 
by himself." 
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