
"Arendt's greatest work ... offers new Jns1ghts to illuminate our 

own mental experience. • -J•••• M. A It•••· TNI N1w RIPuauc 

.. 



The Life of the Mind 

Thie One 



Copyrighted material 



BOOKS BY HANNAH ARENDT 

The Origins ofTotalitarianism 

Rabel Vamhagen: The Life of a Jewish Woman 

The Human Condition 

Between Past and Future 

On Revolution 

Eichmann in Jerusalem 

Men in Dark Times 

On Violence 

Crises of the Republic 

The Life of the Mind: 
One/Thinking 
Two/Willing 

Lectures on Kant's Political Philosophy 

Hannah Arendt and Karl Jaspers 

Correspondence 1926-1969 

Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy 

Between Friends: The Correspondence of 
Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy. 1949-1975 

C..opynght8d materi 11 



One I Thinking 

Two I Willing 

One-volume Edition 

Copyrighted material 



Hannah Arendt 

The · e 
of the Mind 

A Harvest Book • Harcourt, Inc. 
San Diego New York Londcm 

Copyrighted material 



Copyright C 1971 by Hannah Arendt 
Copyright@ 1978, 1977 by Harcourt, Inc. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced 
or trnnsmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, 
including photocopy. recording. or any information storage and 
retrieval system, without pennlssion in writing from the pubUsher. 

Requests for pennission to make copie• of any part of the work 
should be moiled to the following address: Permissions Department, 
Harwu.rt, Inc., 6277 Sea Harbor Drive, Orlando, Florida 32887 ~m. 

Thinking appeared origiruilly in the New Yorker in somewhat diJTereot form. 

The quotations from W. H. Auden are from Collected Poems, by W. H. Auden. 
edited by Edward Mendelson. Copyright@ 1976 by Edward Mendehon, 
William Meredith, and Monroe K. Spears, Executors of the Estate of 
W. H. Auden. The quotation from Rainer Maria Hilke is from Duino Flegte., 
by Rainer Maria Hilke, tr:mslated by J. B. Leishman and Stephen Spender, 
copyright 1939 by W. w. Norton & Company. Inc., copyright renewed 1967 
by Stephen Spender and J. b. LeJshmao, and is reprinted with the pennlsslon 
ofW. W. Norton&: Company,lnc., and The Hogarth Press. 

Library of Congress Catal~g-in-Publication Data 
Arendt, Hannah. 
The life of the mind. 
Originally published in two separate volumes with 
subtitles: Thinking, and Willing. 
Includes bibliographical refercoces and indexes. 
I. Philosophy-Collected works. I. Title. 
B29.A73 1981 110 80-25403 
ISBN 0-15-651992-S 

Printed in the United States of America 
Y X W V U 

Copyrighted material 



Numquam se plus agere quam nihil cum 

ageret, numquam minus solum esse quam 

cum solus esset. 

CATO 

Every one of us is like a man who sees 

things in a dream and thinks that he 

knows them perfectly and then wakes 

up to find that he knows nothing. 

PLATO, Statennan 
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Editor's Note 

As Hannah Arendt's friend and literary executor, I have pre· 
pared The Life of the Mind for publication. In 1973 Thinking 
was delivered in briefer form as Gilford Lectures at the Uni· 
versity of Aberdeen, and in 1974 the opening part of Willing 
as well. Both Thinking and Willing, again in briefer fonn, were 
given as lecture courses at the New School for Social Research 
in New York in 1974-5 and 1975. The history of the work and 
of Its editorial preparation will be related in tbe editor's post· 
face to be found at the end of each volume. The second volume 
contains an appendix on Judging, drawn from a lecture course 
on Kant's political philosophy given in 1970 at the New School. 

On Hannah Arendt's behalf, thanks are extended to Pro
fessor Archibald Wemham and Professor Robert Cross of the 
University of Aberdeen, and to Mrs. Wemham and Mrs. Cross, 
for their kindness and hospitality during the periods she spent 
there as Gilford Lecturer. Thanks are due, too, to the Senatus 
Academicus of the University, which was responsible for the 
invitation. 

My own thanks, as editor, are extended, above all, to 
Jerome Kohn, Dr. Arendt's teaching assistant at the New 
School for his continuing helpfulness in resolving some difficult 
textual questions and for his industry and care in hunting down 
and checking references. And I am grateful to him and to 
Larry May for preparing the index. My particular thanks go 
also to Margo Vis<:usi for her saintly patience in retyping a 
heavily worked-over manuscript, with many Insertions and 
interlineations in dillerent handwritings, and for her searching 
editorial questions. I thank her husband, Anthony Viscusi, for 
the loan of his college textbooks, which much facilitated the 
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checking of seme elusive quotations. I thank my own husband, 
James West, for the windfall of hi.t college textbooks in 
philosophy and for his readiness to disctw the manuscript and 
its occasional perplexities, and I thank him also for his decisive
ness in cutting several Gordian knots in the general plan 
and lay-out of these volumes. I am grateful to Lotte KOhler, 
my co-executor, for making the relevant books from Hannah 
Arendt"s library available to the publisher's edito.rs, and for 
her overall helpfulness and devotion. Great appreciation is 
due Roberta Leighton and her staH at Harcourt Braoe Jovano
vich for the enormous pains and the intelligence they have 
brought to bear on the manuscript, far surpassing normal 
editorial practice. I wannly thank William Jovanovich for the 
personal interest he has always taken in The Life of the Mind, 
already evident in his presence in Aberdeen at three of the 
Gifford Lectures. Hannah Arendt was much more than an 
-author" to him, and she, on her side, valued not only his 
friendship but also his comments .on and critical insights into 
her text. Since her death, he has encouraged and fortilled me 
by his attentive reading of the edited text and by his sugges
tions for handling the Judgment material from the Kant 
lectures. Over and above that, there has been his willingness 
to share the burdens of decision on some minute points as well 
as on larger ones. I must than.k too my friends Stanley Geist and 
Joseph Frank for being available for consultation on linguistic 
problems raised by the manuscript And, for giving a hand 
with the German, my friend Werner Stemans of the Goethe 
Institute in Paris. Acknowledgments are due The New Y orkM, 
which has published Thinking with a few slight changes; I feel 
gratitude to William Shawn for his enthusiastic response to the 
manuscript- a reaction that would have been very satisfying 
to the author. Finally, and most of all, I thank Hannah Arendt 
for the privilege of working on her book. 

MAllY MC CAliTBT 
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Thinking does not bring knowledge 

as do the sciences. 

Thinking does not produce usable 

practical wisdom. 

Thinking does not solve the riddles 

of the universe. 

Thinking does not endow us directly 

with the power to act. 

MABTIN HEIDECCEB 

Introduction 
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The title I have given this lecture series, The Life of the Mind, 
sounds pretentious, and to talk about Thinking seems to me so 
presumptuous that I feel I should start less with an apology 
than with a justi.Gcation. No justi.Gcation, of course, is needed 
for the topic itself, especially not in the framework of eminence 
inherent in the Gifford Lectu.res. What disturbs me is that l 
try my hand at it, for I have neither claim nor ambition to be 
a "philosopher" or be numbered among what Kant, not without 
irony, called Denker von Gewerbe (professional thinlcers).1 The 
question then is, should I not have left these problems in the 
hands of the experts, and the answer will have to show what 
prompted me to venture from the relatively safe fields of politi
cal science and theory into these rather awesome matters, 
instead of leaving well enough alone. 

Faciually, my preoccupation with mental activities has two 
rather different origins. The immediate impulse came from 
my attending the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem. In my report of 
it" I spoke of "the banality of evil." Behind that phrase, I held 
no thesis or doctrine, although I was dimly aware of the fact 
that it went counter to our tradition of thought-literary, theo
logicaL or philosophic-about the phenomenon of evil. Evil, 
we have learned, is something demonic; its incarnation lJ 
Satan, a "'ightning fall from heaven" (Luke 10:18), or Lucife.r, 
the fallen angel ("The devil is an angel too" -Unamuno) 
whose sin is pride ("proud as Lucifer"), namely, that superbla 
of which only the best are capable: they don't want to serve 
God but to be like Him. Evil men, we are told, act out of envy; 
this may be resentment at not having turned out well through 
no fault of their own (Richard m) or the envy of Cain, who 
slew Abel because "the Lord had regard for Abel and his 
1. Notes are on pages 217-238. 
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offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. • 
Or they may be prompted by weakness ( Macbeth). Or, on the 
contrary, by the powerful hatred wickedness feels for sheer 
goodness (Iago's "I hate the Moor: my cause is hearted•; Clag
gart's hatred for Billy Budd's "barbarian" innocence, a hatred 
considered by Melville a "depravity according to nature"), or 
by covetousness, "the root of all evil" (Radix omnium rnolorum 
cuplditll.!). However, what I was confronted with was utterly 
different and stU! undeniably factual. I was struck by a mani· 
fest shallowness in the doer that made it impossible to trace th.e 
uncontestable evil of his deeds to any deeper level of roots or 
motives. The deeds were monstrous, but the doer-at least the 
very effective one now on trial-was quite ordinary, common
place, and neither demonic nor monstrous. There was no s.ign 
in h.im of firm ideological convictioru or of specific evil motives, 
and the only notable characteristic one could detect in his past 
behavior as well as in his behavior during the trial and through· 
out the pre-trial police examination was something entirely 
negative: it was not stupidity but thoughtlesmeu. In the set
ting of Israeli court and prison procedures he functioned as 
well as he had functioned under the Nazi regime but, when 
confronted with situatioru for which such routine prooedures 
did not exist, he was helpless, and his cliche-ridden language 
produced on the stand, as it had evidently done in his official 
life, a kind of macabre comedy. Cliches, stock phrases, adher
ence to conventional, standardized codes of expression and 
conduct have the socially recognized function of protecting us 
against reality, that is, against the claim on our thinking atten
tion that all events and facts make by virtue of their existence. 
If we were re$ponsive to this claim all the time, we would soon 
be exhausted; Eichmann differed from the rest of us only in 
that he clearly knew of no such claim at all. 

It was this absence of thinking-which Is so ordinary an ex· 
perience in our everyday life, where we have hardly the time, 
let alone the inclination, to stop and think-that awakened 
my interest. Is evil-doing (the sins of omission, as well as the 
sins of commission) possible in default of not just "base mo
tives" (as the law calls them) but of any motives whatever, of 
any particular prompting of interest or volition? Is wickedness, 
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however we may define It, this being "determined to prove a 
villain," not a necessary condition for evil-doing? Might the 
problem of good and evil, our faculty for telling right from 
wrong, be connected with our faculty of thought? To be sure, 
not in the sense that thinking would ever be able to produce 
the good deed as its result, as though "virtue could be taught'" 
and learned-only habits and customs can be taught, and we 
know only too well the alarming speed with which they are un
learned and forgotten when new circumstances demand a 
change in manners and patterns of behavior. (The fact that we 
usually treat matters of good and evil in courses in "morals"' or 
"ethics" may Indicate how little we know about them, for 
morals comes from meres and ethics from ethos, the Latin and 
the Creek words for customs and habit, the Latin word being 
associated with rules of behavior, whereas the Creek is de
rived from habitat, like our "habits.") The absence of thought 
I was confronted with sprang neither from forgetfulness of 
former, presumably good manners and habits nor from stupid
ity in the sense of inability to comprehend- not even in the 
sense of "moral insanity," for it was just as noticeable in in
stances that had nothing to do with so-called ethical decisions 
or matters of conscience. 

The question that imposed itself was: Could the activity of 
thinking as such, the habit of examining whatever happens to 
come to pass or to attract attention, regardless of results and 
speci.Sc content, could this activity be among the conditions 
that make men abstain from evil-doing or even actually "con
dition" them against it? (The very word "con-science," at any 
rate, po.ints in this direction insofar as It means "to know with 
and by myself," a kind of knowledge that is actualized in every 
thinking process.) And is not this hypothesis enforced by every
thing we know about conscience, namely, that a "good con
science" is enjoyed as a rule only by really bad people, crimi
nals and such, while only "good people" are capable of having 
a bad conscience? To put it differently and use Kantian lan
guage: after having been struck by a fact that, willy-nilly, "put 
me in possession of a concept'" (the banality of evil), I could 
not help raising the quae.rtio furl$ and aski.ng myself "by what 
right I possessed and used it."' 
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The Eichmann trial, then, first prompted my interest in this 
subject. Second, those moral questions, arising from factual ex
perience, and going counter to the wisdom of the ages-not 
only to the various traditional answers that -ethics,~ a branch 
of philosophy, has offered to the problem of evil, but also to the 
much larger answers that philosophy has ready for the much 
less urgent question What Is thlnking?-were apt to renew In 
me certain doubts that had been plaguing me ever since I had 
finished a study of what my publisher wisely called "The Hu
man Condition," but which I had intended more modestly as 
an inquiry into "The Vita Activa. • I had been conoemed with 
the problem of Action, the oldest concern of political theory, 
and what had always troubled me about it was that the very 
term I adopted for my reBections on the matter, namely, oita 
actioo, was coined by men who were devoted to the contem
plative way of life and who looked upon all kinds of being 
alive from that perspective. 

Seen from that perspective, the active way of life is ~
borlous," the contemplative way is. sheer quietness; the active 
one goes on In public, the contemplative one in the "desert"; 
the active one is devoted to "the necessity of one's neighbor," 
the contemplative one to the "vision of God." (Duae sunt oitM, 
actioa et contemplatioa. Actloa est in Iabore, contemplatioa in 
requle. Actioa in publico, contemplatioa in deserto. Actloa in 
neC888itate pro:rlml, contemplatloa in oislone Det.) I have 
quoted from a medieval author' of the twelfth century, almost 
at random, because the notion that contemplation is the highest 
state of the mind is as old as Western philosophy. The thinking 
activity-according to Plato, the soundless dialogue we carry on 
with ourselves-serves only to open the eyes of the mind, and 
even the Aristotelian now is an organ for seeing and beholding 
the truth. In other words, thinldng aims at and ends in con
templation. and contemplation is not an activity but a passivity; 
It is the point where mental activity comes to rest. According to 
traditions of Christian time, when philosophy had become the 
handmaiden of theology, thinldng became meditation, and 
meditation again ended in contemplation, a kind of blessed 
state of the soul where the mind was no longer stretching out 
to ialow the truth but, in anticipation of a future state, received 
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ft temporarily In Intuition. (Descartes, characteristically, still 
Influenced by this tradition, called the treatise in which he set 
out to demonstrate God's existence M&litatlons.) With the 
rise of the modem age, thinking became chielly the hand
maiden of science, of organized knowledge; and even though 
thinking then grew extremely active, following modernity's 
crucial conviction that I can know only what I myself make, 
it was Mathematics, the non-empirical science par excellence, 
wherein the mind appears to play only with itself, that turned 
out to be the Science of sciences, delivering the key to those 
laws of nature and the universe that are concealed by appear
ances. If it was ax.iomatic for Plato that the invisible eye of 
the soul was the organ for beholding invisible truth with the 
certainty of knowledge, it became axiomatic for Descartes
during the famous night of his "revelation" -that there existed 
•a fundamental accord between the laws of nature [which are 
concealed by appearances and deceptive sense perceptions] 
and the laws of mathematics";~ that is, between the laws of dis
cursive thinking on the highest, most abstract level and the 
laws of whatever lies behind mere semblance in nature. And he 
actually believed that with this kind of thinking, with wbat 
Hobbes called "reckoning with consequences, • he could deliver 
certain knowledge about the existence of God, the nature of 
the soul, and similar matters. 

What interested me in the Vita Activa was that the contrary 
notion of complete quietness in the Vita Contemplativa was so 
overwhelming that compared with this stillness all other dif
ferences between the various activities in the Vita Activa dis
appeared. Compared to this quiet, it was no longer important 
whether you labored and tilled the soil, or worked and pro
duced use-objects, or acted together with others In certain 
enterprises. Even Marx, in whose work and thought the ques
tion of action played such a crucial role, "uses the expression 
'Praxil simply in the sense of 'wbat man does' as opposed to 
'wbat man thinks.' "e I was, however, aware that one could look 
at this matter from an altogether diHerent viewpoint, and to 
indicate my doubts I ended this study of active life with a 
curious sentence that Cicero ascribed to Cato, who used to say 
that "never is a man more active than when he does nothing, 
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never Is he less alone than when he is by himself'" (Numquam 
1e plus agere quam nihil cum ageret, numquam mlnm sowm 
e&l8 quam cum sclm eslet).7 Assuming Cato was right, the 
questions are obvious: What are we Mdolng" when we do noth
Ing but thlnlc? Where are we when we, normally always sur
rounded by our fellow-men, are together with no one but our
selves? 

Obviously, to raise such questions has its difBculti.es. At first 
glance, they seem to belong to what used to be called Mphi.loso
phy" or "metaphysics," two terms and two fields of Inquiry 
that, as we all know, have fallen Into disrepute. If tbJs were 
merely a matter of modem positivist and neo-positivist as
saults, we perhaps need not be ooncemed Camap's statement 
that metaphysics should be regarded as poetry certainly goes 
counter to the claims usually made by metaphysicians; but 
these, like Camap's own evaluation, may be based on an un
derestimation of poetry. Heidegger, whom Camap singled out 
for attack, retorted by stating that philosophy and poetry were 
Indeed closely related; they were not identical but sprang 
from the same source-wlllch is thinking. And Aristotle, whom 
so far no one has accused of writing "mere" poetry, was of the 
same opinion: poetry and phUosophy somehow belong to
gether. Wittgenstein's famous aphorism "What we cannot 
spealc of we must be silent about," which argues on the other 
side, would, if talcen seriously, apply not only to what lies be
yond sense experience but even more to objects of sensation. 
Nothing we see or hear or touch can be elpressed in words 
that equal what is given to the senses. Hegel was right when 
he pointed out that "the This of sense . . . cannot be reached 
by language .... Was it not precisely the discovery of a discrep
ancy between words, the medium In which we think, and the 
world of appearances, the medium In which we live, that led to 
phUosophy and metaphysics in the first place? Except that in 
the beginning, it was thinking. in the form either of logos or of 
noem, that was held to reach truth or true Being. whUe by the 
end the emphasis had shifted to what is given to perception and 
to the implements by which we can extend and sharpen our 
bodily senses. It seems only natural that the former will dis
criminate against appearances and the latter against thought 
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Our di£Bculties with metaphysical questions are caused not 
so much by those to whom they are "meaningless" anyhow as 
by the party under attack. For just as the crisis in theology 
reached its climax when theologians, as distinguished from the 
old crowd of non-believers, began to talk about the "God is 
dead" proposition, so the crisis in philosophy and metaphysics 
came into the open when the philosophers themselves began to 
d.eclare the end of philosophy and metaphysics. By now this is 
an old story. (The attraction of Husserl's phenomenology 
spra.ng from the anti-historical and anti-metaphysical implica
tions of the slogan "Zu den Sachen selbst"; and Heidegger, who 
"seemingly remained on the metaphysical traclc, • actually also 
aimed at "overcoming metaphysics," as be has repeatedly pro
claimed since 1930.1 ) 

It was not Nietzsche but Hegel wbo 6rst declared that the 
"sentiment underlying religion in the modem age [is] the senti
ment: Cod is dead."1o Sixty years ago, the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica felt quite safe in treating "metaphysics" as philoso
phy "under its most discredited name;11 and if we wish to 
trace this disrepute further back, we encounter Kant most 
prominently among the detractors, not the Kant of the Critique 
of Pure Reoson, whom Moses Mendelssohn ealled the "all
destroyer," the alles Zermalmer, but Kant in his pre-eritical 
writings, where he quite freely admits that "it was [his] fate 
to fall in love with metaphysics" but also speaks of its "bottom
less abyss," its "slippery ground; its utopian "'and of milk and 
honey" (Sch/araffen/and) where the "Dreamers of reason" dwell 
as though in an "airship," so that "there exists no folly which 
could not be brought to agree with a groundless wisdom."12 All 
that needs to be said today on this subject has been admirably 
said by Richard McKeon: In the long and complicated history 
of thought, this "awesome science" bas never produced "general 
conviction concerning [its] function ... nor indeed much con
sensus of opinion concerning its subject matter."13 In view of 
this history of detraction, it is rather surprising that the very 
word "metaphysics" has been able to survive at all One almost 
suspects that Kant was right when as a very old man, after 
having dealt a deathblow to the "awesome science; be proph
esied that men will surely return to metaphysics "as one re-
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turns to one's mistress after a quarrel" (u-'le zu elner entzwelten 
Geliebten).14 

I do not think this very likely or even desirable. Yet before 
we begin to speculate about the possible advantages of our 
present situation, it may be wise to reflect upon what we really 
mean when we observe that theology, philosophy, metaphysics 
have reached an end-<Jertainly not that God has died, some
thing about which we can know as little as about God's exis
tence (so little, in fact, that even the word "existence" is mis
placed), but that the way God bad been thought of for 
thousands of years is no longer convincing; If anything is dead, 
It can only be the traditional thought of God. And something 
similar is true of the end of philosophy and metaphysics: not 
that the old questions which are coeval with the appearance of 
men on earth have become "meaningless," but that the way 
they were framed and answered bas lost plausibility. 

What has come to an end is the basic distinction between 
the sensory and the suprasensory, together with the notion, at 
least as old as Parmenldes, that whatever Is not given to the 
senses-God or Being or the First Principles and Causes 
(uchal) or the Ideas-Is more real, more truthful, more mean
ingful than what appears, that it is not just beyond sense per
ception but above the world of the senses. What is "dead" Is 
not only the locallza.tlon of such "eternal truths" but also the 
distinction itself. Meanwhile, in increasingly sbident voices the 
few defenders of metaphysics have warned us of the danger of 
nihilism inherent in this development; and although they them
selves seldom invoke it, they have an important argument in 
their favor: it is indeed true that ouce the suprasensory realm 
is discarded, its opposite, the world of appearances as under
stood for so many centuries, is also annihilated. The sensory, 
as still understood by the positivists, cannot survive the death 
of the suprasensory. No one knew this better than Nietzsche, 
who, with his poetic and metaphoric description of the assassi
nation of God,11 bas caused so much confusion in these mat
ters. In a significant passage in The Twilight of Idol$, be 
clariBes what the word "God" meant in the earlier story. It was 
merely a symbol for the suprasensory realm as undentood by 
metaphysics; be now uses, instead of "God, • the expression 
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"true world" and says: "We have abolished the true world. 
What has remained? Th!' apparent one perhaps? Oh no! With 
the true world we have also abolished the apparent one."11 

This insight of Nietzsche's, namely, that "the elimination of 
the suprasensory also eliminates the merely sensory and 
thereby the diJierence between them" ( Heidegger)," is ac
tually so obvious that it defies every attempt to date it bistorl
cally; all thinking in terms of two worlds implies that these 
two are inseparably connected with each other. Thus, all the 
elaborate modem arguments against positivism are anticipated 
by the unsurpassed simplicity of Democritus' little dialogue be
tween the mind, the organ for the suprasensory, and the senses. 
Sense perceptions are illusions, says the mind; they change 
according to the conditions of our body; sweet, bitter, color, 
and so on exist only no1710, by convention among men, and not 
physei, according to true nature behind the appearances. 
Whereupon the senses answer: "Wretched mind! Do you over
throw us while you take from us your evidence [plstels, every
thing you can trust] P Our overthrow will be your downfall."18 

In other words, once the always precarious balance between 
the two worlds is lost, no matter whether the "true world" 
abolishes the "apparent one" or vice versa, the whole frame
work of reference in which our thinking was accustomed to 
orient itself breaks down. In these terms, nothing seems to 
make much sense any more. 

These modem "deaths" -of God, metaphysics, philosophy, 
and, by implication, positivism-have become events of con
siderable historical consequence, since, with the beginning of 
our century, they have ceased to be the exclusive concen1 of an 
intellectual elite and instead are not so much the concern as 
the common unexamined assumption of nearly everybody. 
With this political aspect of the matter we are not concerned 
here. In our context, it may even be better to leave the issue, 
which actually is one of political authority, outside our con
siderations, and to insist, rather, on the simple fact that, how
ever seriously our ways of thinking may be involved in this 
crisis, our ability to think is not at stake; we are what men al
ways have been-thinking beings. By this I mean no more than 
that men have an inclination, perhaps a need, to think beyond 
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the limitations of knowledge, to do more with this ability thari 
use it as an instrument for knowing and doing. To talk about 
nihilism in this context is perhaps just unwillingness to part 
company with concepts and thought-trains that actually died 
quite some time ago, though their demise has been publicly 
acknowledged only recently. If only, one would like to imagine, 
we could do in this situation what the modem age did in its 
early stage, that is, treat each and every subject "as though no 
one had touched the matter before me" (as Descartes proposes 
in his introductory remarks to "Lea Passions de l'dme")l This 
has become impossible, partly because of our enormously en
larged historical consciousness, but primarily because the only 
record we possess of what thinking as an activity meant to 
those who bad chosen it as a way of life is what we would call 
today the "metaphysical fallacies." None of the systems, none 
of the doctrines transmitted to us by the great thinkers may be 
convincing or even plausible to modem readers; but none of 
them, I shall try to argue here, is arbitrary and none can be 
simply dismissed as sheer nonsense. On the contrary, the meta
physical fallacies contain the only clues we have to what think· 
ing means to those who engage in it-something of great im· 
portance today and about which, oddly enough, there exist few 
direct utterances. 

Hence, the possible advantage of our situation following 
the demise of metaphysics and philosophy would be twofold. 
It would permit us to look on the past with new eyes, unbur· 
dened and unguided by any traditions, and thus to dispose of a 
tremendous wealth of raw experiences without being bound by 
any prescriptions as to how to deal with these treasures. "Notre 
heritage n'est precede d'aucun testament" ("Our inheritance 
comes to us by no will-and-testament'').•• The advantage would 
be even greater had it not been accompanied, almost inevi· 
tably, by a growing inability to move, on no matter what level, 
in the realm of the invisible; or, to put it another way, had it 
not been accompanied by the disrepute into which everything 
that is not visible, tangible, palpable has fallen, so that we are 
in danger of losing the past itself together with our traditions. 

For even though there has never been much consensus 
about the subject matter of metaphysics, at least one 
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point has been taken for granted: that these disciplines
whether you called them metaphysics or philosophy-dealt 
with matters that were not given to sense-perception and that 
their understa.nding transcended common-seose reasoning, 
which springs from sense experience and can be validated by 
empirical tests and means. From Parmenides till philosophy's 
end, all thinkers were agreed that, in order to deal 11-ith such 
matters, man had to detach his mind from the senses by 
detaching it both from the world as given by them and from 
the sensations-or passions-aroused by sense-objects. The phi
losopher, to the extent that he is a philosopher and not (what 
of course he also is) Ma man like you and me," withdraws from 
the world of appearances, and the region he then moves in has 
always, since philosophy's beginning, been described as the 
world of the few. This age-old distinction between the many 
and the "professional thinkers" specializing in what was sup
posedly the highest activity human beings could attain to
Plato's philosopher "shall be called the friend of the god, 
and if it ever is given to man to put on immortality, it shall 
be given to bim"20-has lost its plausibility, and this is the 
second advantage in our present situation. If, as I suggested 
before, the ability to tell right from wrong should tum out to 
have anything to do with the ability to think, then we must be 
able to Mdemand" its exercise from every sane person, no matter 
how erudite or ignorant, intelligent or stupid, he may hap
pen to be. Kant-in this respect almost alone among the philos
ophers-was much bothered by the common opinion that phi
losophy is only for the few, precisely because of its moral 
implications, and he once observed that "stupidity is caused 
by a wicked heart..,., This is not true: absence of thought is 
not stupidity; it can be found in highly intelligent people, 
and a wicked heart Is not its cause; it is probably the other 
way round, that wickedness may be caused by absence of 
thought In any event, the matter can no longer be left to 
"specialists" as though thinking, like higher mathematics, were 
the monopoly of a specialized discipline. 

Crucial for our enterprise is Kant's distinction between 
V emunft and V entand, "reason" and "intellect" (not "under
standing, • which I think is a mistranslation; Kant used the 
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German V erstand to translate the Latin lntellectw, and V er
stand, though it is the noun of oerstehen, hence "understand
ing" in current translations, has none of the connotations that 
are inherent in the German diU Verstehen). Kant drew this 
distinction between the two mental faculties after he had dis
covered the "scandal of reason," that is, the fact that our mind 
is not capable of certain and verifiable Jcnowledge regarding 
matters and questions that it nevertheless cannot help thlnldng 
about, and for hlm such matters, that Is, those with which mere 
thought is concerned, were restricted to what we now often 
call the "uutimate questions" of God, freedom, and Immortality. 
But quite apart from the existential interest men once took 
in these questions, and although Kant still believed that no 
"honest soul ever lived that could bear to think that everything 
is ended with death,....,. he was also quite aware that "the ur
gent need" of reason is both diJierent from and "more than 
mere quest and desire for Jcnowledge ..... Hence, the distin· 
guisbing of the two faculties, reason and intellect, coincides 
with a d.istinction between two altogether different mental ac
tivities, thinking and Jcnowing, and two altogether different 
concerns, meaning, in the first category, and cognition, in the 
second. Kant, though he had insisted on this distinction, was 
still so strongly bound by the enormous weight of the tradition 
of met;aphysics that he held fast to its traditional subject mat· 
ter, that Is, to those topics which could be prooed to be un· 
Jcnowable, and while he justified reason's need to think beyond 
the limits of what can be Jcnown, he remained unaware of the 
fact that man's need to reflect encompasses nearly everything 
that happens to him, things he knows as well as things he can 
never know. He remained less than fully aware of the extent to 
which he had liberated reason, the ability to th.ink, by justify
ing it in terms of the u.ltimate questions. He stated defensively 
that be had "found it necessary to deny knowledge ... to make 
room for faith,-.. but he had not made room for faith; he had 
made room for thought, and he had not "denied Jcnowledge• 
but separated knowledge from tlfinklng. ln the notes to his lec
tures on metaphysics he wrote: "The aim of metaphysics ..• 
Is to extend, albeit only negatively, our use of reason beyond 
the limitations of the sensorily given world, that is, to eliml114te 
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the obstacles by which reason hlnden ltselr (italics added).11 

The great obstacle that reason (V emunft) puts In its own 
way arises from the side of the intellect (V erstand) and the 
entirely justified criteria It has established for its own pmposes, 
that is, for quenching our thirst, and meeting our need, for 
knowledge and cognition. The reason neither Kant nor his 
successors ever paid much attention to thinking as an activity 
and even less to the experiences of thinking ego is that, all 
distinctions notwithstanding, they were demanding the kind 
of results and applying the kind of criteria for certainty and 
evidence that are the results and the criteria of cognition. 
But if it is true that thinking and reason are justified in tran
scending the limitations of cognition and the intellect- justified 
by Kant on the ground that the matters they deal with, though 
unknowable, are of the greatest existential interest to man
then the assumption must be that thinking and reason are not 
concerned with what the intellect is concerned with. To 
anticipate, and put it in a nutshell: The need of reason Is not 
inspired by the quest for truth but by the quest for meaning. 
And truth and meaning are net the same. The basic fallacy, 
taking precedence over all specific metaphysical fallacies, is 
to interpret meaning on the model of truth. The latest and in 
some respects most striking instance of this occurs in Heideg
ger's Betng and Time, which starts out by raising Manew the 
question of the meaning of Being ..... Heidegger himself, in a 
later interpretation of his own initial question, says explicitly: 
M 'Meaning of Being' and 'Truth of Being' say the same ...... 

The temptations to make the equation-which comes 
down to a refusal to accept and think through Kant's dis
tinction between reason and intellect, between the mgent 
need" to tbin.k and the "desire to know" -are very great, and 
by no means due only to the weight of tradition. Kant's in
sights had an extraordinary liberating effect on German phi
losophy, touching off the rise of German idealism. No doubt, 
they had made room for speculative thought; but this thought 
again became a field for a new brand of specialists com
mitted to the notion that philosophy's "subject proper" is 
"the actual knowledge of what truly is."28 Liberated by Kant 
from the old school dogmatism and its sterile exercises, they 
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erected not only new systems but a new "science -the original 
title of the greatest of their works, Hegel's PMnomenology of 
Mind, was "Science of the Experience of Consciousness-
eagerly blurring Kant's distinction between reason's concern 
with the unknowable and the intellect's concern with cogni
tion. Pursuing the Cartesian ideal of certainty as though Kant 
bad never existed, they believed in all earnest that the results 
of their speculations possessed the same kind of validity as the 
results of cognitive processes. 
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1 The world's phenomenal nature 

The world men are born into contains many things, natural 
and artiBcial, living and dead, transient and scmpltemal, all of 
which have in common that they appear and hence are meant 
to he seen, heard, touched, tasted, and smelled, to he per
ceived by sentient creatures endowed with tht> appropriate 
sense organs. Nothing could appear, the word ~appearance• 
would make no sense, if recipients of appearances did not 
exist-living creatures able to acknowledge, recognize, and 
react to-in flight or desire, approval or disapproval, blame or 
praise-what is not merely there but appears to them and 
is meant for their perception. In this world which we enter, 
appearing from a nowhere, and from which we disappear into 
a nowhere, Being and Appearing coincide. Dead matter, 
natural and artiBcial, changing and unchanging, depends in its 
being, that is, in its appearingness, on the presence of living 
creatures. Nothing and nobody exists in this world whose very 
being does not presuppose a spectator. In other words, nothing 
that is, insofar as it appears, exists in the singular; everything 
that is is meant to he perceived by somebody. Not Man but 
men Inhabit thl.s planet. Plurallty is the law of the earth. 

Si.nce sentient beings- men and animals, to whom things 
appear and wbo as recipients guarantee their reality-are them
selves also appearances, meant and able both to see and he 
seen, hear and he heard, touch and be touched, they are never 
mere subjects and can never he understood as such; they are 
no less "objective" than stone and bridge. The worldliness of 
living things means that there is no subject that is not also an 
object and appears as such to somebody else, who guarantees 
its "objective" reality. What we usually call "consciousness," 
the fact that I am aware of myself and therefore in a 
sense can appear to myself, would never suffice to guaran· 
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tee reality. (Descartes' Cogilo me cogitate ergo sum is a 
non sequitur for the simple reason that this res oogitaru never 
appears at all unless its cogitati01168 are made manifest in 
sounding-out or written-down speech, which is already meant 
for and presupposes auditors and readers as its recipients.) 
Seen from the perspective of the world, every creature born 
into it arrives well equipped to deal with a world in which 
Being and Appearing coincide; they are fit for worldly ex· 
istence. Living beings, men and animals, are not just in the 
world, they are of t1u! umld, and this precisely because they 
are subjects and objects-perceiving and being perceived-at 
the same time. 

Nothing perhaps is more surprising in this world of ours 
than the almost infinite diversity of its appearances, the sheer 
entertainment value of its views, sounds, and smells, something 
t.hat is hardly ever mentioned by the thinkers and philosophers. 
(Only Aristotle at least incidentally counted the life of pas
sive enjoyment of the pleasures our bodily organs provide as 
among the three ways of life that can be elected by those 
who, not being subject to necessity, can devote themselves 
to the kalon, to what is beautiful in opposition to what is 
necessary and useful.' ) This diversity is matched by an equally 
astounding diverseness of sense organs among the animal 
species, so that what actually appears to living creatures 
assumes the greatest variety of form and shape: every animal 
species lives in a world of its own. Still, all sense-endowed 
creatures have appearance as such in common, first, an ap
pearing world and second, and perhaps even more Important, 
the fact that they themselves are appearing and disappearing 
creatures, that there always was a world before their arrival 
and there always will be a world after their departure. 

To be alive means to live in a world that preceded one's 
own arrival and will survive one's own departure. On this level 
of sheer being alive, appearance and disappearance, as they 
follow upon each other, are the primordial events, which as 
sucb mark out time, the time span between birth and death. 
The finite life span allotted to each living creature determines 
not merely Its life expectancy but also its time experi.ence; it 
provides the secret prototype for all time measurements no 
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matter how far these then may transcend the allotted life 
span into past and future. Thus, the lived experience of the 
length of a year changes radically throughout our life. A year 
that to a five-year-old constitutes a full fifth of his existence 
must seem much longer than when it will constitute a mere 
twentieth or thirtieth of his time on earth. We all know bow the 
years revolve quicker and quicker as we get older, until, with the 
approach of old age, they slow down again because we begin 
to measure them against the psychologically and somatically 
anticipated date of our departure. Against this clock, inherent 
in living beings who are born and die, stands uobjective" time, 
according to which the length of a year never changes. This 
is the time of the world, and its underlying assumption-re
gardless of any religious or scientific beliefs-is that the 
world has neither beginning nor end, an assumption that seems 
only natu.ral for beings who always come into a world that 
preceded them and will survive them. 

In contrast to the inorganic thereness of lifeless matter, 
living beings are not mere appearances. To be alive means to 
be possessed by an urge toward seU-display which answers 
the fact of one's own appearingness. Living things make their 
appearance like actors on a stage set for them. The stage is 
common to all who are alive, but it seems di.fferent to each 
species, different also to each individual specimen. Seeming
the it-seems-to-me, !Wkei moi-is the mode, perhaps the only 
possible one, in which an appearing world is acknowledged and 
perceived. To appear always means to seem to others, and 
this seeming varies according to the standpoint and the per· 
spective of the spectators. In other words, every appearing 
thing acquires, by virtue of its appearingness, a kind of dis
guise that may indeed-but does not have to-hide or disfigure 
it. Seeming corresponds to the fact that every appearance, its 
identity notwithstanding, Is perceived by a plurality of spec
tators. 

The urge toward self-display-to respond by sho,ving to 
the overwhelming effect of being shown-seems to be common 
to men aod animals. And just as the actor depends upon stage, 
fellow-actors, and spectators, to make his entrance, every living 
thing depends upon a world that solidly appears as the loca-
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tion for Its own appearance, on fellow-creatures to play with, 
and on spectators to aclmowledge and recognize its ex.istence. 
Seen from the viewpoint of the spectators to whom it appears 
and from whose view it finally disappears, each individual life, 
its growth and decline, is a developmental process in which 
an entity unfolds itseH in an upward movement until aU its 
properties are fully exposed; this phase is followed by a period 
of standstill-its bloom or epiphany, as it were-which in turn 
is succeeded by the downward movement of disintegration 
that is terminated by complete disappearance. There are many 
perspectives in which this process can be seen, examined, and 
understood, but our criterion for what a living thing essentially 
is remains the same: in everyday life as well as in scientific 
study, it is determined oy the relatively short time span of its 
full appearance, its epiphany. The choice, guided by the sole 
criteria of completeness and perfection in appearance, would 
be entirely arbitrary if reality were not first of aU of a phe
nomenal nature. 

The pri.macy of appearance for all living creatures to 
whom the world appears in the mode of an it-seems-to-me is 
of great relevance to the topic we are going to deal with
those mental activities by which we distinguish ourselves from 
other animal species. For although there are great differences 
among these activities, they all have in common a withdrawal 
from the world as it appears and a bendi.ng back toward the 
self. This would cause no great problem if we were mere spec
tators, godlike creatures thrown into the world to look after it 
or enjoy it and be entertained by it, but still in possession of 
some other region as our natural habitat. However, we are of 
the world and not merely in U; we, too, are appearances by 
virtue of arriving and departing, of appearing and disappear
ing; and while we come from a nowhere, we arrive well 
equipped to deal with whatever appears to us and to take part 
in the play of the world. These properties do not vanish when 
we happen to be engaged in mental activities and close the 
eyes of our body, to use the Platonic metaphor, in order to be 
able to open the eyes of the mind. The twa.world theory be
longs among the metaphysical fallacies but it would never 
have been able to survive for so many centuries if it had 
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not so plausibly corresponded to some basic experiences. As 
Merleau-Ponty once put it, "I can Bee being only into being,"2 
and since Being and Appearing coincide for men, this means 
that I can Bee appearance only into appearance. And that does 
not solve the problem, for the problem concerns the fitness of 
thought to ·appear at all, and the question is whether thinldng 
and other invisible and soundless mental activities are meant to 
appear or whether in fact they can never lind an adequate 
home in the world. 

2 ( True) being and (mere) appearance: 
the two-world theory 

We may lind a first consoling hint regarding this subject if 
we turn to the old metaphysical dichotomy of (true) Being and 
(mere) Appearance, because it, too, actually relies on the pri
macy, or at least on the priority, of appearance. In order to lind 
out what truly Is, the philosopher must leave the world of ap
pearances among which be is naturally and originally at home-
as Parmenides did when he was carried upward, beyond the 
gates of night and day, to the divine way that lay "far from the 
beaten path of men,"3 and as Plato did, too, in the Cave parable.• 
The world of appearances is prior tn whatever region the 
philosopher may c'hoose as his "true" home but into which he 
was not born. It has always been the very appearlngness of 
this world that suggested to the philosopher, that is, to the 
human mind, the notion that something must exist that is not 
appearance: "Nehmen wlr die Welt ais Erscheinung so 
bewelset sie gerade :w das Daseln von Etwas das ilicht 
Erschelnung 1st" ('1£ we look upon the world as appearance, 
it demonstrates the existence of something that is not ap
pearance"), in the words of Kant.• In other words, when the 
philosopher takes leave of the world given to our senses and 
does a turnabout (Plato's periagoge) to the life of the mind, 
be takes his clue from the former, looldng for something tn be 
revealed to him that would explain its underlying truth. This 
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truth--a-ltthela, that which is disclosed ( Heidegger )-can be 
conceived only as another ~appearance,~ another phenomenon 
originally hidden but of a supposedly higher order, thus signi
fying the lasting predominance of appearance. Our mental 
apparatus, though it can withdraw from pruent appearances, 
remains geared to Appearance. The mind, no less than the 
senses, in its search-Hegel's Anstrengung des Begriffs-expects 
that something will appear to it. 

Something quite similar seems to be true for science, and 
especially for modem science, which-according to an early 
remark of Marx's-relies on Being and Appearance having 
parted company, so that the philosopher's special and indi
vidual effort is no longer needed to arrive at some ~truth" 
behind the appearances. The scientist, too, deperids on ap
pearances, whether, in order to find out what lies beneath the 
surface, he cuts open the visible body to look at its interior or 
catches hidden objects by means of all sorts of sophisticated 
equipment that deprives them of the exterior properties 
through which they show themselves to our natural senses. 
The guiding notion of these philosophical and scientilic efforts 
is always the same: Appearances, as Kant said, "must them
selves have grounds which are not appearanees."e This, in fact, 
is an obvious generalization of the way natural things grow 
and "ap~ into the light of day out of a ground of darkness, 
except that it was now assumed that this ground possessed a 
higher rank of reality than what merely appeared and after a 
while disappeared again. And just as the philosophers' ~con
ceptual efforts" to find something beyond appearances have 
always ended with rather violent invectives against "mere 
appearances,~ the eminently practical achievements of the 
scientists in laying hare what appearances themselves never 
show without being interfered with have been made at their 
expense. 

The primacy of appearance is a fact of everyday life which 
neither the scientist nor the philosopher can ever escape, to 
which they must always return from their laboratories and 
studies, and which shows its strength by never being in the 
least changed or deflected by whatever they may have dis
covered when they withdrew from it. "Thus the 'strange' 

Copyrighted material 



25 

(True) being and (mere) appearance 

notions of the new physics ... [surprise) common sense .•• 
without changing anything of its categories."' Against this 
unshakable common-sense conviction stands the age-old 
theoretical supremacy of Being and Truth over mere appear· 
ance, that is, the supremacy of the ground that does not appear 
over the surface that does. This ground supposedly answers the 
oldest question of philosophy as well as of science: How does 
it happen that something or somebody, including myself, ap
pears at all and what makes it appear in this form and shape 
rather than in any other? The question itself asks for a cause 
rather than a base or grounC, but the point of the matter is 
that our tradition of philosophy has transformed the base 
from which something rises into the cause that produces it 
and bas then assigned to this producing agent a higher rank of 
reality than is given to what merely meets the eye. The belief 
that a cause should be of higher rank than the effect (so that 
an effect can easily be disparaged by being retraced to its 
cause) may belong to the oldest and most stubborn meta
physical fallacies. Yet here again we are not dealing with a 
sheer arbitrary error; the truth is, not only do appearances 
never reveal what lies beneath them of their own accord but 
also, generally speaking. they never just reveal; they also 
conceal-"No thing, no side of a thing. shows itself except 
by actively hiding the others."S They expose. and they also pro
tect from exposure, and, as far as what lies beneath Is con
cerned, this protection may even be their most important func
tion. At any rate, this is true for living things, whose surface 
hides and protects the inner organs that are their source of life. 

The elementary logical fallacy of all theories that rely on 
the dichotomy of Being and Appearance is obvious and was 
early discovered and summed up by the sophist Gorgias in a 
fragment from his lost treatise On Non-Being ar On Nature
supposedly a refutation of Eleatic philosophy: "Being is not 
manifest since it does not appear [to men: dokein); appearing 
[to men) is weak since it does not succeed in being ... 

Modem science's relentless search for the base underneath 
mere appearances has given new force to the old argument. It 
has indeed forced the ground of appearances IDto the open so 
that man, a creature fitted for and dependent on appearances, 
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can catch hold of it. But the results have been rather perplexing. 
No man, It has turned out, can Uve among "causes" or give 
full account In normal human language of a Being whose truth 
can be scientifically demonstrated In the laboratory and tested 
practically In the real world through technology. It does look 
as though Being, once made manifest, overruled appearances
except that nobody so far has succeeded in llolng in a world 
that does not manifest itseU of its own accord. 

3 The reversal of the metaphysical hierarchy: 
the value of the surface 

The everyday common-sense world, which neither the 
scientist nor the philosopher ever eludes, knows error as 
well as illusion. Yet no elimination of errors or dispelling 
of illusions can anive at a region beyond appearance. 
"For when an illusion dissipates, when an appearance sud
denly breaks up, it is always for the profit of a new appear
ance which takes up again for its own account the ontological 
function of the first. . . . The dis-illusion is the loss of one 
evidence only because It is the acquisition of another evidence 
. . . there is no Schein without an Erscheinung. every Schein 
is the counterpart of an Erscheinung ..... That modem science, 
in its relentless search for the truth behind mere appearances, 
will ever be able to resolve this predicament Is, to say the least, 
highly doubtful, if only because the scientist himself belongs to 
the world of appearances although his perspective on this 
world may differ from the common-sense perspective. 

Historically speaking, it seems that an irremovable doubt 
bas been inherent in the whole enterprise ever since Its be
ginnings with the rise of science In the modern age. The first 
entirely new notion brought in by the new age-the seven
teenth-century idea of an unlimited progre58, which after a few 
centuries became the most cherished dogma of all men living 
In a sclentiBcally oriented world-seems intended to take care 
of the predicament: though one expects to progre58 further and 
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further, no one seems ever to have believed in reaching a 
final absolute goal of truth. 

It is obvious that consciousness of the predicament should 
be most acute in the sciences that deal directly with men, 
and the answer-reduced to its lowest common denominator
of the various branches of biology, sociology, and psychology 
Is to interpret all appearances as functions of the life process. 
The great advantage of functionalism is that it presents us 
again with a unitary world view, and the old metaphysical 
dichotomy of (true) Being and (mere) Appearance, together 
with the old prejudice of Being's supremacy over appearance, 
is still kept intact, albeit in a different manner. The argument 
has shifted; appearances are no longer depreciated as "secon
dary qualities~ but understood as necessary conditions for 
essential processes that go on inside the living organism. 

This hierarchy has recently been challenged in a way that 
seems to me highly significant. Could it not be that appear
ances are not there for the sake of the life process but, on the 
contrary, that the life process is there for the sake of appear
ances? Since we live in an appearing world, is it not much 
more plausible that the relevant and the meaningful in this 
world of ours should be located precisely on the surface? 

In a number of publications on the various shapes and 
forms in animal life, the Swiss zoologist and biologist Adolf 
Portmann has shown that the facts themselves speak a very 
different language from the simplistic functional hypothesis that 
holds that appearances in living beings serve merely the two
fold purpose of self-preservation and preservation of the 
species. From a different and, as it were, more innocent view
point, it rather looks as though, on the contrary, the inner, non
appearing organs exist only in order to bring forth and 
maintain the appearances. "Prior to all functions for the 
purpose of preservation of the individual and the species ... 
we find the simple fact of appearing as self-display that moku 
these functions meaningful" (italics added). u 

Moreover, Portmann demonstrates with a great wealth ol 
fascinating example, what should be obvious to the nalced 
eye-that the enormous variety of animal and plant life, the 
very richness of display in its sheer functional wperfluity, 
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cannot be accounted for by the common theories that under
stand life in terms of functionality. Thus, the plumage of birds, 
"which, at first. we consider to be of value as a warm, protec
tive covering. is thus in addition so formed that its visible 
parts-and these only-build up a coloured garment, the in
trinsic worth of which lies solely in its visible appearance."'" 
Generally speaking. "the functional form pure and simple, so 
much extolled by some as belltting Nature [adequate to na
ture's purpose], Is a rare and special case:" Hence, it is wrong 
to take into account only the functional process that goes on 
inside the living organism and to regard everything that is 
outside and "offers itself to the senses as the more or Jess 
subordinate consequence of the much more essential, 'central,' 
and 'real' processes."" According to that prevailing misinter
pretation, "the external shape of the animal serves to oonserve 
the essential, the inside apparatus, through movement and in
take of food, avoidance of enemies, and llnding sexual part
ners:•• Against this approach Portmann proposes his "mor
phology.~ a new science that would reverse the priorities: 
"Not what something is, but how It 'appears II the research 
problem~ (italics added).•• 

This means that the very shape of an animal "must be 
appraised as a special organ of reference in relationship to a 
beholding eye. . . . The eye and what is to be looked at fo.rm 
a functional unit which Is lltted together according to rules 
as strict as those obtaining between food and digestive 
organs."'7 And in accordance with this reversal, Portmann dis
tinguishes between "authentic appearances," which oome to 
light of their own accord, and "inauthentic" ones, such as the 
roots of a plant or the inner organs of an animal, which be
rome visible only through intederence with and violation of 
the "authenti~ appearance. 

Two facts of equal importance give this reversal Its main 
plausibility. First, the impressive phenomenal dilferenoe be
tween "authenti~ and "inauthentic" appearances, between 
outside shapes and the inside apparatus. The outside shapes 
are !n6nitely varied and highly dill'erentiated; among the 
higher animals we can usually tell one individual from another. 
Outside features of living things, moreover, are arranged 
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according to the law of symmetry so that they appear In a 
definite and pleasing order. Inside organs, on the contrary, 
are never pleasing to the eye; once forced into view, they look 
as though they had been thrown together piecemeal and, 
unless deformed by disease or some peculiar abnormality, they 
appear alike; not even the various animal species, let alone 
the individuals, are easy to tell from each other by the mere 
Inspection of their Intestines. When Portmann dellnes life as 
"the appearance of an Inside In an outside, "18 he seems to fall 
victim to the very views he criticizes; for the point of his own 
llndings is that what appears outside is so hopelessly di6erent 
from the inside that one can hardly say that the Inside ever 
appears at all. The inside, the functional apparatus of the 
life process, is covered up by an outside which, as far as 
the life process is concerned, has only one function, namely, to 
hide and protect it, to prevent its exposure to the light of an 
appearing world. If this inside were to appear, we would all 
look alike. 

There Is, second, the equally impressive evidence for the 
existence of an innate impulse-no less compelling than the 
merely functional Instinct of p.reservatlon-which Portmann 
calls "the urge to self-display• (Selbstdantellung). This in
stinct is entirely gratuitous in terms of life-preservation; it far 
transcends what may be deemed necessary for sexual attrac
tion. These findings suggest that the predominance of outside 
appearance implies, In addition to the sheer receptivity of our 
senses, a spontaneous activity: whateoer can see wants to be 
seen, whatever can hear calls out to be heard, whateoer can 
touch presents itself ta be touched. It is indeed as though 
everything that Is alive-in addition to the fact that Its surfaoe 
is made for appearance, llt to be seen and meant to appear to 
others-has an urge to appear, to fit itself into the world of 
appearances by displaying and showing, not its "inner self" 
but itself as an individual. (The word "self-display; like the 
German Selbstdarstellung, is equivocal: it can mean that I 
actively make my presence felt, seen, and heard, or that I dis
play my self, something inside me that otherwise would not 
appear at all-that is, in Portmann's terminology, an "inau
thentic" appearance. In the following we shall use the word In 
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the first meaning.) It is precisely this self-display, quite ptomi
nent already in the higher forms of animal life, that reaches 
its climax in the human species. 

Portmann's morphological revenal of the usual priorities 
has far-reaching consequences, which he himself, however
perhaps for very good reasons-does not elaborate. They point 
to what he calls "the value of the surface; that is, to the fact 
that "the appearance shows a maximum power of expression 
compared with the internal, whose functions are of a more 
primltive order.'"'' The use of the word "expression" shows 
clearly the terminological difficulties an elaboration of these 
consequences is bound to encounter. For an "expression" can
not but express something, and to the inevitable question, What 
docs the expression express? (that is, press out), the answer 
will always be: something inside-an idea, a thought, an emp
tion. The expressiveness of an appearance, however, is of a 
different order; it • expresses" nothing but Itself, that is, It 
exhibits or displays. It follows from Portmann's llndings that 
our habitual standards of judgment, so firmly rooted l.n meta
physical assumptions and prejudices-according to whi.ch the 
essential lies beneath the surface, and the surface is "superficial" 
- are wrong, that our common conviction that what is inside 
ourselves, our "inner lifet is more relevant to what we "are" 
than what appears on the outside Is an illusion; but when l.t 
comes to correcting these fallacies, it turns out that our 
language, or at least our terminological discourse, fails us. 

4 Body and soul; soul and mtnd 

Besides, the difficulties are far from bein.g merely tennill()o 
logical. They are intimately related to the problematic beliefs 
we hold with regard to our psychic life and the relationship of 
soul and body. To be sure, we are inclined to agree that no 
bodily inside ever appears authentically, of its own accord, but 
If we speak of an inner life that is expressed in outward appear
ance, we mean the life of the soul; the inside-outside relation, 
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true for our bodies, Is not true for our souls, even though we 
speak of our psychic life and its location "inside• ourselves in 
metaphors obviously drawn from bodily data and experiences. 
The same use of metaphors, moreover, is characteristi.c of our 
conceptual language, designed to make manifest the life of the 
mind; the wordS we use in strictly philosophical discourse are 
also invariably derived from expressions originally related to 
the world as given to our five bodily senses, from whose experi
ence they then, as Locke pointed out, are "transferred" -meta
flhereln, carried over- "to more abstruse significations, and 
made to stand for ideas that come not under the cognizance of 
our senses: Only by means of such transference could men 
"conceive those operations they experimented In themselves, 
which made no outward sensible appearances."'"' Locke relies 
here on the old tacit assumption of an identity of soul and 
mind, both being opposed to the body by virtue of their 
invisibility. 

Upo.n closer examinati.on,. however, It turns out that what 
Is true for the mind, namely, that metaphorical language is the 
only way it has to make an "outward sensible appearance"
even silent, non-appearing activity already consists in 
speech, the soundless dialogue of me with myself-Is not at 
all true for the life of the souL Conceptual metaphorical 
speech is indeed adequate to the activity of thinking. the 
operations of our mind, but the life of our soul in its very in
tensity is much more adequately expressed in a glance, a 
sound, a gesture, than in speech. What becomes manifest when 
we speak about psychic experiences Is never the experience 
itself but whatever we think about it when we reSect upon it. 
Unlike thoughts and ideas, feelings, passions, and emotions 
can no more become part and parcel of the world of appear
ances than can our inner organs. What appears in the outside 
world in addition to physical signs Is only what we make of 
them through the operation of thought. Every show of anger, 
as distinct from the anger I feel, already contains a reSection 
on It, and it is this reSection that gives the emotion the highly 
individualized form which is meaningful for all surface phe
nomena. To show one's anger Is on.e form of self-presentation : I 
decide what is St for appearance. In other words, the emotions 
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I feel are no more meant to be shown in their unadulterated 
state than the inner organs by which we live. To be sure, I could 
never transform them into appearances if they did not prompt 
it and if I did not feel them as I do other sensations that 
make me aware of the life process within me. But the way 
they become manifest without the intervention of reflection 
and transference into speech-by glance, gesture, inarticulate 
sound-is no dl.fferent from the way the higher animal species 
communicate very similar emotions to each other as well as to 
men. 

Our mental activities, by contrast, are conceived in speech 
even before being communicated, but speech is meant to be 
beard and words are meant to be understood by others who 
also have the ability to speak, just as a creature endowed with 
the sense of vision is meant to see and to be seen. Thought 
without speech is inconceivable; "thought and speech an
ticipate one another. They continually take one another's 
place'";'' they actually take each other for granted. And aJ. 
though the power of speech can be physically located with 
greater assurance than many emotions- love or hatred, shame 
or envy-the locus is not an "organ" and lacks all the strictly 
functional properties that are so characteristic of the whole or
ganic life process. It is true that all mental activities withdraw 
from the world of appearances, but this withdrawal is not to
ward an interior of either the self or the soul. Thought with its 
accompanying conceptual language, since it occurs in and Is 
spoken by a being at borne in a world of appearances, stands 
in need of metaphors in order to bridge the gap between a 
world given to sense experience and a realm where no su.ch Im
mediate apprebens.i.on of evidence can ever exist But our soul· 
experiences are body-bound to such an extent that to speak 
of an "inner life" of the soul is as unmetaphorical as to speak 
of an inner sense thanks to which we have clear sensa· 
tions of the functioning or non-functioning of our inner 
organs. It is obvious that a mindless creature cannot possess 
anything like an experience of personal identity; it is at the 
complete mercy of its inner life process, its moods 11Dd emo
tions, whose continual change is in no way dl.fferent from the 
continual change of our bodily organs. Every emotion ls 
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a somatic expericnce; my heart aches when I am grieved. 
gets warm with l)'lllpatby, opens Itself up In me momenta 
when Jove or joy overwhelms me, and similar physical sensa· 
ti01111 take possession of me with anger, wrath, envy, and other 
affects. The language of the soul In its mere expressive stage, 
prior to its transformation and transfiguration through thought. 
Is DOt metaphorical; it does DOt depart from the senses and 11101 
no analogies when it talb In temu; of physical sensatiOIJI. 
Merleau-Ponty, to my knowledge the only philosopher who 
DOt only tried to give an account of the organic structure of 
human existence but also tried In all earnest to embark upon 
a •philosophy of the B.esb, • wu still misled by the old ldenti
&cation of mind and soul when be defined *the mind u the 
other ride of the bodr- since "there is a body of the mind, and 
a mind of the body and a chiasm between them. "'I Precisely 
the laclc of such chiasmata or crossings over is the crux of 
mental phenomena, and Merleau-Ponty himself, In a dilferent 
context. recognized the laclc with great clarity. Thought, be 
writes, iJ • 'fundamentar because it iJ not home by anything. 
but DOt fundamental as if with it one reached a foundation 
upon which one ought to hue oneself and stay. As a matter of 
principle, fundamental thought iJ bottomless. It is, if yon 
wish, an abyss. "21 But what Is true of the mind Is not true of 
the soul and vice vena. The soul, though perhaps much darker 
than the mind will ever manage to be, Is not bottomless; It 
does indeed "overB.ow" into the body; It "encroaches upon It, Ia 
bidden In It-and at the same time needs It, tennlnates In it, 
Is anchored In it."" 

Such insights, incidentally, Into the forever troublesomo 
body-soul problem are vety old. Aristotle's De Anima is fuD 
of tantalizing hints at psychic phenomena and their close inter
connection with the body In contrast with the relation or, rather, 
non-relation between body and mind. Discussing these matters 
In a rather tentative and uncharacteristic way, Aristotle do
dares: •, . • there seems to be no case In which the soul can 
act or be acted upon without the body, e.g., anger, courage, . 
appetite, and sensation generally. [To be active without in
wiving the body) seems rather a property of the mind [noein]. 
But if the mind [ I!OIIin] too proves to be some imagination 
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[phanta.ria) or impossible without Imagination. it [noeln] too 
could not be without the body."2s And somewhat later, 
IUJJiming up: "Nothing is evident about the mind [now] and 
the theoretical faculty, but it seems to be a different kind of 
soul, and only this kind can be separated [from the body], 
as what is eternal from what is perishable."=• And in one of the 
biological treatises he suggests that the soul-its vegetative as 
well as its nutritive and sensitive part-"came into being In 
the embryo without existing previously outside It, but the 
nous entered the soul from outside, thus granting to man a 
kind of activity which bad no connection with the activities of 
the body .... ln other words, there are no sensations corre
sponding to mental activities; and the sensations of the psyche, 
of the soul, are actually feelings we sense with our bodily 
organs. 

ln addition to the urge toward self-display by which living 
things lit themselves into a world of appearances, men also 
present themselves in deed and word and thus indicate how 
they wish to appear, what in their opinion is lit to be seen 
and what is not. This element of deliberate choice in what to 
show and what to bide seems specifically human. Up to a point 
we can choose bow to appear to others, and this appearance is 
by no means the outward manifestation of an inner disposi· 
tion; if it were, we probably would all act and speak alike. 
Here, too, we owe to Aristotle the crucial distinctions. "What 
Is spoken out, • be says, "are symbols of affects in the soul, 
and what is written down are symbols of spoken words. As 
writing, so also is speech not the same for all. That howeuer 
of what these primarily are symbols, the affections [pathemata) 
of the IOUl, are the same for aU." These affections are "natu· 
rally» expressed by "inarticulate noises [which] also reveal 
something, for instance, those made by animals. • Distinction 
and individuation occur through speech, the use of verbs and 
nouns, and these are not products or "symbols" of the soul but 
of the mind: "Nouns themselves and verbs resemble [eoiken) 
, • . thoughts [ noema.rin )" (italics added). 28 

lf the Inner psychic ground of our Individual appearance 
were not always the same, there could be no science of psy· 
chology which qua science relies on a psychic "inside we are 
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all alike,"2t just as the science of physiology and medicine 
relies on the sameness of our inner organs. Psychology, depth 
psychology or psychoanalysis, discovers no more than the ever
changing moods, the ups and downs of our psychic life, and Its 
results and discoveries are neither particular! y appealing nor 
very meaningful in themselves. ·Individual psychology," on 
the other hand, the prerogative of fiction, the novel and the 
drama, can never be a science; as a science it is a contradiction 
in terms. When modem science finally began to illuminate 
the Biblical"darkness of the human heart" -of which Augustine 
said: "Latet cor bonum, latet cor malum, abyssus est In corde 
bona et In corde male" ("Hidden is the good heart, hidden is the 
evil heart, an abyss is in the good heart and in the evil heart"}'0 

-it turned out to be •a motley-colored and painful storehouse 
and treasure of evils; as Democritus already suspected.81 Or to 
put it in a somewhat more positive way: "Dos Gefahllst herr
lich, wenn es im Gnmde blelbt; nicht aber wenn es an den Tag 
tritt, sich zum W esen mac hen und herrschen will" ("The 
emotions are glorious when they stay in the depths, but not 
when they come forth into the day and wish to become of the 
essence and to rule~).'" 

The monotonous sameness and pervasive ugliness so highly 
characteristic of the findings of modem psychology, and con
trasting so obviously with the enormous variety and richness 
of overt human conduct, witness to the radical diJierence 
between the inside and outside of the human body. The pas
sions and emotions of our soul are not only body-bound, they 
seem to have the same life-sustaining and preserving functions 
as our inner organs, with which they also share the fact that 
only disorder or abnormality can individualize them. Without 
the sexual urge, arising out of our reproductive organs, love 
would not be possible; but while the urge is always the same, 
how great is the variety in the actual appearances of love! To 
be sure, one may understand love as the sublimation of sex if 
only one keeps in mind that there would be nothing that we 
understand as sex without it, and that without some interven
tion of the mind, that is, without a deliberate choice between 
what pleases and wbat displeases, not even the selection of a 
sexual partner would be possible. Similarly fear is an emotion 
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indispensable for survival; it indicates danger, and without that 
warning sense no living thing could last long. The courageous 
man is not one whose soul lacks this emotion or who can over
come it once and for all, but one who has decided that fear Is 
not what be wants to show. Courage can then become second 
nature or a habit but not in the sense that fearlessness replaces 
fear, as though it, too, could become an emotion. Such choices 
are determined by various factors; many of them are pre
determined by the culture into which we are born-they are 
made because we wish to please others. But there are also 
choices not inspired by our environment; we may make them 
because we wish to please ourselves or because we wish to 
set an example, that is, to persuade others to be pleased with 
what pleases us. Whatever the motives may be, success and 
failure in the enterprise of self-presentation depend on the 
consistency and duration of the image thereby presented to the 
world. 

Since appearances always present themselves in the guise 
of seeming, pretense and willful deception on the part of the 
performer, error and illusion on the part of the spectator are, 
inevitably, among the inherent potentialities. Self-presentation 
is distinguished from self-display by the active and conscious 
choice of the image shown; self-display bas no choice but to 
show whatever properties a living being possesses. Self
presentation would not be possible without a degree of self
awareness- a capability inherent in the rellexive character of 
mental activities and clearly transcending mere consciousness, 
which we probably share with the higher animals. Only self
presentation is open to hypocrisy and pretense, properly speak
ing. and the only way to tell pretense and mak.e-believe from 
reality and truth is the former's failure to endure and remain 
consistent. It has been said that hypocrisy is the compliment 
vice pays to virtue, but this is not quite true. All virtue begins 
with a compliment paid to it, by which I express my being 
pleased with it. The compliment implies a promise to the 
world, to those to whom I appear, to act in accordance with 
my pleasure, and it is the breaking of the implied promise that 
characterizes the hypocrite. In other words, the hypocrite iJ 
not a villain who is pleased with vice and bides biJ pleasure 
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from his surroundings. The test applying to the hypocrite is in· 
deed the old Socratic "Be as you wish to appeart which means 
appear alway$ 3$ you wish to appear to others even if it hap
pens that you are alone and appear to no one but yourself. 
When I make such a decision, I am not merely reacting to 
whatever qualities may be given me; I am making an act of de
liberate choice among the various potentialities of conduct 
with which the world has presented me. Out of such acts arises 
finally what we call character or personality, the conglomera
tion of a number of identiBable qualities gathered together 
into a comprehensible and reliably identiBable whole, and im
printed, as it were, on an unchangeable substratum of gifts and 
defects peculiar to our soul and body structure. Because of the 
undeniable relevance of these self-chosen properties to our ap
pearance and role in the world, modern philosophy, starting 
with Hegel, ha$ succumbed to the strange illusion that man, 
in distinction from other things, has created himself. Ob
viously, self-presentation and the sheer thereness of existence 
are not the same. 

5 Appearance and semblance 

Since choice 3$ the decisive factor in self-presentation h3$ 

to do with appearances, and since appearance ha$ the double 
function of concealing some interior and revealing some "sur
face·-for instance of concealing fear and revealing courage, 
that 1$, hiding the fear by showing courage-there is always 
the possibility that what appears may by disappearing tum 
out finally to be a mere semblance. Because of the gap be
tween inside and outside, between the ground of appearance 
and appearance-or to put it diHerently, no matter how dif. 
ferent and individualized we appear and how deliberately 
we have chosen thl$ individuality-it always remains true that 
"inside we are all alike," unchangeable except at the cost of the 
very functioning of our inner psychic and bodily organs or, 
conversely, of an intervention undertalcen to remove some dys-
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function. Hence, there Is always an element of semblance In aD 
appearance: the ground itself does not appear. From this it 
does not follow that all appearances are mere semblances. 
Semblances are possible only In the mi.dst of appearances; they 
presuppose appearance as error presupposes truth. Enor Is the 
price we pay for truth. and semblance Is the price we pay for 
the wonders of appearance. Error and semblance are closely 
connected phenomena; they correspond with each other. 

Semblance Is Inherent In a world ruled by the twofold law 
of appearing to a plurality of sensitive creatures each equipped 
with the faculties of perception. Nothing that appears mani
fests Itself to a single viewer capable of perceiving it under all 
its Inherent aspects. The world appears In the mode of It· 
seems-to-me. depending on particular perspectives determined 
by location in the world as well as by particular organs of per
ception. This mode not only produces error, which I can cor· 
rect by changing my location, drawing closer to what appears, 
or by improving my organs of perception with the help of tools 
and Implements, or by using my Imagination to take other per· 
spectives Into account; it also gives birth to true semblances, 
that Is, to deceptive appearance, which I cannot correct like 
an error since they are caused by my permanent location on 
the earth and remain bound up with my own existence as one 
of the earth's appearances. "Semblance• ( dokos, from dol:ft 
mol), said Xenophanes, •1s wrought over all things, • so that 
"there Is no man, nor will there ever be one who knows clearly 
about the gods and about everything I speak of; for even If 
aomeone should chance to say what appears In its total reality, 
he himself would not know it. "U 

Following Portmann' s distinction between authentic and 
Inauthentic appearances, one would like to speak of authentic 
and inauthentic semblances: the latter, mirages like some 
Fata Morgana, will dissolve of their own accord or can be 
dispelled upon closer inspection; the former, on the contrary, 
like the movement of the sun, its rise in the morning and set· 
ting In the evening, will not yield to any amount of scientiflc 
Information, because that is the way the appearance of sun 
and earth Inevitably 1eetm to an earth-bound creature that 
cannot change its abode. Here we are dealing with those •nat-
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ural and unavoidable illusions" of our sense apparatus to 
wbicb Kant referred in his introduction to the transcendental 
dialectic of reason. The illusion in transcendent judgment he 
called "natural and unavoidable," because it was "inseparable 
from human reason, and . . . even after its deceptiveness has 
been exposed, will not cease to play tricks with reason and 
continually entrap it into momentary aberrations ever and 
again calling for correction."3• 

That natural and Inevitable semblances are Inherent in a 
world of appearances from which we can never escape is per
haps the strongest, certainly the most plausible, argument 
against the simple-minded positivism that believes it has found 
a firm ground of certainty if it only excludes all mental phenom
ena from consideration and holds fast to observable facts, 
the everyday reality given to our senses. All living creatures, 
capable both of receiving appearance through sense organs 
and displaying themselves as appearances, are subject to au
thentic illusions, which are by no means the same for each 
species but connected with the form and mode of their specific 
life process. Animals are also able to produce semblances
quite a number of them can even counterfeit a physical ap
pearance-and men and animals both possess an innate ability 
to manipulate appearance for the sake of deception. To un
cover the "true" identity of an animal behind its adaptive tem
porary color is not unlike the unmasking of the hypocrite. But 
what then appears under a deceptive surface is not an inside 
self, an authentic appearance, changeless and reliable in its 
thereness. The uncovering destroys a deception; it does not 
discover anything authentically appearing. An "inside self; if it 
exists at all, never appears to either the inner or the outward 
sense, since none of the inner data possess stable, relatively 
permanent features which, being recognizable and identifiable, 
characterize individual appearance. "No fixed and abiding self 
can present itself in this flux of inner appearances,n as Kant 
observed repeatedly.•• Actually it is misleading to speak even 
of inner "appearances; all we know are inner sensations whose 
relentless succession prevents any of them from assuming a 
lasting, identifiable shape. ("For where, when, and bow has 
there ever been a vision of the Inside? . . . The "psychism' is 
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opaque to itself .• ,.) Emotions and · inner sensations• are ·un
worldly• in that they lack the chief worldly property of "stand
ing still and remaining" at least long enough to be clearly per
ceived-and not merely sensed-to be intuited, identilied, and 
acknowledged; again according to Kant, "time, the only form of 
inner intuition, has nothing permanent."'' In other words, 
when Kant speaks of time as the "form of inner intuition," he 
speaks, though without being aware of it, metaphorically, and 
be draws his metaphor from our spatial experiences, which 
have to do with outside appearances. It is precisely the ab
sence of form and hence of any possibility of intuition that 
characterizes our experience of inner sensations. In inner ex
perience, the only thing to bold onto, to distinguish something 
at least resembling reality from the incessantly passing moods 
of our psyche, is persistent repetition. In extreme cases repeti
tion can become so persistent that it results in the unbroken 
permanence of one mood, one sensation; but this invariably 
indicates a grave disorder of the psyche, the euphoria of the 
maniac or the depression of the melancholic. 

6 The thinking ego and the self: Kant 

In the work of no other philosopher has the concept of ap
pearance, and hence of semblance (of Erscheinung and 
Schein), played so decisive and central a role as in Kant His 
notion of a "thing in itself; something which u but does not 
appear although it causes appearances, can be, and has been, 
explained on the grounds of the theological tradition: God is 
"something"; He is •not nothing: God can be thought, but 
only as that which does not appear, is not given to our experi
ence, hence is "in itself; and, as He does not appear, He is 
not for ua. This interpretation bas Its difficulties. For Kant, 
God is an "Idea of reason• and as such for us: to think God and 
speculate about a hereafter is, according to Kant, inherent in 
human thought insofar as reason, man's speculative capacity, 
necessarily transcends the cognitive faculties of his intellect: 
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only what appears and, in the mode of it-seems-to-me, Is given 
to experience can be known; but thoughts also "are," and cer
tain thought-things, which Kant calls •ideas," though never 
given to experience and therefore unknowable, such as God, 
freedom, and immortality, are for us in the emphatic sense that 
reason cannot help thinking them and that they are of the 
greatest interest to men and the life of the mind. It may there
fore be advisable to examine to what extent the notion of a 
non-appearing "thing in itself" is given in the very understand
ing of the world as a world of appearances, regardless of the 
needs and assumptions of a thinking being and of the life of 
the mind. 

There Is first the everyday fact- rather than Kant's con
clusion mentioned above (page 24 )-that every living thing 
because it appears possesses a "ground which is not appear
ance" but which can be forced to the light of day and then 
becomes what Portmann called an ·inauthentic appearance." 
To be sure, in Kant's understanding, things that do not appear 
of their own accord but whose ex.istence can be demonstrated
inner organs, roots of trees and plants, and the like-are also 
appearances. Still, his conclusion that appearances •must them
selves have grounds which are not appearances" and therefore 
must "rest upon a transcendent object" which determ.ines 
them as mere representations,""1 that Is, upon something 
which in principle is of an altogether d.i.fferent ontological 
order, seems clearly drawn in analogy to phenomena of this 
world, which contains both authentic and inauthentic appear
ances, and in which the inauthentic appearances, insofar as 
they contain the very apparatus of the life process, seem to 
cause the authentic ones. The theological bias (in Kant's case 
the need to make the arguments favor the existence of an Intel
ligible world) enters here in the word "mere representa
tions" -as though he had forgotten his own central thesis: "We 
assert that the conditions of the possibility of experience In 
general are likewise conditions of the possibility of the obfect& 
of experience, and that for this reason they have objective va
lidity In a synthetic a priori judgment••o The plausibility of 
Kant's argument, that what causes something to appear must be 
of a d.i.fferent order from the appearance itself, rests on our ex-
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perience with these life phenomena, but the hierarchical order 
between the "transcendent object'" (the thing in itself) and 
"mere representations" does not, and it is this order of priorities 
that Portmann's thesis reverses. Kant was carried away by his 
great desire to shore up each and every argument which, with
out being able to arrive at a definite proof, may at least make it 
overwhelmingly plausible that "there undoubtedly Is something 
distinct from the world which contains the ground of the order 
of the world, "41 and therefore is Itself of a higher order. H we 
trust only our experiences with appearing and non-appearing 
things and start speculating on the same lines, we can just as 
well, actually with much stronger plausibility, conclude that 
there may indeed exist a fundamental ground behind an ap
pearing world, but that this ground's chief and even sole sig· 
nillcance li.es in its effects, that is, In what it causes to appear, 
rather than in its sheer creativity. H the divine Is what causes 
appearances and does not appear itself, then man's inner or
gans could tum out to be his true divinities. 

In other words, the common philosophical understanding of 
Being as the ground of Appearance is true to the phenomenon 
of Life, but the same cannot be said of the evaluation of Being 
tle1'sw Appeai'ance which Is at the bottom of all two-world 
theories. That traditional hierarchy arises not from our ordinary 
experiences with the world of appearances, but, rather, from 
the not-at-all ordinary experience of the thinldng ego. As we 
sball see later, the experience transcends not only Appearance 
but Being as welL Kant himself explicitly ldentiBes the phe
nomenon that gave him the actual basis for his belief in a 
"thing in itself" behind "mere" appearances. It was the fact 
that "in the consciousness of myself in the sheer thinldng ao
tivity [ belm blossen Denken ], I am the thing itself [ das We.ren 
~ellm, le. das Ding an rich] although nothing of myself Is 
thereby given for thougbt.•o H I reSect on the relation of me 
to myself obtaining in the thinldng activity, it may well seem 
as though my thoughts were •mere representations" or mani
festations of an ego that itself remains forever concealed, 
for thoughts of course are never anything like properties that 
can be predicated of a self or a person. The thinking ego Is 
indeed Xant'1 "thing in itself': it does not appear to others 
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and, unlike the self of self-awareness, it does not appear to it
self, and yet it is ~not nothing." 

The thinking ego is sheer activity and therefore ageless, 
sexless, without qualities, and without a life story. Etienne 
Gilson, asked to write his autobiography, responded: "A man 
of seventy-five should have many things to say about his past, 
but .•. if he has lived only as a philosopher, be immediately 
realizes that be has no past"'" For the thinking ego is not the 
self. There Is an incidental remark-one of those on which we 
are so dependent in our inquiry-in Thomas Aquinas that 
sounds rather mysterious unless we are aware of this distinc
tion between the thinking ego and the self: "My soul [in 
Thomas the organ for thought] is not I; and if only souls are 
saved, I am not saved, nor is any man."" 

The inner sense that might let us get hold of the thinking 
activity in some sort of inner intuition has nothing to bold on 
to, according to Kant, because its manifestations are utterly 
unlike "the appearance confronting external sense [which 
flnds] something still and remaining . . . while time, the 
only form of inner intuition, has nothing permanent."•• Hence, 
*I am conscious of myself, not as I appear to myself, nor as I 
am in myself, but only that I am. This representation is a 
thought, not an Intuition." And he adds in a footnote: "The 
'I think' expresses the act of determining my existence. Exis
tence Is already given thereby, but the mode in which I am 
... is not thereby given."•& Kant stresses the point repeatedly 
in the Critique of Pure Reoson-notbing permanent "is given in 
inner intuition insofar as I think mysel£"41- but we will do 
better to tum to his pre-critical writings to flnd an actual de
scription of the sheer experiences of the thinking ego. 

In the Triiume elnes Ceistersehers, erliiutert durch Trllume 
der Metaphysik (1766}, Kant stresses the "immateriality" of the 
mundus lnteUiglbllis, the world in which the thinking ego 
moves, in contrast to the "inertia and constancy" of dead mat
ter that surrounds living beings in the world of appearances. 
In this context, he distinguishes between the "notion the soul 
of man has of itself as mind [Geist] through an immaterial 
intuition, and the consciousness through which it presents 
Itself as a man by means of an image having its source in the 
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sensation of physical organs and conceived in relation to ma
terial things. It is, therefore, indeed always the same subject 
that is both a member of the visible and the invisible world, 
but not the same person, since . . . what I as mind think is not 
remembered by me as man, and, conversely, my actual state 
as man does not enter my notion of mysel£ as mind. • And he 
speaks in a strange footnote of a "certain double personality 
which belongs to the soul even in this life •; he compares the 
state of the thinking ego to the state of sound sleep "when the 
external senses are completely at rest • The ideas in sleep, he 
suspects, "may be clearer and broader than the very clearest 
in the waking state; precisely because "man, at such times, is 
not sensible of his bodY..• And of these ideas, on waking up, 
we remember nothing. Dreams are something still different; 
they "do not belong here. For then man does not wholly sleep 
. . . and weaves the actions of his mind into the impressions 
of the external senses.••e 

These notions of Kant's, if understood as constituting a 
dream theory, are patently absurd. But they are interesting as 
a rather awkward attempt to account for the mind's experi
ences of withdrawal from the real world. Because an account 
does have to be given of an activity that, un}i};e any other ac
tivity or action, never meets the resistance of matter. It Is not 
even hindered or slowed down by sounding out in words, 
which are formed by sense organs. The experience of the activ
ity of thought is probably the aboriginal source of our notion 
of spirituality in itsel£, regardless of the forms it has assumed. 
Psychologically speaking, one of the outstanding characteristics 
of thought is its incomparable swiftne.ss-"swift as a thought, • 
said Homer, and Kant in his early writings speaks repeatedly of 
the Hurtigkeit des Gedankens.•• Thought is swift, clearly, be
cause it is immaterial, and this in turn goes a long way toward 
explaining the hostility of so many of the great metaphysicians 
to their own bodies. From the viewpoint of the thinking ego, 
the body is nothing but an obstacle. 

To conclude from this experience that there exist "things in 
themselves" which, in their own intelligible sphere, are as we 
"are" in a world of appearances belongs among the metaphysi
cal fallacies, or, rather, semblances of reason, whose very exis-
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tence Kant was the first to discover, to clarify, and dispel It 
seems only proper that this fallacy, like most of the others that 
have affiicted the tradition of philosophy, should have itll source 
in the experiences of the thinking ego. This one, at any rate, 
bears an obvious resemblance to a simpler and more common 
one, mentioned by P. F. Strawson in an essay on Kant: '1t is, 
indeed, an old belief that reason is something essentially out 
of time and yet in us. Doubtless it has its ground in the fact 
that . .. we grasp [mathematical and logical] truths. But 
. . . [one I who grasps timeless truths [need not) himself be 
timeless."00 It is characteristic of the Oxford school of criticism 
to understand these fallacies as logical non sequiturs- as though 
philosophers throughout the centuries had been, for reasons 
unknown, just a bit too stupid to discover the elementary 
Baws in their arguments. The truth of the matter is that ele
mentary logical mistakes are quite rare in the history of philoso
phy; what appear to be errors in logic to minds disencumbered 
of questions that have been uncritically dismissed as •mean
ingless- are usually caused by semblances, unavoidable for 
beings whose whole existence is determined by appearance. 
Hence, in our context the only relevant question is whether the 
semblances are inauthentic or authentic ones, whether they are 
caused by dogmatic beliefs and arbitrary assumptions, mere 
mirages that disappear upon closer Inspection., or whether they 
are inherent in the paradoxical condition of a living being that, 
though itself part of the world of appearances, is in possession 
of a faculty, the ability to think, that permits the mind to 
withdraw from the world without ever being able to leave it 
or transcend it 

7 Reality and the thinking ego: the Cartesian 
doubt and the sensus communis 

Reality in a world of appearances is first of all characterized 
by •standing still and remaining" the same long enough to be
come an obiect for acknowledgment and recognition by a 
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mbfect. Husserl's basic and greatest discovery takes up in ex
haustive detail the intentionality of all acts of consciousness, 
that is, the fact that no subjective act is ever without an 
object: though the seen tree may be an illusion. for the act of 
seeing It is an object nevertheless; though the dreamt-of land
scape is visible only to the dreamer, it is the object of his 
dream. Objectivity is built into tbe very subjectivity of con
sciousness by vi.rtue of intentionality. Conversely and with the 
same justness, one may speak of the intentionality of appear
ances and their built-in subjectivity. All objects because they 
appear Indicate a subject, and, just as every subjective act 
has its intentional object, so every appearing object has its In
tentional subject. In Portmann's words, every appearance is a 
·conveyance for receivers" (a Sendung fUr Empfangsapparate). 
Whatever appears ls meant for a perceiver, a potential subject 
no less inherent in all objectivity than a potential object is In
herent in the subjectivity of every intentional act. 

That appearance always demands spectators and thus im
plies an at least potential recognition and acknowledgment 
has far-reaching consequences for what we, appearing beings 
in a world of appearances, understand by reality, our own as 
well as that of the world. In both cases, our -perceptual 
faith, "61 as Merleau-Ponty bas called It, our certainty that what 
we perceive bas an existence independent of the act of per
ceiving. depends entirely on the object's also appearing as 
such to others and being acknowledged by them. Without this 
tacit acknowledgment by others we would not even be able to 
put faith in the way we appear to ourselves. 

This is why all solipsistic theories-whether they radically 
claim that nothing but the self "exists" or, more moderately, 
bold that the self and its consciousness of itself are the primary 
objects of veri6able knowledge-are out of tune with the most 
elementary data of our existence and experience. Solipsism, 
open or veiled, with or without qualifications, bas been the 
most persistent and, perhaps, the most pernicious fallacy of 
philosophy even before it attained in Descartes the high rank 
of theoretical and existential consistency. When the philoso
pher speaks of ''man. • he bas in mind neither the species-being 
(the Gattungswesen, like horse or lion. which, according to 
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Marx, constitutes man's fundamental existence) nor a mere 
paradigm of what, in the philosopher's view, all men should 
strive to emulate. To the philosopher, speaking out of the ex
perience of the thinking ego, man is quite naturally not just 
word but thought made flesh, the always mysterious, never 
fully elucidated incarnation of the thinking capability. And the 
trouble with this ficti tious being is that it is neither the product 
of a diseased brain nor one of the easily dispelled -errors of the 
past," but the entirely authentic semblance of the thinking ac
tivity itself. For while, for whatever reason, a man indulges in 
sheer thinking, and no matter on what subject, he lives com
pletely in the singular, that is, in complete solitude, as though 
not men but Man inhabited the earth. Descartes himself ex
plained and justified his radical subjectivism by the decisive 
loss of certainties entailed by the great scientific discoveries 
of the modern age, and I have, in a different context, fol
lowed up Descartes' reasoning.u However, when-beset by 
the doubts inspired by the beginnings of modern science-he de
cided "a rejeter Ia terre mouvante et le sable pour trouver le 
roc ou r argile" rto reject the quicksand and mud In order to 
find the rock or clay"), he certainly rediscovered rather familiar 
territory in withdrawing to a place where he could live -ausri 
solitaire et retire que dans les deserts les plus ecartes" ("as 
solitary and retired as in the most remote deserts"). liS With
drawal from the "beastliness of the multitude" into the com
pany of the -very few" .. but also into the absolute solitude 
of the One has been the most outstanding feature of the phi
losopher's life ever since Pannenides and Plato discovered 
that for those -very few," the sop hoi, the -ufe of thinking" that 
knows neither joy nor grief is the most divine of all, and nous, 
thought Itself, is "the king of heaven and earth." .. 

Descartes, true to the radical subjectivism that was the 
philosophers' first reaction to the new glories of science, no 
longer ascribed the gratifications of this way of life to the ob
jects of thinking-the everlastingness of the kosmos that neither 
comes Into being nor ever vanishes from it and thus gives those 
few who have decided to spend their lives as its spectators 
their share of immortality. His very modem suspicion of man's 
cognitive and sensory apparatus made him define with greater 
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clarity than anyone before him as properties of the res cogitam 
certain characteristics that were by no means unknown to the 
ancients but that now, perhaps for the first time, assumed a 
paramount importance. Outstanding among these was self-suf
ficiency, namely, that this ego has •no need of any place, nor 
does it depend on any material thing, • and, next, worldlessness, 
namely, that in self-inspection, ·examinant aooc attention ce 
que ;'etais," he could easily "feindre que ;e n'avais aucun corps 
et qu'il n'y avail aucun monde nl aucun lieu oo fe fusse" ("feign 
that I had no body, and that there was no world nor place 
where I would be") .oe 

To be sure, none of these discoveries, or, rath~. re-dis
coveries, was of great importance in itself to Descartes. His 
main concern was to Sod something-the thinking ego or, in 
his words, '7.a chose pensante," which be equated with the soul 
-whose reality was beyond suspicion, beyond the illusions of 
sense perception: even the power of an all-powerful Dieu trom
peur would not be able to shatter the certainty of a conscious
ness that bad withdrawn from all sense experience. Although 
everything given may be illusion and dream, the dreamer, if be 
will only consent not to demand reality of the dream, must be 
real. Hence, "]e pense, dooc ;e auis;' "' think, therefore I am. • 
So stron.g was the experience of the thinking activity itseH, on 
the one band, so passionate on the other the desire to Bod 
certainty and some sort of abiding permanence after the new 
science bad discovered "Ia terre mouvante" (the shifting 
quicksand of the very ground on which we stand), that it never 
occurred to him that no cogitatio and no cogito me cogitare, no 
consciousness of an acting self that bad suspended all faith in 
the reality of its intentional objects, would ever have been able 
to convince him of his own reality had he actually been hom in 
a desert, without a body and its senses to perceive "material" 
things and without fellow-creatures to assure him that what he 
perceived was perceived by tbem too. The Cartesian res 
cogltans, this fictitious creature, bodiless, senseless, and for
saken, would not even know that there is such a thing as reality 
and a possible distinction between the real and the unreal, be
tween the conunon world of waking life and the private non
world oE our dreams. What Merleau-Ponty had to say against 
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Descartes is brilliantly right : "To reduce perception to the 
thought of perceivi.ng . . . is to take out an insurance against 
doubt whose premiums are more onerous than the loss for 
which it is to indemnify us: for it is to •.. move to a type of 
certitude that will never restore to us the 'there is' of the 
world."GT 

Moreover, it is precisely the thinking activity-the experi· 
ences of the thinking ego-that gives rise to doubt of the 
world's reality and of my own. Thinking can seize upon and get 
bold of everything real-event, object, its own thoughts; their 
realness is the only property that remains stubbornly beyond 
its reach. The cogito ergo sum is a fallacy not only in the 
sense that, as Nietzsche remarked, from the cogito only the 
existence of cogitationes could be inferred; the cogito is subject 
to the same doubt as the sum. The l -am is presupposed in the 
1-think; thought can seize on this presupposition but it can 
neither prove nor disprove it. (Kant's argument against Des
cartes was entirely right, too: The thought · 1 am not .. . can
not exist; for if I am not, it follows that I cannot become aware 
that I am not.~8) Reality cannot be derived; thought or reB.e~ 
tion can accept or reject it, and the Cartesian doubt, starting 
from the notion of aDieu trompeur, is but a sophisticated and 
veiled forrn of rejection.n It remained for Wittgenstein, who 
bad set out to investigate ~ow much truth there is in solip
sism" and thus became its most relevant contemporary repre
sentative, to forrnulate the existential delusion underlying all its 
theories: • At death the world does not alter, but comes to an 
end.· •Death is not an event in life; we do not live our death,...., 
This is the basic premise of all solipsistic thinking. 

Although everything that appears is perceived in the mode 
of it-seems-to-me, hence open to error and illusion, appearance 
as such carries with it a prior indication of realness. All sense 
experiences are normally accompanied by the additional, if 
usually mute, sensation of reality, and this despite the fact that 
none of our senses, taken in isolation, and no sense-object, 
taken out of context, can produce it. (Art therefore, which 
transforms sense-objects into thought-things, tears them first 
of all out of their context in order to de-realize and thus pre
pare them for their new and difl'erent function.) 
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The reality of what I perceive Is guaranteed by its worldly 
context, which includes others who perceive as I do, on the nne 
hand, and by the working together of my five senses on the 
other. What since Thomas Aquinas we call common sense, the 
.ten.nU communi.t, is a kind of sixth sense needed to keep my 
five senses together and guarantee that it is the same object that 
I see, toucb, taste, smell, and bear; it Is the "one faculty [that] 
extends to all objects of the five senses.,.., This same sense, a 
mysterious "sixth sense._• because it cannot be localized as a 
bodily organ, fits the sensations of my strictly private five 
senses-so private that sensations in their mere sensational 
quality and intensity are incommunicable-into a common 
world shared by others. The subjectivity of the it-seems-to-me 
Is remedied by the fact that the same object also appears to 
others though its mode of appearance may be dllrerent. (It is 
the inter-subjectivity of the world, rather than similarity of 
physical appearance, that convinces men that they belong to 
the same species. Though each single object appears in a dlf. 
ferent perspedive to each Individual, the context in which it 
appears is the same for the whole species. In thJs sense, every 
animal species lives in a world of its own, and the individual 
animal does not need to compare its own physical characteristics 
with those of its fellow-members in order to recognize them as 
such.) In a world of appearances, filled with error and sem
blance, reality is guaranteed by this tiJree.fold commonness: 
the five senses, utterly dillerent from each other, have the same 
object in common; members of the same species have the con
text in common that endows every single object with its 
particular meaning; and all other sense-endowed beings, 
though perceiving th.ls object from utterly different perspeo
tives, agree on its identity. Out of this threefold commonness 
arises the lefi.SOtion of reality. 

To each of our five senses corresponds a specific, sensorily 
perceptible property of the world. Our world is visible because 
we have vision, audible because we have hearing, touchable 
and full of odors and tastes because we have touch, smell, and 
taste. The sixth sense's corresponding worldly property is 
realnest, and the diJIIculty with this property Is that it cannot 
be perceived like other sensory properties. The sense of real-
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ness is not a sensation strictly speaking; reality "is there even 
if we can never be certain that we know it~ (Peirce),63 for the 
·sensation" of reality, of sheer thereness, relates to the context 
in which single objects appear as well as to the context in 
which we ourselves as appearanoes exist among other appear
ing creatures. The context qua context never appears entirely; 
it is elusive, almost like Being, which qua Being never appears 
in a world filled with beings, with single entities. But Being. 
since Parmenides the highest concept of Western philosophy, 
is a thought-thing that we do not expect to be perceived by the 
senses or to cause a sensation, whereas realness is akin to sen
sation; a feeling of realness (or irreality) actually accompanies 
all the sensations of my senses, which without it would not 
make "sense." This is why Thomas Aquinas defined common 
sense, his "sensus communis," as an "inner sense"-sensus In
terior- that functioned as "the common root and principle of 
the exterior senses" ("Sensus interior non dicitur communi.! 
. , . sicut genus; sed sicut communis radix et principium ex
teriorum sensuum") ." 

To equate this "inner sense," which cannot be physically 
localized, with the faculty of thought is tempting indeed, be
cause among the chief characteristics of thinking, occurring in 
a world of appearanoes and performed by an appearing being. 
is that it is itself invisible. From th.is property of invisibility, 
shared by common sense with the faculty of thought, Peirce 
concludes that "reality has a relationship to human thought,• 
ignoring the fact that thinking is not only itself invisible but 
also deals with invisibles, with things not present to the senses 
though they may be, and mostly are, also sense-objects, remem
bered and collected in the storehouse of memory and thus pre
pared for later reSection. Thomas Landon Thorson elaborates 
Peirce's suggestion and comes to the conclusion that "reality 
bears a relationship to the thought prooess lilce the environment 
does to biological evolution."" 

These remarks and suggestions are based on the tacit as
sumption that thought processes are in no way different from 
common-sense reasoning; the result is the old Cartesian illu
sion in modem disguise. Whatever thinking can reach and 
whatever it may achieve, it is precisely reality as given to com-
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mon sense, in its sheer thereness, that remains forever beyond 
its grasp, indissoluble into thought·trains-the stumbling block 
that alerts them and on which they founder in alBnnation or 
negation. Thought processes, unlike common sense, can be 
physically located in the brain, but nevertheless transcend all 
biological data, be they functional or morphological in Port· 
mann's sense. Common sense, on the contrary, and the feeling 
of realness belong to our biological apparatus, and com. 
mon.sense reasoning (which the Oxford school of philosophy 
mistakes for thinking) could certainly bear the same relation to 
reality that biological evolution does to environment. With r&

spect to common·sense reasoning, Thorson is right: "We may 
indeed be talking about more than an analogy; we may be 
describing two aspe-cts of the same process. •u And if language, 
in addition to its treasure of words for things given to the 
senses, did not oHer w such thought·words, technically called 
~concepts,· as justice, truth, courage. divinity, and so on, 
which are indispensable even in ordinary speech. we would 
certainly lack all tangible evidence for the thinking activity 
and hence might be justified in concluding with the early 
Wittgenstein: "Die Sprache ist ein Teilunsere! Organismw" 
("language is a part of our organism") ... 

Thinking, however, which subjects everything It gets bold 
of to doubt, bas no such natural, matter.of·fact relation to 
reality. It was thought-Descartes' reftection on the meaning of 
certain scientific discoveries-that destroyed his common-sense 
trust in reality, and his error was to hope he could overcome his 
doubt by insisting on withdrawing from the world altogether, 
eliminating every worldly reality from his thoughts and con-
centrating only on the thinking activity itself. (Coglto coglto
tiones, or cogito me cogltMe, ergo sum, is the correct form of 
the famous formula.) But thinking can neither prove nor de
stroy the feeling of realness arising out of the sixth sense, which 
the French, perhaps for this reason, also call le bon sens, the 
good sense; when thinking withdraws from the world of ap
pearances, it withdraws from the sensorlly given and hence 
also from the feeling of realness, given by common sense. 
Husser! claimed that the suspension [epocht] of this feeling 
was the methodological foundation of his phenomenological 
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science. For the thinking ego, this suspension Is a matter of 
course and by no means a special method to be taught and 
learned; we know it as the quite ordinary phenomenon oE 
absent-mindedness, to be observed in anyone who happens 
to be absorbed in no matter what sort of thought In other 
words, the loss of common sense is neither the vice nor the 
virtue of Kant's "professional thinkers"; it happens to every
body who ever reflects on something; it only happens more 
often to professional thinkers. These we call philosophers, and 
their way of life will always be "the life of a stranger" (bios 
:renlkos), as Aristotle called it in his Politles.•s And the reason 
that strangeness and absent-mindedness are not more dan
gerous, that all "thinkers," professionals and laymen alike, sur
vive so easily the loss of the feeling of realness, is just that the 
thinking ego asserts itself only temporarily: every thinker no 
matter how eminent remains "a man like you and men (Plato), 
an appearance among appearances equipped with common 
sense and knowing enough common-sense reasoning to survive. 

8 Science and common sense; Kant's distinction 
between intellect and reason; truth and meaning 

Something very sinrilar seems, at first glance, to be true of 
the modem scientist who constantly destroys authentic sem
blances without, however, destroying his own sensation of 
reality, telling him, as it tells us, that the sun rises in the 
morning and sets in the evening. It was thinking that en
abled men to penetrate the appearances and unmask them as 
semblances, albeit authentic ones; common-sense reasoning 
would never have dared to upset so radically all the plausi
bilities of our sensory apparatus. The famous "quarrel between 
the ancients and the moderns" actually turns on the question 
of what the aim of knowledge is; is it "to save the phenomena," 
as the ancients believed, or to discover the hidden functional 
apparatus which makes them appear? Thought's doubt of the 
reliability of sense experience, its suspicion that things might 
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be quite different from the way they appear to human senses, 
was by no means uncommon In antiquity. Democritus' atoms 
were not only indivisible but lovislble, moving In a void, in-
6nlte In number, and, through various conBgurations and com
binations, producing Impressions on our senses; Aristarchus in 
the third oentury n.c. first proposed the heliocentric hypothesis. 
It is Interesting that the consequences of such daring were 
rather unpleasant: Democritus was suspected of being Insane, 
and Aristarcbus was threatened with an Indictment for Impiety. 
But the relevant point is of course that no attempt was made to 
prove these hypotheses and no science came out of it. 

Thinking, no doubt, plays an enormous role In every scien
tific enterprise, but it is the role of a means to an end; the end is 
determined by a decision about what is worthwhile knowing, 
and this decision cannot be scientific. Moreover, the end is cog
nition or knowledge, which, having been obtained, clearly 
belongs to the world of appearanoes; once established as truth, 
it becomes part and parcel of the world. Cognition and the 
thirst for knowledge never leave the world of appearances al
together; if the scientists withdraw from it In order to "think; 
it is only In order to find better, more promising approaches, 
called methods, toward it. Science In this respect is but an 
enormously refined prolongation of common-sense reasoning 
in which sense illusions are constantly dissipated just as errors 
In science are corrected. The criterion In both cases is evidence, 
which as such is inherent In a world of appearances. And since 
it is in the very nature of appearances to reveal and to conceal, 
every correction and every dls·illuslon "is the loss of one evi
dence only because it is the acquisition of another evidence; 
In the words of Merleau-Ponty. eo Nothing, even In science's 
own understanding of the scientific enterprise, guarantees that 
the new evidence will prove to be more reliable than the dis
carded evidence. 

The very concept of an unlimited progress, which accom
panied the rise of modem science, and has remained its domi
nant Inspiring principle, is the best documentation of the fact 
that all science still moves within the realm of common sense 
experience, subject to corrigible error and deception. When the 
experience of constant correction In scientific research is gen-
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tlralized, it leads into the curious "better and better; "truer and 
truer," that is, into the boundlessness of progress with its inher
ent admission that the good and the true are unattainable. If 
they were ever attained, the thirst for knowledge would be 
quenched and the search for cognition would come to an end. 
Thls, of course, ls unlikely to happen, in view of the enormous 
amount of the unknown, but it is quite likely that particular 
sciences may reach definite limits of what is knowable to man. 
Yet the point is that the modem idea of progress implicitly 
denies such limitations. Unquestionably the notion of progress 
was born as the result of the tremendous advances of scientific 
knowledge, a veritable avalanche of discoveries, in the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries, and I think it quite possible 
that it was the relentlessness inherent in sheer thinking, whose 
need can never be assuaged, that, once it had invaded the 
sciences, drove the scientists to ever-new discoveries, each one 
giving rise to a new theory, so that those caught in the move
ment were subject to the illusion of a never-ending process
the process of progress. Here we should not forget that the 
later notion of an unending perfectibility of the human species, 
so prominent in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, was 
absent from the sixteenth nnd seventeenth centu.ries' rather 
pessimistic evaluation of human nature. 

One consequence, however, of this development seems to 
me obvious and of considerable importance. The very notion of 
troth, which somehow had survived so many turning-points of 
our intellectual history, underwent a decisive change: it was 
transformed or, rather, broken down into a string of verities, 
each one in its time claiming general validity even though 
the very continuity of the research implied something merely 
provisional. This is a strange state of affairs. It may even sug
gest that if a given science accidentally reached its goal, this 
would by no means stop the workers in that field, who would 
be driven past their goal by the sheer momentum of the illu· 
sion of unlimited progress, a kind of semblance rising out of 
their activity. 

The transformation of truth into mere verity results pri· 
marily from the fact that the scientist remains bound to the 
common sense by which we llnd our bearings in a world of 
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appearances. Thinking withdraws radically and for ia own 
sake from this world and its evidential nature, whereas science 
profits from a possible withdrawal for the sake of speciBc re
sulb. In other words, it is common-sense reasoning ultimately 
that ventures out into the realm of sheer speculation in the 
theories of the scientists, and the chief wealcness of common 
sense in this sphere has always been that it lacks the safeguards 
inherent in sheer thinldng, namely, thinking's critical capacity, 
which, as we shall see, harbors within itself a highly self-do
structive tendency. But to go back to the assumption of un
limited progress, the basic fallacy was early discovered. It is 
well known that not progress per se, but the notion of its limit
lessness would have made modern science unacceptable to the 
ancients. It is Jess well known that the Greeks had some reason 
for their -prejudice" against the infinite. (Plato discovered that 
everything permitting of a comparative is by nature unlimited, 
and limitlessness was to him as to all Greeks the cause of all 
evils.TO Hence, his great confidence in number and measure
ment: it sets limits on what of itself [pleasure, for instance] 
• does not and never will contain and derive from itself either 
beginning [arche] or middle or end [telo.s]."'') 

That modem science, always hunting for manifestations of 
the invisible-atoms, molecules, particles, cells, genes-should 
have added to the world a spectacular, unprecedented quan
tity of new perceptible things is only seemingly paradoxical 
In order to prove or disprove its hypotheses, Its "paradigms• 
(Thomas Kuhn), and to discover what makes things work, it 
began to imitate the working processes of nature. For that pur
pose it produced the countless and enormously complex im
plements witA which to force the non-appearing to appear (if 
only as an instrument-reading in the laboratory), as that was the 
sole means the scientist had to persuade himself of its reality. 
Modem technology was born in the laboratory, but this was 
not because scientists wanted to produce appliances or change 
the world. No matter how far their theories leave common
sense experience and common-sense reasoning behind, they 
must finally come back to some form of it or lose all sense of real
ness in the object of their investigation. And this return is pos
sible only via the man-made, artificial world of the laboratory, 
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where that which does not appear of its own accord is forced 
to appear and to disclose itself. Technology, the "plumber's" 
work held in some contempt by the scientist, who sees practical 
applicability as a mere by-product of his own efforts, intro
duces scientific findings, made in "unparalleled insulation 
... from the demands of the laity and of everyday life,"'2 

into the everyday world of appearances and renders them ao
cessible to common-sense experience; but this is possible only 
because the scientists themselves are ultimately dependent on 
that experience. Seen from the perspective of the "real" world, 
the laboratory is the anticipation of a changed environ
ment; and the cognitive processes using the human abilities of 
thinking and fabricating as means to their end are indeed the 
most refined modes of common-sense reasoning. The ao
tivity of knowing is no less related to our sense of reality and no 
less a world-building activity than the building of houses. 

The faculty of thinking, however, which Kant, as we have 
seen, called Vemunft (reason) to distinguish it from Verstand 
(intellect), the faculty of cognition, is of an altogether different 
nature. The distinction, on its most elementary level and in 
Kant's own words, lies in the fact that "concepts of reason 
serve us to conceive [begreifen, comprehend], as con
cepts of the intellect serve us to apprehend perceptions" 
("Vernunftbegriffe dienen zum Begreifen, wie Verstandesbe· 
griffe zum V emehen der Wahmehmungen") .11 In other words, 
the intellect (Ventand) desires to grasp what Is given to the 
senses, but reason (Vemunft) wishes to understand its mean
Ing. Cognition, whose highest criterion is truth, derives that cri· 
terlon from the world of appearances in which we take our 
bearings through sense perceptions, wbose testimony is self
evident, that is, unshakeable by argument and replaceable only 
by other evidence. As the German translation of the Latin 
perceplio, the word Wahmehmung used by Kant (what is 
given me in perceptions and ought to be true [Wahr]) clearly 
indicates, truth is located in the evidence of the senses. But that 
Is by no means the case with meaning and with the faculty of 
thought, which searches for it; the latter does not ask what 
something is or whether it exists at all-Its existence Is always 
taken for granted-but what It meam for It to be. This dis-
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tinction between truth and meaning seems to me to be not only 
decisive for any inquiry into the nature of human thinlcing but 
also to be the necessary consequence of Kant's crucial dis
tinction between reason and intellect. Admittedly, Kant him
self never pursued that particular implication of his own 
thought; in fact, a clear-cut line of demarcation between 
these two altogether different modes can.not be found in the 
history of philosophy. The exceptions-occasional remarks by 
Aristotle in On Interpretation-remained without signilicance 
for Aristotle's later philosophy. In that early treatise on lan
guage be writes: Every "logos [sentence, in the context] is a 
signilicant sound (pMne ~ilmantike)"; it gives a sign, points 
out something. But Moot every logos is revealing (apophan
tikos), only those in which true speech or false speech 
(aletheuein or pseudesthal) holds sway. This is not always tbe 
case; for example, a prayer is a logos [it is significant] but 
neither true nor false.••• 

Tbe questions raised by our thirst for knowledge arise 
from our curiosity about the world, our desire to investigate 
whatever is given to our sensory apparatus. Tbe famous first 
sentence of Aristotle's Metaphysics, "Pantes afllhr6poi tou 
eidenai oregontai physel"15-" All men by nature desire to 
know• -literally translated reads: "All men desire to see and 
to have seen [that is, to know],- and Aristotle immediately 
adds: • An indication of this is our love of the senses; for they 
are loved for their own sake, quite apart from their use.• Tbe 
questions raised by tbe desire to know are in principle all 
answerable by common-sense experience and common-sense 
reasoning; they are exposed to corrigible error and illusion in 
the same way as sense perceptions and experiences. Even 
the relentlessness of modern science's Progress, which con
stantly corrects itself by discarding tbe answers and re
formulating the questions, does not contradict science's basic 
goal-to see and to know the world as it is given to the senses
and Its concept of truth is derived from the common-sense 
experience of irrefutable evidence, which dispels error and 
illusion. But the questions raised by thinking and which it is 
in reason's very nature to raise-questions of meaning-are 
all unanswerable by common sense and the rell.oement of It 
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we call science. The quest for meaning is «meaningless" to 
common sense and common-sense reasoning because it is the 
sixth sense's function to fit us into the world of appearances 
and make us at home in the world given by our five senses; 
there we are and no questions asked. 

What science and the quest for knowledge are after is f"e
futable truth, that is, propositions human beings are not 
free to reject-they are compelling. They are of two kinds, as 
we have known since Leibniz: truths of reasoning and truths of 
fact. The main distinction between them lies in the degree of 
their force of compulsion: the truths of "Reasoning are neces
sary and their opposite is impossible" while "those of Fact are 
contingent and their opposite is possible."'e The distinction 
is very important although perhaps not in the sense Leibniz 
himself meant. Truths of fact, their contingency notwithstand
ing, are as compelling for anybody witnessing them with his 
own eyes as the proposition that two and two make four is for 
anybody in his right mind. The point is only that a fact, an 
event, can never be witnessed by everyone who may want to 
know about it, whereas rational or mathematical truth presents 
itself as self-evident to everyone endowed with the same brain 
power; its compelling nature is universal, while the compelling 
force of factual truth is limited; it does not reach those who, not 
having been witnesses, have to rely on the testimony of others, 
whom one may or may not believe. The true opposite of factual, 
as distinguished from rational, truth is not error or illusion but 
the deliberate lie. 

Leibniz' distinction between the truths of fact and the 
truths of reasoning, whose highest form is mathematical reason
ing-which deals only with thought-things and needs neither 
witnesses nor the sensorily given-is based on the age-old dis
tinction between necessity and contingency, according to which 
all that is necessary, and whose opposite is impossible, possesses 
a higher ontological dignity than whatever ·is but could also 
not be. This conviction that mathematical reasoning should 
serve as a paradigm for all thought is probably as old as 
Pythagoras; at any rate we find it in Plato's refusal to admit 
anyone to philosophy who has not been trained in mathematics. 
It is still at the root of the medieval dictamen ralionis, the 
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dictate of reason. That truth compels with the force of necessity 
( anagke ), which is far stronger than the force of violence 
{ bia ), is an old topos in Greek philosophy, and it is always 
meant as a compliment to truth that it can compel men with the 
irresistible force of Necessity { h!JP' autts aletheias anagkm
thentes, in the words of Aristotle"). •Euclide; as Mercier de la 
Riviere once noted, "est un vhitoble dupote; et 1es verlte1 
qu'il now a tronsmises, sont des lois verltablement detpo
tiques.'"IS The same notion led Grotius to the conviction that 
"even God cannot cause two times two not to make four" -a 
very questionable proposition not only because it would put 
God under the dictate of necessity but because, if true, it 
would be equally valid for the evidence of sense perception, 
and it was on these grounds that Duns Scotus had ques
tioned it 

The source of mathematical truth is the human brain, and 
brain power Is no less natural, no less equipped to guide us 
through an appearing world, than our senses plus common 
sense and the extension of it that Kant called intellect 
The best proof of this may lie in the otherwise quite mys
terious fact that mathematical reasoning, the purest ao
tivity of our brain, and at first glance, because of its abstrac
tion from all qualities given to our senses, the farthest removed 
from sheer common·sense reasoning, could play such an 
enormously liberating role in science's exploration of the 
universe. The intellect, the organ of knowledge and cognition, 
is still of this world; in the words of Duns Scotus, it falls under 
the sway of nature, cadit sub natura, and carries with it all the 
necessities to which a living being, endowed with sense organs 
and brain power, is subject. The opposite of necessity is not 
contingency or accident but freedom. Everything that appears 
to human eyes, everything that occurs to the human mind, 
everything that happens to mortals for better or worse is 
"contingent," including their own existence. We all know: 

Unpredictably, decades ago, You arrived 
among that unending cascade of creatures spewed 
from Nature's maw. A random event, says Sclenoe. 

But that does not prevent us from answering with the poet: 
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Random my bottom! A true miracle, say I, 
for who is not certain that he was meant to bei"t 

But this being "meant to be~ is not a truth; it is a highly 
meaningful proposition. 

In other words, there are no truths beyond and above 
factual truths: all scientific truths are factual truths, those 
engendered by sheer brain power and expressed in a specially 
designed sign language not excluded, and only factual state
ments are scientifically verifiable. Thus the statement "A 
triangle laughs~ is not untrue but meaningless, whereas the 
old ontological demonstration of the existence of Cod, as we 
find it in Anselm of Canterbury, is not valid and in this sense 
not true, but it is full of meaning. Knowing certainly aims at 
truth, even if this truth, as in the sciences, is never an abiding 
truth but a provisional verity that we expect to exchange 
against other, more accurate verities as knowledge progresses. 
To expect truth to come from thinking signifies that we mistake 
the need to think with the urge to know. Thinking can and 
must be employed in the attempt to know, but in the exercise 
of this function it is never itself; it is but the handmaiden of 
an altogether different enterprise. (Hegel seems to have been 
the first to protest against the modern development that tends 
to put philosophy in a position similar to the one it bad in the 
Middle Ages. "Then, philosophy was supposed to be the band
maiden of theology, humbly accepting its achievements, and 
asked to bring them into a clean logical order and present 
them in a plausible, conceptually demonstrable context. Now, 
philosophy is supposed to be the handmaiden of the other 
sciences .... Its task is to demonstrate the methods of the 
sciences" -something Hegel denounces as "catching the 
shadow of shadows."80) 

Truth is what we are compelled to admit by the nature 
either of our senses or of our brain. The proposition that every
body who is "was meant to be" can easily be refuted; but 
the certainty of the I "was meant to be" will survive refutation 
intact because it is inherent in every thinking reSection on the 
l-am. 

By drawing a distinguishing line between truth and mean-
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lng, between knowing and thinking, and by insisting Oil its 
importance, I do not wish to deny that trunking's quest for 
meaning and knowledge's quest for truth are connected. By 
posing the unanswerable questions of meaning, men establish 
themselves as question-asking beings. Behind all the cognitive 
questions for which men find answers, there lurk the un
answerable ones that seem entirely idle and have always been 
denounced as such. It is more than likely that men, if they 
were ever to lose the appetite for meaning we call thinking 
and cease to ask unanswerable questions, would Jose not only 
the ability to produce those thought-things that we call worb 
of art but also the capacity to ask all the answerable questions 
upon which every civilization is founded. In this sense, reason 
is the a priori condition of the intellect and of cognition; it 
is because reason and intellect are so connected, despite utter 
difference in mood and purpose, that the philosophers have 
always been tempted to accept the criterion of truth-so valid 
for science and everyday life-as applicable to their own 
rather extraordinary business as well For our desire to know, 
whether arising out of practical or purely theoretical per
plexities, can be ful.6lled when it reaches its prescribed goal, 
and while our thirst for knowledge may be unquenchable be
cause of the immensity of the unknown, the activity itself 
leaves behind a growing treasure of knowledge that is re
tained a.nd kept In store by every civilization as part and 
parcel of its world. The loss of this accumulation and of the 
technical expertise required to conserve and increase it in
evitably spells the end of this particular world. The thinking 
activity on the contrary leaves nothing so tangible behind, and 
the need to think can therefore never be stilled by the insights 
of "wise men.n As far as positive results are concerned, the 
most we can expect from it is what Kant finally achieved in 
carrying out his purpose "to extend, albeit only negatively, our 
use of reason beyond the limitations of the sensorily given 
world, that is, to eliminate the obstacles by which reason 
hinders itself."~~' 

Kant's famous distinction between Vernunft and Verstand, 
between a faculty of speculative thought and the ability to 
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know arising out of sense eJCperience-where •an thought is 
but a means to reach intuition" ("In whatever manner and by 
whatever means a cognition may relate to objects, intuUion is 
that through which it is in immediate relation to them, and 
to which all thought is directed as a means" )"-bas conse
quences more far-reaching, and even perhaps quite other, 
than those he himself recognized 83 (While discussing Plato, he 
once remarked "that it is by no means unusual, upon comparing 
the thoughts which an author has expressed in regard to 
his subject ... to lind that we understand him better than 
he has understood himself. As he has not sufficiently de
termined his concept, he has sometimes spoken, or even 
thought, in opposition to his own intention."114 And this is of 
course applicable to his own work.) Although he insisted on 
the inability of reason to arrive at knowledge, especially with 
respect to God, Freedom, and Immortality-to him the highest 
objectS of thought-he could not part altogether with the 
conviction that the llnal aim of thinking, as of knowledge, is 
truth and cognition; he thus uses, throughout the Critiques, 
the term V emunfterkenntnis, "knowledge arising out of pure 
reason,"55 a notion that ought to have been a contradiction in 
terms for him. He never became fully aware of having 
liberated reason and thinking, of having justiJled this faculty 
and its activity even though they could not boast of any •posi· 
live" results. As we have seen, he stated that he had "found it 
necessary to deny knowledge . . . to make room for faith,"" 
but all he had "denied" was k'Ilowledge of things that are un
knowable, and he had not made room for faith but for thought. 
He believed that he had built the foundations of a future 
"systematic metaphysic" as "a bequest to posterity,"87 and It is 
true that without Kant's unshackling of speculative thought the 
rise of German idealism and Its metaphysical systems would 
hardly have been possible. But the new brand of philosophers
Fichte, Schelling, Hegel-would scarcely have pleased Kant. 
Liberated by Kant from the old school dogmatism and its 
sterile exercises, encouraged by him to indulge in speculative 
thinking, they actually took their cue from Descartes, went 
hunting for certainty, blurred once again the distinguishing 
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line between thought and knowledge, and believed in all 
earnest that the results of their speculations possessed the 
same kind of validity as the results of cognitive processes. 

What undermined Kant's greatest discovery, the d.istinction 
between knowledge, which uses thinking as a means to an 
end, and thinking itself as it arises out of "the very nature of 
our reason" and is done for its own sake, was that he con
stantly compared the two with each other. Only if truth (in 
Kant, intuition), and not meaning, is the ultimate criterion nf 
man's mental activities does It make sense in this context to 
speak of deception and Ulusion at all. "It is impossible," he 
says, that reason, "this highest tribunal of all the rights and 
claims of speculation should itself be the source of deceptions 
and Ulusions."" He is right, but only because reason as 
the faculty of speculative thought does not move in the 
world of appearances and hence can produce non-sense and 
meaninglessness but neither illusion nor deception, which 
properly belong to the realm of sense perception and common
sense reasoning. He recognizes this himself when he calls the 
ideas of pure reason only "heuristic," not "ostensive" con
cepts;St they are tentative-they do not demonstrate or show 
anything. "They ought not to be assumed as existing in them
selves, but only as having the reality of a schema . •. [and] 
should be regarded only as analoga of real things, not as in 
themselves real things."00 In other words, they neither reach 
nor are able to present and represent reality. It is not merely 
the other-worldly transcendent things that they can never 
reach; the realness given by the senses playing together, 
kept in tune by common sense, and that is guaranteed by 
the fact of plurality- is beyond their grasp. But Kant does not 
insist on this side of the matter, because he is afraid that his 
ideas might then tum out to be "empty thought-things" ( leere 
Gedan.kendinge ) 91-as indeed they invariably do when they 
dare to show themselves nalcedly, that is, untransformed and 
in a way unfalsified by language, in our everyday world and 
in everyday communication. 

It is perhaps for the same reason that he equates what we 
have here called meaning with Purpose and even Intention 
( Zweck and Absicht): The "highest formal unity, which rests 
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solely on concepts of reason, is the purposive unity of things. 
The 8pectdatlve interest of reason makes it necessary to regard 
all order in the world as if it had originated in the [intention] of 
a supreme reason."02 Now, it turns out, reason pursues speci6c 
purposes, has specific intentions in resorting to its ideas; it 
Is the need of human reason and its interest in God, Freedom, 
and Immortality that make men think, even though only a 
few pages later he will admit that "the mere speculative in· 
terest of reason" with respect to the three main objects of 
thought-"the freedom of the will, the immortality of the 
soul, and the existence of God" -"Is very small; and for its sake 
alone we should hardly have undertaken the labor of tran· 
scendental investigations . . . since whatever discoveries 
might be made in regard to these matters, we should not be 
able to make use of them in any helpful manner in concreto."i• 
But we do not have to go hunting for small contradictions in 
the work of this very great thinker. Right in the midst of the 
passages quoted above occurs the sentence that stands in the 
greatest possible contrast to his own equation of reason with 
Purpose: "Pure reason is in fact occupied with nothing but 
Itself. It can have no other vocation.,.. 
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Thinking, willing. and judging are the three basic mental 
activities; they cannot be derived from each other and though 
they have certain common characteristics they cannot be re
duced to a common denominator. To the question What makes 
us think? there is ultimately no answer other than what Kant 
called "reason's need,· the inner impulse of that faculty to 
actualize itself in speculation. And something very similar is 
true for the will, which neither reason nor desire can move. 
"Nothing other than the Will is the total cause of volition• 
("nihil aliud a voluntate est causa totalis vo!itionis In volun
tate•), in the striking formula of Duns Scotus, or "voluntM 
vult se vellen ("the will wills itself to will"), as even Thomas, 
the least voluntaristic of those who thought about this faculty, 
had to admit.' Judgment, finally, the mysterious endowment 
of the mind by which the general, always a mental con
struction, and the particular, always given to sense experience, 
are brought together, Is a "peculiar faculty" and in no way 
inherent in the intellect, not even in the case of "determinant 
judgments• -where particulars are subsumed under general 
rules in the form of a syllogism-because no rule is available 
for the appllcatioM of the rule. To know how to apply the 
general to the particular is an additional "natural gift; the 
want of which, according to Kant, is "ordinarily called stu
pidity, and for such a failing there is no remedy ... The auton
omous nature of judgment is even more obvious in the case 
of "reflective judgment,• which does not descend from the 
general to the particular but ascends "from the particular .•• 
to the universal" by deciding. without any over-all rules, This is 
beautiful, this is ugly, this is right, this is wrong; and here for 
a guiding principle, judging "can only give [It] as a Jaw from 
and to itself ... 

69 
Copyrighted material 



70 

The Life of the Mind I Thinking 

I called these mental activities bas.ic because they are 
autonomous; each of them obeys the laws inherent in the 
activity itself, although all of them depend on a certain 
stillness of the soul's passions, on that "dispassionate quiet" 
("leidenschaftslose Stille") which Hegel ascribed to "merely 
thlnklng cognition."• Since it Is always the same person whose 
mind thinks, wills, and judges, the autonomous nature of these 
activities has created great difficulties. Reason's Inability to 
move the will, plus the fact that thinking can only "under
standw what is past but neither remove It nor "rejuvenate" it
"the owl of Minerva begins Its flight when dusk is falling"• 
-have led to the various doctrines asserting the mind's im
potence and the force of the irrational, In brief to Hume's · 
famous dictum that "Reason is and ought only to be the slave 
of the passions, • that is, to a rather simple-minded reversal of 
the Platonic notion of reason's uncontested rulership In the 
household of the soul. What is so remarkable In all these 
theories and doctrines is their implicit monism, the claim that 
behind the obvious multiplicity of the world's appearances and, 
even more pertinently for our oontext, behind the obvious 
plurality of man's faculties and abilities, there must exist a 
oneness-the old hen pan, "the all is one· -either a single 
source or a single ruler. 

The autonomy of mental activities, moreover, implies their 
being unconditioned; none of the conditions of either life or 
the world corresponds to them directly. For the "dispassionate 
quiet" of the soul is not a condition properly speaking; not 
only does the mere quiet never cause the mental activity, the 
urge to think; "reason's need • more often than not quiets 
the passions. To be sure, the objects of my thinking or willing 
or judging. the mind's subject matter, are given in the world, 
or arise from my life In this world, but they themselves as 
activities are not necessitated or conditioned by either. 
Men, though they are totally conditioned existentially
limited by the time span between birth and death, subject to 
labor In order to live, motivated to work in order to make 
themselves at home In the world, and roused to action In 
order to find their place In the society of their fellow-men
can mentally transcend all these conditions, but only mentally, 
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never In reality or In cognition and knowledge, by virtue of 
which they are able to explore the world's realness and their 
own. They can judge aflirmatively or negatively the realities 
they are born Into and by which they are also conditioned; 
they can will the impossible, for instance, eternal life; and they 
can think, that is, speculate meaningfully, about the unknown 
and the unknowable. And although this can never directly 
change reality-indeed in our world there is no clearer or more 
radical opposition than that between thinldng and doing-the 
principles by which we act and the criteria by which we judge 
and conduct our lives depend· ultimately on the life of the 
mind. In short, they depend on the performance of these ap
parently profitless mental enterprises that yield no results and 
do •not endow us directly with the power to act" (Heidegger). 
Absence of thought fB indeed a powerful factor In human 
affairs, statistically speaking the most powerful, not just in the 
conduct of the many hut in the conduct of all. The very 
urgency, the IWChoUa, of human affairs demands provisional 
judgments, the reliance on rustom and habit, that is, on pre
judices. As to the world of appearances, which affects our 
senses as well as our soul and our common sense, Heraclitus 
spoke truly, In words still unburdened by terminology: '"I'he 
mind b separate from all thinga" ( sophon uti pant6tl 
kechOrlsmenon). e It is because of that complete separateness 
that Kant oould believe so firmly in the existence of other 
intelligible beings in a diHerent comer of the universe, namely, 
of creatures capable of the same ldnd of reasonable thought 
although without our sensory apparatus and without our intel
lectual brain power, that is, without our criteria for buth and 
error and our conditious for experience and scientific cognition. 

Seen from the perspective of the world of appearances and 
the activities conditioned by it, the main characteristic of 
mental activities is their lfwUibility. Properly speaking. they 
never appear, though they manifest themselves to the thinking. 
willing. or judging ego, which is aware of being active, yet 
lacks the ability or the urge to appear as such. The Epicurean 
latht biilsas, "live in hiding." may have been a counsel of 
prudence; it is also an at least negatively exact description of 
the topos, the locality, of the man who thinks; in fact, it b 
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the very opposite of John Adams' "$f)ectemur agendo" (let us 
be seen in action). In other words, to the Invisible that 
manifests itself to thinking there corresponds a human faculty 
that is not only, Uke other faculties, invisible so long as it is 
latent, a mere potentiality, but remains non-manifest In full 
actuality. If we consider the whole scale of human activities 
from the viewpoint of appearance, we lind many degrees of 
manifestation. Neither laboring nor fabrication requires dis
play of the activity itself; only action and spealting need a 
space of appearance-as well as people who see and hear
In order to be actualized at all. But none of these activities Is 
Invisible. Were we to follow Greek linguistic custom, by which 
the "heroes," acting men in the highest sense, were called 
andres eplphanets, men who are fully manifest, highly con· 
spicuous, then we wou.ld call thinkers the inconspicuous men 
by definition and profession.' 

In this, as in other respects, the mind is decisively diHerent 
from the soul, its chief competitor for the rank of ruler over 
our inner, non-visible life. The soul, where our passions, our 
feelings and emotions arise, is a more or Jess chaotic welter of 
happenings which we do not enact but suffer (pathein) and 
which In cases of great intensity may overwhelm us as pain or 
pleasure does; its Invisibility resembles that of our inner 
bodily organs of whose functioning or non-functioning we are 
also aware without being able to control them. The life of the 
mind, on the contrary, is sheer activity, and this activity, like 
other activities, can be started and stopped at will. The pas
sions, moreover, though their seat is invisible, have an ex· 
pressiveness of their own: we blush with shame or embarrass
ment, we grow pale with fear or anger, we can shine with 
happiness or look dejected, and we need a considerable train· 
ing in self-control in order to prevent the passions from show· 
ing. The only outward manifestation of the mind is absent· 
mindedness, an obvious disregard of the surrounding world, 
something entirely negative which in no way hints at what Is 
actually happening within us. 

The mere fact of invisibility, that something can be without 
being manifest to the eye, must always have been striking. 
How much so may be gauged by the strange disinclination 

Copyrighted material 



73 

Irwl&ibiUty and withdrawal 

of our whole tradition to draw clear lines between soul, mind, 
and consciousness, so often equated as objects of our inner 
sense for no other reason than that they are non-appearing to 
the outer senses. Thus Plato concluded that the soul is in
visible because it is made for the cognition of the invisible 
within a world of visible things. And even Kant, among the 
philosophers by far the most critical of traditional meta
physical prejudict!$, will occasionally enumerate two kinds of 
objects: "'I', as thinking, am an object of inner sense, and am 
called 'soul'. That which is an object of the outer senses is 
called 'body' :s This, of course, is but a variation of the old meta· 
physical two-world theory. An analogy is made to the outward
ness of sense experience, on the assumption that an internal 
space houses what is within us in the same way that external 
space provides for our bodies, so that an "inner sense,~ namely, 
the intuition of introspection, is pictured as fitted to ascertain 
whatever goes on "within" with the same reliability our outer 
senses have in dealing with the outer world. And for the soul, 
the analogy is not too misleading. Since feelings and emotions 
are not self-made but "passions· caused by outside events that 
affect the soul and bring about certain reactions, namely, the 
soul's pathemata- its passive states and moods- these inner ex
periences may indeed be open to the inner sense of introspection 
precisely because they are possible, as Kant once remarked, 
"ouly on the assumption of outer experience . .., Moreover, their 
very passivity, the fact that they are not Hable to be changed 
by deliberate intervention, results in an impressive semblance 
of stability. This semblance then produces certain illusions of 
introspection, which in turn lead to the theory that the mind 
is not merely the master of its own activities but can rule 
the soul's passions-as though the mind were nothing but the 
soul's highest organ. This theory is very old and reached its 
climax in the Stoic doctrines of the mind's control of pleasure 
and pain; its fallacy-that you can feel happy when roasted in 
the Phalarian Bull- rests ultimately on the equation of soul 
and mind, that is, on ascribing to the soul and its essential 
passivity the powerful sovereignty of the mind. 

No mental act, and least of all the act of thinking, is 
content with its object as it is given to it. It always transcends 
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the sheer givenness of whatever may have aroused its atten· 
lion and transfonns it into what Petrus Jobannis Olivi, the 
thirteenth-century Franciscan philosopher of the Wil1,10 called 
an e.tperlmentum sultatis, an experiment of the self with 
itself. Since plurality is one of the basic existential con
ditions of human life on earth-&o that Inter homines esse, to 
be among men, was to the Romans the sign of bei.ng alive, 
aware of the realness of world and self, and intll1' homines esse 
de3inet'e, to cease to be among men, a synonym for dying-to 
be by myself and to have intercou.rse with myself is the 
outstanding characteristic of the l.ife of the mind. The mind 
can be said to have a life of its own only to the extent that it 
actualizes this intercourse in which, existentially speaking, 
plurality is reduced to the duality already implied in the 
fact and the word u consciousness," or syneldenol- to lrnow 
with myself. I call this existential state in which I keep myself 
company usolltude" to distinguish it from UJonellness,. where 
I am also alone but now deserted not only by human company 
but also by the possible company of myself. It is only in lone
liness that I feel deprioed of human company, and it is only 
in the acute awareness of such deprivation that men ever exist 
really in the singular, as it is perhaps only in dreams or in 
madness that they fully realize the unbearable and "unutter
able horror" of this state.11 Mental activities themselves all 
testify by their ref/erlQB nature to a duality inherent in con
sciousness; the mental agent cannot be active except by acting, 
Implicitly or explicitly, back upon himself. Consciousness, to 
be sure-Kant's ui think" -not only accompanies "all other 
representations" but all my activities, in which nevertheless 
I can be enti.rely oblivious of my self. Consciousness as such, 
before it is actualized in solitude, achieves nothing more than 
an awareness of the sameness of the l-am-"I am conscious of 
myself, not as I appear to myself, nor as I am in myself, but 
only that I am"12-whicb guarantees the identical continuity 
of a self throughout the manifold representations, experiences, 
and memories of a lifetime. As such, it uexpresses the act of 
detennining my existence.•u Mental activities, and, as we 
shall see later, especially thinking-the soundless dialogue of 
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the I with itself-<:an be understood as the actualization of the 
original duality or the split between me and myself which 
is inherent in all consciousness. But this sheer self-awareness, 
of which I am, as it were, unconsciously conscious, is not an 
activity; by accompanying all other activities it is the guaran
tor of an altogether silent I -am-I. 

The life of the mind in which I keep myself company may 
be soundless; it is never silent and it can never be altogether 
oblivious of itself, because of the reSexive nature of all its 
activities. Every cogitare, no matter what its object, is also a 
cogito me cogitare, every volition a oolo me oelle, and even 
judgment is possible, as Montesquieu once remarked, only 
through a •retour secret sur moi-mhne." This reSexivity seems 
to point to a place of inwardness for mental acts, construed on 
the principle of the outward space in which my non-mental 
acts take place. But that this inwardness, unlike the passive 
Inwardness of the soul, could only be understood as a site 
of activities is a fallacy, whose historical orgin is the dis
covery, in the early centuries of the Christian era, of the Will 
and of the experiences of the willing ego. For I am aware of 
the faculties of the mind and their reSexivity only as long as 
the activity lasts. It is as though the very organs of thought 
or will or judgment came into being only when I think, or will, 
or judge; in their la tent state, assuming that such latency 
exists prior to actualization, they are not open to intro
spection. The thinking ego, of which I am perfectly conscious 
so long as the thinking activity lasts, will disappear as though 
it were a mere mirage when the real world asserts itself again. 

Since mental activities, non-appearing by definition, occur 
in a world of appearances and in a being that partakes of these 
appearances through its receptive sense organs as well as 
through its own ability and urge to appear to others, they 
cannot come into being except through a deliberate with
drawal from appearances. It is withdrawal not so much from 
the world-only thought, because of its tendency to gen
eralize, i.e., its special concern for the general as opposed to the 
particular, tends to withdraw from the world altogether- as 
from the world's being present to the senses. Every mental 
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act rests on the mind's faculty of haoing present to itself what 
is absent from the senses. Re·presentation, making present 
what is actually absent, is the mind's unique gift, and since 
our whole mental terminology Is based on metaphors drawn 
from vision's experience, this gift Is called imoginatwn, defined 
by Kant as "the faculty of intuition even without the presence 
of the object."" The mind's faculty o.f making present what Is 
absent is of cou.rse by no means restricted to mental images 
of absent objects; memory quite generally stores, and holds 
at the &position of recollection, whatever is no more, and 
the will anticipates what the future may bring but is not yet. 
Only because of th.e mind's capacity for making present what 
is absent can we say "no more" and constitute a past for 
ourselves, or say "not yet" and get ready for a future. But this 
Is possible for the mind only after It has withd.rawn from the 
present and the urgencies of everyday life. Thus, in order to 
will, the mind must withdraw from the immediacy of desire, 
which, without reflecting and without reflexivity, stretches out 
its hand to get hold of the desired object; for the will Is not 
concerned with objects but with projects, for instance, with 
the future availability of an object that it may or may not 
desire in the present. The will transforms the desire into an 
intention. And judgment, finally, be It aesthetic or legal or 
moral, presupposes a definitely "unnatural" and deliberate 
withdrawal from involvement and the partiality of immediate 
interests as they are given by my position in the world and 
the part I play in it. 

It would be wrong, I believe, to try to establish a hierarchi· 
cal order among the mind's activities, but I also believe that 
it is hardly deniable that an order of priorities exists. It is 
inconceivable how we would ever be able to will or to judge, 
that is, to handle things which are not yet and things which 
are no more, if the power of representation and the effort 
necessary to direct mental attention to what in every way 
escapes the attention of sense perception had not gone ahead 
and prepa.red the mind for further reflection as well as for 
willing and judging. In other words, what we generally call 
"thinking,• though unable to move the will or provide judgment 
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with general rules, must prepare the particulars given to the 
senses in such a way that the mind is able to handle them in 
their absence; it must, in brief, de-seme them. 

The best description of this process of preparation I 
know of is given by Augustine. Sense perception, he says, 
"the vision, which was without when the sense was formed 
by a sensible body, is succeeded by a similar vision within," 
the image that re-presents it.'" This image is then stored in 
memory, ready to become a "vision in thought" the moment 
the mind gets hold of it ; it is decisive that "what remains 
in the memory" -the mere Image of what once was real-Is 
different from the "vision in thought"-the deliberately remem
bered object. "What remains in the memory •• . is one thing. 
and . .. something else arises when we remember,"18 for ~what 
is hidden and retained in the memory is one thing, and what is 
impressed by it in the thought of the one remembering is an
other thing. "17 Hence, the thought-object is different from the 
image, as the image is different from the visible sense-object 
whose mere representation it is. It is because of this twofold 
transformation that thinking "in fact goes even further; 
beyond the realm of all possible imagination, "when our rea
son proclaims the infinity of number which no vision in the 
thought of corporeal things has yet grasped" or "teaches us 
that even the tiniest bodies can be divided infinitely.'"18 Imagi
nation, therefore, which transforms a visible object into an 
invisible image, fit to be stored in the mind, is the condition 
sine qua non for providing the mind with suitable thought
objects; but these thought-objects come into being only when 
the mind actively and deliberately remembers, recollects and 
selects from the storehouse of memory whatever arouses Its 
interest su.ftlciently to induce concentration; in these opera
tions the mind learns how to deal with things that are absent 
and prepares itself to "go further; toward the understanding of 
things that are always absent, that cannot be remembered 
because they were never present to sense experience. 

Although this last class of thought-objects~cepts, 

ideas, categories, and the like-became the special subject 
matter of "professional" philosophy, there is nothing in the 

Copyrighted material 



ordlnazy life of man that cannot become food for thought. 
that is, be subjected to the twofold transformation that readies 
a sense-object to become a suitable thought-object. All the 
metaphysical questions that pbUosophy took as Its special 
topics arise out of mdinary oommon-senae experiences; 
"reason's need"' -the quest for meaning that prompts men 
to ask them-Is In no way diHerent from men's need to tell 
the story of some happening they witnessed, or to write poems 
about it In all such reflecting activities men move outside 
the world of appearances an.d use a language filled with 
abstract words which, of course, bad long been part and 
parcel of everyday speech before they became the special 
currency of pbUosophy. For thinking, then, though not for 
philosophy, technically speaking, withdrawal &om the world 
of appearances Is the only essential precondition. In order for 
us to think about somebody, he must be removed from our 
presence; so long as we are with him we do not think either 
ol him or about him; thinldng always lmplles remembrano"e; 
every thought is strictly speaking an after-thought. It may, of 
course, happen that we start thinking about a still-present 
10111ebody or something, In which case we have removed our
aelves surreptitiously from our surroundings and are conduct· 
fng ourselves as though we were already absent. 

These remarks may indicate why thinking, the quest for 
meaning-as opposed to the thirst for knowledge, even for 
knowledge for its own sake-has so often been felt to be un
natural, as though men, whenever they reSect without purpose, 
going beyond the natural curiosity awakened by the manifold 
wonders of the world's sheer thereness and their own existence, 
engaged in an activity contrary to the human condition. Think
ing as such, not only the raising of the unanswerable "ultimate 
questions; but every reSection that does not serve knowledge 
and is not guided by practical needs and aims, is, as Heidegger 
once observed, •out of order'" (italics added).11 It interrupts 
any doing. any ordinary activities, no matter what they happen 
to be. All thinking demands a &top-and-think. Whatever the 
fallacies and the absurdities of the two-world theories may 
have been, they arose out of these genuine experiences of the 
thinki11g ego. And since whatever prevents thinking belongs 
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to the world of appearances and to those common-sense ex
periences I have in company with my fellow-men and that 
automatically guarantee my sense of the realness of my own 
being, it is indeed as though thinking pa.ralyzed me in much 
the same way as an excess of consciousness may paralyze the 
automatism of my bodily functions, ·raccomplissement d'un 
ade qui doit ~Ire reflexe ou ne peut etre; as Valery phrases it. 
Identifying the state of consciousness with the state of think
ing, he added: "on en pou"ait tirer toute une philosophic que 
fe resumeraisainsi: Tantdt ;e pense et tant6t je suis~ ("At times 
I think, and at times I am")?O This striking observation, enti.rely 
based on equally striking experiences-namely, that the mere 
consciousness of our bodily organs is enough to prevent them 
from functioning properly-insists on an antagonism between 
being and thinking which we can trace back to Plato's famous 
saying that only the philosopher's body-that is, what makes 
him appear among appearances-still inhabits the city of men, 
as though, by thinking, men removed themselves from the 
world of the living. 

Throughout the history of philosophy a very curious notion 
has persisted of an affinity between death and philosophy. 
Philosophy for many centuries was supposed to teach men how 
to die; it was in this vein that the Romans decided that the 
study of philosophy was a lit occupation only for the old, 
whereas the Greeks had held that it should be studied by 
the young. Still, it was Plato who first remarked that the 
philosopher appears to those who do not do philosophy as 
though he were pursuing death, 21 and it was Zcno, the 
founder of Stoicism, who, still in the same century, reported 
that the Delphic oracle, on his asking it what he should 
do to attain the best life, had answered: !ake on the color 
of the dead.,.. In modem times it is not uncommon to lind 
people holding, with Schopenhauer, that our mortality is the 
eternal source of philosophy, that "death actually Is the in
spiring genius of philosophy .. . [and that] without death 
there would scarcely be any philosophlzlng."" Even the 
younger Heldegger of Sein und ZeU still treated the anticipa
tion of death as the decisive experience through which man 
can attain an authentic self and be liberated from the in-
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authenticity of the They, quite unaware of the extent to which 
this doctrine actually sprang, as Plato had pointed out, from 
the opinion of the maoy. 

10 The intra~TU~ral warfare between 
thought and common sense 

1ake on the color of the dead"-so indeed the philoso
pher's absent-mindedness aod the style of life of. the pro
fessional who devotes his entire life to thinking. thus mo
nopolizing and raising to ao absolute what Is but one of 
the many human faculties, must appear to the common sense 
of common men, since we normally move in a world where 
the most rarucal experience of disappearing is death and 
withdrawal from appearance Is dying. The very fact that 
there have always-at least since Parmenides-been men who 
chose this way of life deliberately without being canrudates 
for suicide shows that this sense of ao afllnity with death does 
not come from the thinking activity and the experiences of the 
thinking ego itself. It is, rather, the philosopher's own common 
sense-his being •a man like you and me·-that makes him 
aware of being ·out of order" while engaged in thinking. He 
Is not Immune from common opinion, because be shares, alter 
all, in the ·common-ness• of all men, and it is his own sense of 
realness that makes him suspect the thinldng activity. And 
since thinking itself is helpless against the arguments of 
common-sense reasoning aod the insistence on the "mean
inglessness· of its quest for meaning. the philosopher is prone 
to answer in common-sense terms, which he simply turns up
side down for the purpose. If common sense and common 
opinion hold that •death is the greatest of all evils, • the 
philosopher (of Plato's time, when death was understood as the 
separation of soul from body) is tempted to say: on the 
contrary, •death Is a deity, a benefactor to the phl.losopher, 
precisely because it dissolves the union of soul and body"" 
and thus seems to liberate the mind from bodily pain and 
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pleasure, both of which prevent our mental organs from 
pursuing their activity, just as consciousness prevents our 
bodily organs from functioning properly.20 The whole history 
of philosophy, which tells us so much about the objects of 
thought and so little about the process of thinlting and the ex
periences of the thinking ego, is shot through with an intra
mural warfare between man's common sense, this sixth sense 
that fits our five senses into a common world, and man's faculty 
of thought and need of reason, which determine him to remove 
himself for considerable periods from it. 

The philosophers have interpreted that intramural warfare 
as the natural hostility of the many and their opinions toward 
the few and their truth; but the historical facts to support this 
interpretation are rather scanty. There is, to be sure, the trial 
of Socrates, which probably inspired Plato to declare at the 
end of the Cave parable (when the philosopher returns from 
his solitary Bight into the sky of the ideas to the darkness of 
the cave and the company of his fellow-men) that the many, if 
they only could, would lay hands on the few and kill them. 
This interpretation of Socrates' trial echoes through the history 
of philosophy up to and including Hegel Yet, leaving aside 
some very justified doubts about Plato's version of the 
event,28 the fact is, there are hardly any instances on record of 
the many on their own initiative declaring war on philosophers. 
As far as the few and the many are concerned, it has been 
rather the other way round. It was the philosopher who of 
his own accord quitted the City of men and then told those 
be had left behind that, at best, they were deceived by the 
trust they put in their senses, by their willingness to believe 
the poets and be taught by the populace, when they should 
have been using their minds, and that, at worst, they were 
content to live only for sensual pleasure and to be glutted like 
cattle."' It seems rather obvious that the multitude can never 
resemble a philosopher, but this does not mean, as Plato stated, 
that those who do philosophy are unecessarily blamed• and 
persecuted by the many 1ike a man fallen among wild 
beasts ..... 

The philosopher's way of life is solitary, but this solitude is 
freely chosen, and Plato himself, when be enumerates the 
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natural conditions favorable to the development in "the noblest 
natures" of the philosophical gift, does not mention the hos
tility of the many. He speaks, rather, of exiles, of a "great 
mind born in a petty state whose affairs are beneath ..• 
notice," and of other circumstances such as ill health that cut 
such natures off from the public affairs of the many.21 But this 
turning-of -tbe.tables, to make the warfare between thought 
and common sense the result of the few turning against the 
many, though perhaps a shade more plausible and better docu
mented-to wit, on the philosopher's claim to rule-than the 
traditional persecution mania of the philosopher, is probably 
no nearer the truth. The most plausible explanation of the 
quarrel between common sense and "professional" thinldng 
still is the point already mentioned (that we are dealing here 
with an intramural warfare) since surely the 6rst to be aware 
of all the objections common sense could raise against philos
ophy must have been the philosophers themselves. And Plato
in a different context, where be Is not concerned with a polity 
"worthy of the philosophical nature" -dismisses with laughter 
a question raised as to whether a man who is concerned with 
divine things is also good at things human. 50 

Laughter rather than hostility Is the natural reacti.on of 
the many to the philosopher's preoccupation and the apparent 
uselessness of his concerns. This laughter Is innocent and 
quite di.fferent from the ridicule frequently turned on an 
opponent in serious disputes, where it can indeed become a 
fearful weapon. But Plato, who argued in the Lows for the 
strict prohibition of any writing that would ridicule any of 
the citizens, 31 feared the ridicule in all laughter. What is 
decisive here are not the passages in the political dialogues, 
the Lawa or the RepubUc, against poetry and especially 
comedians, but the entirely serious way in which be tells the 
story of the Thracian peasant girl who bursts out laughing 
when she saw Thales fall into a well while be was watching 
the motions of the heavenly bodies above him, "declaring 
that be was eager to know the things in the sky, but what 
was ... just at his feet escaped him." And Plato adds: "Any
one who gives his life to philosophy is open to such mockery . 
• • • The whole rabble will join the peasant girl in laughing at 
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him . .. [as) in his helplesmess he looks like a fool."*' 
It is strange that in the long history of philosophy it oc
curred only to Kant-who was so singularly free of all the 
specillcally philosophical vices-that the gift for speculative 
thought could be like the gift "with which Juno honored 
Trreslas, whom she blinded so that she might give him the 
gift of prophecy." He suspected that Intimate acquaintance 
with another world could be "attained here only by forfeiting 
some of the sense one needs for the present world." Kant, at 
any rate, seems to have been unique among the philosophers 
in being sovereign enough to join in the laughter of the 
common man. Probably quite unaware of Plato's story of the 
Thracian girl, be tells in perfectly good humor a virtually 
identical tale about Tycho de Brahe and his coachman: the 
astronomer had proposed that they take their bearings from 
the stars to lind the shortest way during a night journey, and 
the coachman had replied: "My dear sir, you may know a 
lot about the heavenly bodies; but here on earth you are a 
fooJ."U 

On the assumption that the philosopher does not need the 
"rabble" to inform him of his "foolishness~ -the common sense 
he shares with all men must be alert enough for him to an
ticipate their laughter-on the assumption, in short, that what 
we are dealing with is an intramural warfare between common
sense reasoning and speculative thinking going on in the 
mind of the philosopher himself, let us examine more closely 
the affinity between death and philosophy. If we take our 
perspective from the world of appearances, the common 
world in which we appeared by birth and from which we shall 
disappear by death, then the wish to know our common 
habitat and amass all kinds of knowledge about It Is natural. 
Because of thinking's need to transcend it, we have turned 
away; in a metaphorical sense, we have disappeared from this 
world, and this can be understood-from the perspective of the 
natural and of our common-sense reasoning-as the anticipa
tion of our final departure, that is, our death. 

That is bow Plato described it in the Phaedo: Seen from 
the perspective of the multitude, the philosophers do nothing 
but pursue death, from which the many, if they cared at 
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all, might conclude that philosophers had better die.l4 And 
Plato is not so sure that the many are not right, except that 
they do not know in what sense that is to be construed. The 
"true philosopher," one who spends his whole life in thought, 
has two desires: 6.rst, that be may be free from all kinds of 
business and especially be rid of his body, which always de
mands to be taken care of, "falls in our way at every step ... 
and causes confusion and trouble and panic,''"• and second, 
that he may come to live in a hereafter where those things 
with which thinking is concerned, such as truth, justice, and 
beauty, will be no less aocessible and real than what now 
can be perceived with the bodily senses.31 Even Aristotle, in 
one of his popular writings, reminds his readers of those 
"islands of the blessed" that are blessed because there "men 
would not need anything and none of the other things could 
be of any use to them so that only thinking and contemplat
ing (theorein) would be left, that is, what even now we call 
a free life."01 In short, the turning-about inherent in thinking is 
by no means a harmless enterprise. In the Phaedo it reverses 
all relationships: men, who naturally shun death as the greatest 
of evils, are now turning to it as the greatest good. 

All of this is of course spoken with tongue in cheek-or, 
more academically, it is put into metaphorical language; 
philosophers are not famous for their suicides, not even when 
they hold with Aristotle (in a surprisingly personal remark in 
the Proln1plikos)38 that those who want to enjoy themselves 
should either philosophize or depart from life, all else seems 
to be foolish talk and nonsense. But the metapho.r of death, 
or, rather, the metaphorical reversal of life and death-what 
we usually call life is death, what we usually call death is life
is not arbitrary, although one can see it a bit less dramatically: 
If thinking establishes its own conditions, blinding itself 
against the sensorily given by removing all that is close at 
hand, it is in order to make room for the distant to be
come manifest. To put it quite simply, in the proverbial absent
mindedness of the philosopher, everything present is absent 
because something actually absent is present to his mind, and 
among the things absent is the philosopher's own body. Both 
the philosopher's hostility toward politics, "the petty alfairs 
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of men,"U and his hostility toward the body have little to do 
with individual convictions and beliefs; they are inherent in 
the experience itself. While you are thinking, you are unaware 
of your own corporality-and it is this experience that made 
Plato ascribe immortality to the soul once it has departed from 
the body and made Descartes conclude "that the soul can 
thi.nk without the body except that so long as the soul is at
tached to the body it may be bothered in its operations by 
the bad disposition of the body's organs."•o 

Mnemosyne, Memory, is the mother of the Muses, and 
remembrance, the most frequent and also the most basic 
thinking experience, has to do with things that are absent, 
that have disappeared from my senses. Yet the absent that is 
summoned up and made present to my mind-a person, an 
event, a monument-cannot appear in the way it appeared 
to my senses, as though remembrance were a kind of witch
craft. In order to appear to my mind only, it must first be 
de-sensed, and the capacity to transform sense-objects into 
images is called "imagination." Without this faculty, which 
makes present what is absent in a de-sensed form, no thought 
processes and no trains of thought would be possible at all. 
Hence, thinking is "out of order" not merely because it stops all 
the other activities so necessary for the busi.ness of living and 
staying alive, but because it inverts all ordinary relationships: 
what is near and appears directly to our senses is now far away 
and what is distant i.s actually present. While thinking I am 
not where I actually am; I am surrounded not by sense-objects 
but by images that are invisible to everybody else. It is as 
though I bad withdrawn into some never-never land, the land 
of invisibles, of which I would know nothing had I not this 
faculty of remembering and imagining. Thinking annihilates 
temporal as well as spatial distances. I can anticipate the 
future, think of it as though it were already present, and I can 
remember the past as though it bad not disappeared. 

Since time and spaoe in ordinary esperienoe cannot even 
be thought of without a continuum that stretches from the 
nearby into the distant, from the now into past or future, from 
here to any point in the compass, left and right, forward and 
backward, above and below, I could with some justification 
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say that not only distances but also time and space themselves 
are abolished in the thi.nldng process. As far as space is con
cerned, I know of no philosophical or metaphysical concept 
that could plausibly be related to this experience; but I am 
rather certain that the nunc sfafl8, the ~standing now," became 
the symbol of eternity-the "nunc aetemitatis~ (Duns Scotus)
for medieval philosophy because it was a plausible descrip
tion of experiences that took place in meditation as well as in 
contemplation, the two modes of thought known to Christianity. 

Just now, I chose to speak first of de-sensed sense-ob
jects, that is, of invisibles belonging to the world of appear
ances that have temporarily disappeared from or have not yet 
reached our field of perception and are drawn into our pres
ence by remembering or anticipation. What a.ctually occurs in 
these instances is told for all time in the story of Orpheus and 
Eurydice. Orpheus went down to Hades to recover his dead 
wife and was told he could have her back on condition that 
he would not tum to look at her as she followed him. But when 
they approached the world of the living. Orpheus did look 
back and Eurydice Immediately vanished. More precisely than 
could any terminological language, the old myth tells what 
happens the moment the thinking process comes to an end In 
the world of ordinary living: all the invisibles vanish again. 
It is fitting, too, that the myth should relate to remembrance 
and not to anticipation. The faculty of anticipating the future 
in thought derives from the faculty of remembering the past, 
which in tum derives from the even more elementary ability 
to de-sense and have present before (and not just In) your 
mind what is physically absent. The ability to create fictive 
entities In your mind, such as the unicorn and the centaur, 
or the fictitious characters of a story, an ability usually called 
productive imagination, is actually entirely dependent upon 
the so-called reproductive imagination; in •productive~ imagi
nation, elements from the visible world are rearranged, and 
this Is possible because the elements, now so freely handled, 
have already gone through the de-sensing process of tbinldng. 

Not sense perception, in which we experience things di
rectly and close at hand, but imagination, coming after it, 
prepares the objects of our thought. Before we raise such 
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questions as What Is happiness, what is justice, what is 
knowledge, and so on, we must have seen happy and unhappy 
people, witnessed just and unjust deeds, experienced the 
desire to know and its fullillment or frustration. Furthermore, 
we must repeat the direct experience in our minds after leav
ing the scene where it took place. To say it again, every 
thought is an after-thought. By repeating in imagination, we 
de-sense whatever had been given to our senses. And only 
in this Immaterial form can our thinking faculty now begin 
to concern itself with these data. This operation precedes 
all thought processes, cognitive thought as well as thought 
about meaning, and only sheer logical reasoning-where the 
mind in strict consistency with its own laws produces a de
ductive chain from a given premise- has definitely cut all 
strings to living experience; and it can do so only because the 
premise, either fact or hypothesis, is supposed to be self-evident, 
and therefore not subject to examination by thought. Even the 
simple telling of what bas happened, whether the story then 
tells It as it was or fails to do so, is preceded by the de-sensing 
operation. The Greek language bas this time element in its 
very vocabulary: the word "to know," as I pointed out earlier, 
is a derivative of the word "to see." To see is ldetn, to know ia 
eidenai, that is, to have seen. First you see, then you know. 

To vary this for our purposes: All thought arises out of 
experience, but no experience yields any meaning or even 
coherence without undergoing the operations of imagining 
and thinking. Seen from the perspective of thinking, life in 
its sheer thereness is meaningless; seen from the perspective 
of the immediacy of life and the world given to the senses, 
thinking is, as Plato indicated, a living death. The philosopher 
who lives in the "land of thought" (Kant)" will naturally be 
inclined to look upon these things from the viewpoint of the 
thinking ego, for which a life without meaning is a kind of 
living death. The tltinking ego, because it is not identical with 
the real self, is unaware of its own withdrawal from the com
mon world of appearances; from its perspective, it is rather as 
though the invisible bad come forward, as though the In
numerable entities making up the world of appearances, which 
through their very presence distract the mind and prevent its 
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activity, had been positively concealing an always Invisible 
Being that reveab itself only to the mind. In other words, 
what for common sense is the obvious withdrawal of the mind 
from the world appean in the mind's own perspective as a 
•withdrawal of Being" or •oblivion of Being" - Sein&entzug and 
Seinsvergessenheit (Heidegger). And it is true, everyday life, 
the life of the -rhey; is spent in a world from which all that 
is ·visible" to the mind is totally absent. 

And not only is the quest for meaning absent from and 
good for nothing in the ordinary coune of human aJJain, while 
at the same time its results remain uncertain an.d unverillable; 
thinking Is also somehow self -destructive. In the privacy of 
his posthumously published notes, Kant wrote: "' do not 
approve of the rule that if the use of pure reason has proved 
something, the result should no longer be subject to doubt, as 
though it were a solid axiom"; and "' do not share the opinion 
• • • that one should not doubt onoe one has convinced one
self of something. In pure philosophy this is impossible. Our 
mind 1108 a natural aoerrion to if' (italics added). u From 
which it follows that the business of thinking is like Penelope's 
web; it undoes every morning what it has finished the night 
before.41 For the need to think can never be stilled by allegedly 
definite insights of ~se men"; it can be satisfied only through 
thinking, and the thoughts I had yesterday will satisfy . this 
need today only to the extent that I want and am able to think 
them anew. 

We have been looking at the outstanding characteristics of 
the thinking activity: its withdrawal from the common-sense 
world of appearances, its self-destructive tendency with regard 
to its own results, its reflexivity, and the awareness of sheer 
activity that accompanies it, plus the weird fact that I know of 
my mind's faculties only so long as the activity lasts, which 
means that thinking itself can never be solidly established as 
one and even the highest property of the human species-man 
can be defined as the •spealdng animal" in the Aristotelian 
sense of logon ech6n, in possession of speech, but not as the 
thinking animal, the animal rationale. None of these cbarao
teristics bas escaped the attention of the philosophers. The 
curious tlllng is, however, that the more "professional" the 
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thinkers were and the greater they loom in our tradition of 
philosophy, the more they were inclined to find ways and 
means of reinterpreting these inherent traits so as to be armed 
against common-sense reasoning's objections to the uselessness 
and unreality of the whole enterprise. The lengths to which 
philosophers went in these reinterpretations as well as the 
quality of their arguments would be inexplicable if they had 
been directed at the famous multitude-which has never cared 
anyway and remained happily ignorant of philosophical 
argumentation- rather than prompted primarily by their own 
common sense and by the self-doubt which inevitably accom
panies its suspension. The same Kant who confided his true 
thinking experienet.'S to the privacy of his notebooks announced 
publicly that be had laid the foundations of all future meta
physical systems, and Hegel, the last and most ingenious among 
the system-builders, transformed thinking's undoing of its own 
results into the mighty power of the negative without which no 
movement and no development would ever come to pass. For 
him, the same inexorable chain of developmental consequences 
which rules organic nature from germ to fruit, in which one 
phase always "negates" and cancels out the earl.ier one, rules 
the undoing of the mind's thinking process, except that the 
latter, since it is "mediated through consciousness and will; 
through mental activities, can be seen as "making itself": •Mind 
is only that which it makes itself, and it makes itself actually 
into that which it is itself (potentially).• Which, incidentally, 
leaves unanswered the question of who made the potentiality 
of the mind to begin with. 

I have mentioned Hegel because large portions of his work 
can be read as a running polemic against common sense, 
especially the Preface to the Phenomenology of the Mind. 
Very early (1801), he had asserted in a truculent mood, ob
vi.ously still bothered by Plato's Thracian girl and her innocent 
laughter, that indeed "the world of philosophy [is for common 
sense] a world turned upside down."" Just as Kant had started 
out to remedy the "scandal of Reason,• namely, that reason 
when it wished to know got trapped in its own antinomies, so 
Hegel set out to remedy the impotence of Kantian reason, that 
*it could achieve no more than an Ideal and an Ought," and 
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declared that reason, on the contrary, by virtue of the Idea Is 
dtu uhlechthln Machtige, the mighty as such.<G 

Hegel's significance in our context lies in the fact that he, 
perhaps more than any other philosopher, testifies to the mtra
mural warfare between philosophy and common sense, and 
this by virtue of his being by nature equally gifted as a his
torian and as a thinker. He knew that the intensity of the 
thinking ego's experiences is due to their being sheer activity: 
the mind's "very essence . , . is action. It makes itseH what it 
essentially is; it Is its own product, its own work. • And h.e 
knew about its re.llexivity: "In this lust of activity it only deals 
with itseH."" He even admitted in his own way the mind's 
tendency to destroy its results : "Thus the mind is at war with 
itseH. It must overcome itself as its own enemy and formidable 
obstacle. ·•• But these insights of speculative reason into what 
it is actually doing when to all appearances it is doing nothing 
he transformed into pieces of dogmatic knowledge, treating 
them as resulu of cognition, so as to be able to fit them into 
an all-comprehensive system where they would then have the 
same reality as the results of other sciences, results which, on 
the other band, he denounced as essentially meaningless 
products of common-sense reasoning. or as "defective knowl
edge.· And indeed the system with Its strict archltectollio 
organization can give the .fleeting insights of speculative reason 
at least a semblance of reality. U truth is taken to be the 
highest object of thought, then It follows that "the true Is real 
only as a system"; only as such a mental artifact does it have 
any chance to appear and acquire that minimum of durability 
that we demand of anything real-as a mere proposition it will 
hardly survive the battle of opinions. To make sure of having 
eliminated the common-sense notion that thinking deals with 
abstractions and irrelevancies, which indeed It does not, he 
asserted, always In the same polemical spirit, that "Being is 
Thinking'" (da. dtu Sem Denlcen 1st), that "the spiritual alone 
Is the real," and that only those generalities with which we deal 
In thinking actually ate. •• 

No one bas fought with more determination against the 
particular, the etemal stumbling block of thinking. the undis-
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putable tbereness of objects that no thought can reach or ex
plain. The highest function of philosophy, according to Hegel, 
Is to eliminate the contingent, and all particulars, everything 
that ellists, are contingent by definition. Philosophy deals with 
the particulars as parts of a whole, and the whole is the sys
tem, a product of speculative thought This whole, scienti6cally 
speaking, can never be more than a plausible hypothesis, 
which by integrating every particular into an all-comprehen
sive thought transforms them all into thought-things and thus 
eliminates their most scandalous property, their realness, t()
gether with their contingency. It was Hegel who declared that 
"the time has come for the elevation of philosophy to a 
science," and who wished to transform pbi!()-sophy, the mere 
love of wisdom, into wisdom, sophia. In this way he succeeded 
in persuading himself that "to think is to act" -which this 
most solitary occupation can never do, since we can act only 
"in concert," in company and agreement with our peers, hence 
in an &istential situation that effectively prevents thinking. 

In sharp contrast to all these theories, framed as a ldnd 
of apology for speculative thought, stands the famous, strangely 
unconnected and always mistranslated remark that occurs in 
the same Preface to the Phenomenology and that expresses di
rectly, unsystematically, Hegel's original experiences in ~
lative thought: "The true is thus the bacchanalian revel, where 
no member [i.e., no particular thought] is not drunken, and 
since every member [every thought] no sooner separates it• 
self [from the train of thought of which it is a mere part] 
than it dissolves straightaway, the revel is just as much a state 
of transparent, unbroken quiet." To HegeL this was bow the 
very "'ife of truth"-truth that has come alive in the process of 
thinking-manifests itself to the thinldng ego. This ego may not 
know whether man and the world are real or-see especially 
Indian philosophy-a mere mirage; it knows only of being 
"alive" in an elation that always borders on "intoxication" -as 
Nietzsche once said. How deeply this feeling underlies the 
whole "system" may be gauged when we encounter it again at 
the end of the Phenomenowgy: there it Is contrasted with the 
"'ifeless" -the emphasis is always on life-and expresses itself 
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In Schiller's verses, badly misquoted: •Out of the chalice of 
this spiritual kingdom I foams forth the mind's inllnity.~ (" Au.J 
dem Kelche dieses Gelsterreiches 1 schaumt ihm seine Unend
lichkeit.") 

11 Thinking and doing: the spectator 

I have been speaking of the special predicaments of think
ing that may be ascribed to the radicalism of its with
drawal from the world. By contrast, neither willing nor judg
Ing, though dependent on thought's preliminary reftection upon 
their objects, is ever caught up in these reftections; their objects 
are particulars with an established home in the appearing 
world, from which the willing or judging mind removes itself 
only temporarily and with the intention of a later return. This 
is especially troe of the will, whose withdrawal phase is 
characterized by the strongest fonn of re8exivity, an acting 
back upon itself: the oolo me oeUe is much more characteristic 
of the will than the cogito me cogitare is of thinking. 
What all these activities have in common, however, is 
the peculiar quiet, absence of any doing or disturbances, the 
withdrawal from involvement and from the partiality of 
immediate interests that in one way or another make me part 
of the real world, a withdrawal referred to earlier (page 76) 
as the condition prerequisite for all judgment. 

Historically, this kind of withdrawal from doing is the oldest 
condition posited for the life of the mind. In its early, original 
fonn it rests on the discovery that only the spectalor, never 
the actor, can know and understand whatever offers itself as a 
spectacle. That discovery greatly contributed to the Greek 
philosophers' conviction of the superiority of the contempla
tive, merely onlooking, way of life, whose most elementary 
condition-according to Aristotle, who was the first to elaborate 
it4'-was scho!A. Schole is not leisure time as we understand it, 
the leftover spare time of inactivity after a day's work "used 
for meeting the exigencies of existence,".. but the deliberate 
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act of abstaining, of holding oneself back (schein) from the 
ordinary activities determined by our daily wants (M t6n 
anagkaiiin schole), in order to act out leisure (scholen agein), 
which in turn was the true goal of all other activities, just as 
peace, for Aristotle, was the true goal of war. Recreation and 
play, in our understanding the natu.ral activities of leisure, 
belonged, on the contrary, still to a.,ycholia, the state of being 
deprived of leisure, since play and recreation are necessary 
for the restoration of the human labor force charged with 
taking care of life's necessities. 

We find this act of deliberate, active non-participation in 
life's daily business, probably in its earliest, certainly its 
simplest, form, in a parable ascribed to Pythagoras and re
ported by Diogenes Laertius: 

Life . .. Is like a festival; just as some come to the festival to compete, 
some to ply their trade, but the best people come as spectators 
[theatai ], so in life the slavish men go hunting for fame [do:ra) or 
gain, the philosophers for truth. 01 

What is stressed here as more noble than the competition for 
fame and gain is by no means a truth invisible and inaccessible 
to ordinary men; nor does the place the spectators withdraw to 
belong to any •rugher" region such as Parmenides and Plato 
later envisioned; their place is in the world and their "nobility" 
is only that they do not participate in what is going on but 
look on it as a mere spectacle. From the Creek word for spec
tators, theatai, the later philosophical term "theory" was de
rived, and the word "theoretical" until a few hundred years 
ago meant "contemplating,n looking upon something from the 
outside, from a position implying a view that is bidden from 
those who take part in the spectacle and actualize it. The 
inference to be drawn from this early distinction between 
doing and understanding is obvious: as a spectator you may 
understand the "truth" of what the spectacle is about; but the 
price you have to pay is withdrawal from participating in it. 

The first datum underlying this estimate is that only the 
spectator occupies a position that enables him to see the whole 
play-as the philosopher is able to see the koS11108 as a har
monious ordered whole. The actor, being part of the whole, 
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must enact his part; not only is he a "part~ by definition, he is 
bound to the particular that finds its ultimate meaning and 
the justilication of its existence solely as a constituent of a 
whole. Hence, withdrawal from direct Involvement to a 
standpoint outside the game (the festival of life) is not only 
a condition for judging, for being the final arbiter in the on
going competition, but also the condition for understanding 
the meaning of the play. Second: what the actor is con
cerned with is do%a, a word that signifies both fame and 
opinion, for it is through the opinion of the audience and the 
judge that fame comes about It is decisive for the actor, but 
not for the spectator, how he appears to others; he depends 
on the spectator's it-seems-to-me (his dokei mol, which gives the 
actor his doxa); he is not his own master, not what Kant would 
later call autonomous; he must conduct himself in accordance 
with what spec.tators expect of him, and the final verdict of 
success or failure is in their hands. 

The withdrawal of judgment is obviously very different 
from the withdrawal of the philosopher. It does not leave the 
world of appearances but retires from active involvement in 
it to a privileged position In order to contemplate the whole. 
Moreover, and perhaps more significantly, Pythagoras' spec
tators are members of an audience and therefore quite u.nl.ike 
the pbilosopher who begins his bio.t thet}retiko.t by leaving 
the company of his fellow-men and their uncertain opinions, 
their doxal that can only express an it-seems-to-me. Hence the 
spectator's verdict, while impartial and freed from the interests 
of gain or fame, is not Independent of the views of others
on the contrary, according to Ka.nt, an ·enlarged mentality" 
has to take them into account. The spectators, although dis
engaged from the particularity characteristic of the actor, are 
not solitary. Nor are they self-sulllcient, like the "highest god" 
the philosopher tries to emulate in thought and who, according 
to Plato, "is forever . . . solitary by reason of his excellence, 
able to be together, be himself with himself, needing nobody 
else, neither acquaintance nor friend, he sulllcient with him
self."" ' 

This distinction between thinking and judging only came 
to the fore with Kant's political pbilosophy-not surprisingly, 

Copyrighted material 



95 

Thlnldng and doing 

Iince Kant was the Srst, and bas remained the last, of the great 
philosophers to deal with judgment as one of the basic mental 
activities. For the point of the matter is that in the various 
treatises and essays, all written late in Kant's life, the specta
tor's viewpoint is not determined by the categorical impera
tives of practical reason, that is, reason's answer to the question 
What ought I to do? That answer is moral and concerns the 
individual qua individual, in the full autonomous indepen
dence of reason. As such, in a moral·practical way, he can 
never claim the right to rebel. And yet, the same individual, 
when he happens not to act but to be a mere spectator, will 
have the right to judge and to render the Snal verdict on the 
French Revolution on· no other grounds than his "wishful 
participation bordering on enthusiasm," his sharing in the 
"exaltation of the uninvolved public," his basing himself, in 
other words, on the judgment of his fellow· spectators, who also 
had not "the least intention of assisting" In the events. And it was 
their verdict, in the last analysis, and not the deeds of the 
actors, that persuaded Kant to call the French Revolution "a 
phenomenon in human history [which] is not to be for
gotten."" In this clash between joint, participating action, 
without which, after all, the events to be judged would never 
have come into being, and reflecting, observing judgment, 
there is no doubt for Kant as to which should have the last 
word. Assuming that history is nothing but the miserable story 
of mankind's eternal ups and downs, the spectacle of sound 
and fury •may perhaps be moving for a while; but the curtain 
must eventually descend. For in the long run, it becomes a 
farce. And even if the actors do not tire of it- for they are fool.$ 

-the spectator does, for any single act will be enough for him 
if he can reasonably conclude from it that the never-ending 
play will be of eternal sameness" (italics added) ... 

This is a telling passage indeed. And if we add to it Kant's 
conviction that human affairs are guided by the "ruse of 
nature," which leads the human species, behind the backs of 
acting men, into a perpetual progress, just as Hegel's "ruse of 
reason" leads them to the revelation of the Absolute Spirit, we 
may well be jwti&ed in asking if all actors are not fools, or if 
the spectacle, revealing itself only to the spectator, would 
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not just as well be served by the acts of fools. With more or 
less sophisticated qualifications, this has always been the 
secret assumption of the philosophers of history, that is, of 
those thinkers of the modern age who, for the first time, 
decided to take the realm of human affairs- Plato's ta t6n 
anthrapon pragmata-serious!y enough to reBect upon it. And 
are they right? Is it not true that ·something else results from 
the actions of men than what they intend and achieve, some
thing else than they know or want"? "To give an analogy, a 
man may set lire to the house of another out of revenge. . . . 
The immediate action is to hold a small Dame to a small part of 
a beam .... [What follows is) a vast conBagration . ... This 
result was neither part of the primary deed nor the intention 
of him who commenced it. .•. This example merely shows 
that in the Immediate action something else may be involved 
than is consciously willed by the actor."M (These are Hegel's 
words, but they could have been written by Kant.) In either 
case it is not through acting but through contemplating that 
the "something else," namely, the meaning of the whole, is re
vealed. The spectator, not the actor, holds the clue to the mean
ing of human affairs- only, and this is decisive, Kant's spectators 
exist in the plural, and this is why be could arrive at a political 
philosophy. Hegel's spectator exists strictly in the singular: 
the philosopher becomes the organ of the Absolute Spirit, 
and the philosopher is Hegel himself. But even Kant, more 
aware than any other philosopher of human plurality, could 
conveniently forget that even if the spectacle were always 
the same and therefore tiresome, the audiences would 
change from generation to generation; nor would a fresh 
audience be likely to arrive at the conclusions handed down 
by tradition as to what an unchanging play bas to tell it. 

If we speak of the mind's withdrawal as the necessary 
condition of all mental activities, we can hardly avoid raising 
the question of the place or region toward which the move
ment of absenting oneself is directed. I have treated the with
drawal of judgment to the spectator's standpoint prematurely 
and yet at some length because I wanted to raise the question 

Copyrighted material 



w 
Thinking and doing 

first in its simplest, most obvious form by pointing to cases 
where the region of withdrawal is clearly located within our 
ordinary world, the reHexivity of the faculty notwithstanding. 
There they are, in Olympia, on the ascending rows of theater 
or stadium, carefully separated from the ongoing games; and 
Kant's «uninvolved public" that followed events in Paris with 
"disinterested pleasure" and a sympathy "bordering on en
thusiasm~ was present in every intellectual circle in Europe 
during the early nineties of the eighteenth century- although 
Kant himself was probably thinking of the crowds in the 
streets of Paris. 

But the trouble is that no such incontestable locality can 
be found when we ask ourselves where we are when we think 
or will, surrounded, as it were, by things which are no more 
or are not yet or, finally, by such everyday thought-things 
as justice, liberty, courage, that are nevertheless totally out
side sense experience. The willing ego, it is true, early found 
an abode, a region of its own; as soon as this faculty was dis
covered, in the early centuries of the Christian era, it was 
localized within us, and if somebody were to write the history 
of inwardness in terms of an inner life, he would soon per
ceive that this history coincides with the history of the Will. 
But inwardness, as we have already indicated, has problems 
of its own even if one agrees that soul and mind are not the 
same. Moreover, the peculiar reHexive nature of the will, 
sometimes identified with the heart and almost always re
garded as the organ of our innermost self, has made this region 
even harder to isolate. As for thinking. the question of where 
we are when we think seems to have been raised only by 
Plato, in the Sophist; .. there, after having determ.ined the 
sophist's locality, he promised to determine the philosopher's 
proper locality as well-the topos noetos he had mentioned In 
the earlier dialogues'"- but he never kept this promise. It may 
have been that he simply failed to complete the trilogy of 
Sophist-Statesman-Philcsopher or that be bad come to believe 
that the answer was implicitly given in the Sophist, where he 
pictures the sophist as "at home in the darkness of Not-being. M 

which "makes him so hard to perceive; "whereas the philoso-
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pher . • . Is difficult to see because his region Is so bright; 
for the eye of the many cannot endure to keep its gaze fixed 
on the divine."" That answer could indeed be expected from 
the author of the RepubUc and the Cave parable. 

12 Language and metaphor 

Mental activities, invisible themselves and occupied with 
the invisible, become manifest only through speech. Just as 
appearing beings living in a world of appearances have an 
urge to show themselves, so tbinlcing beings, which still 
belong to the world of appearances even after they have 
mentally withdrawn from it, have an urge to .rpeak and thus 
to malce manifest what otherwise would not be a part of the 
appearing world at all But while appearingness as such de
mands and presupposes the presence of spectators, thinlcing 
in its need of speech does not demand or necessarily pre
suppose auditors: communication with our fellow-men would 
not necessitate human language with its intricate complexity 
of grammar and syntax. The language of animals-sounds, 
signs, gestures-would be amply sufficient to serve all im
mediate needs, not only for self-preservation and the preserva
tion of the species, but also for malcing evident the moods and 
emotions of the soul. 

It is not our soul but our mind that demands speech. I 
referred to Aristotle when I drew a distinction between mind 
and soul, the thoughts of our reason and the passions of our 
emotional apparatus, and I called attention to the extent to 
which the key distinction in De Anima is reioforced by a 
passage in the introduction to his short treatise on language, De 
lmerpretatUnle.u I shall come back to the same treatise, for 
its most interesting point is that the criterion of logos, coherent 
speech, is not truth or falsehood but meaning. Words as such 
are neither true nor false. The word "centaur,~ for instance 
(Aristotle uses the example of "goat-stag, • an animal that is 
half-goat, half-stag), "means something, though nothing true or 
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false, unless one adds 'non-being' or 'being' to it." Logos is 
speech in which words are put together to form a sentence that 
is totally meaningful by vi.rtue of synthesis (synthekt). Words, 
meaningful in themselves, and thoughts (ncemala) resemble 
each other (eolken). Hence speech, though always "significant 
sound" (phOne semantlke}, is not necessarily apophantikos, a 
statement or a proposition in which alttheuein and pseudesthal, 
truth and falsehood, being and non-being, are at stake. This is 
not always the case: a prayer, as we saw, is a lcgos, but neither 
true nor false. eo Thus implicit in the urge to speak is the quest 
for meaning, not necessarily the quest for truth. It is also note
worthy that nowhere in this discussion of the relation of lan
guage to thought does "Aristotle raise the question of priorities; 
he does not decide whether thinking is the origin of speaking, 
as though speech were merely an instrument of communicating 
our thoughts, or whether thought is the consequence of the 
fact that man is a speaking animal. In any case, since words
carriers of meaning-and thoughts resemble each other, think· 
ing beings have an urge lo speak, speaking beings haw an 
urge to think. 

Of all human needs, only "the need of reason" could never 
be adequately met without discursive thought, and discursive 
thought is inconceivable without words already meaningful, 
before a mind travels, as it were, through them-poreuesthol 
dia lcgon (Plato). Language, no doubt, also serves communi
cation between men, but there it is needed only because men 
are thinking beings and as such in need of communicating 
their thoughts; thoughts do not have to be communicated in 
order to occur, but they cannot occur without being spoken
silently or sounding out in dialogue, as the case may be. It is 
because thinking, though it always takes place in words, does 
not need auditors that Hegel, in agreement with the testi
mony of almost all philosophers, could say that "philosophy is 
something solitary." And it is not because man is a thinking 
being but because he exists only in the plural that his reason, 
too, wants communication and is likely to go astray if deprived 
of it; for reason, as Kant observed, is indeed "not Bt to isolate 
itself, but to communicate."" The function of that soundless 
speech-tacite secum raticnare, to "reason silently with one-
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self," in the words of Anselm of CanterburyU-is to come to 
terms with whatever may be given to our senses in everyday 
appearances; the need of reason is to give account, logon 
didonal, ns the Greeks called it with greater precision, of what· 
ever there may be or may have occurred. This is prompted not 
by the thirst for knowledge-the need may arise in connection 
with well-known and entirely familiar phenomena-but by the 
quest for meaning, The sheer naming of things, the creation of 
words, is the human way of appropriating and, as it were, 
disalienating the world into which, after all, each of us is hom 
as a newcomer and a stranger. 

These observations on tbe interconnection of language and 
thought, which make us suspect that no speechless thought 
can exist, obviously do not apply to civilizations where the 
written sign rather than the spoken word Is decisive and 
where, consequently, thinking itself is not soundless speech but 
mental dealing with images. This is notably true of China, 
whose philosophy may well rank with the philosophy of the 
Occident There "the power of words is supported by the 
power of the written sign, the image," and not the other way 
round, as in the alphabetic languages, where script is thought 
of as secondary, no more than an agreed-upon set of symbols. e.• 
For the Chinese, every sign makes visible what we would call 
a concept or an essence-Confucius Is reported to have said 
that the Chinese sign for "dog" is the perfect image of dog as 
such, whereas in our understanding "no image could ever 
be adequate to the concept" of dog in general. "It would never 
attain that universality of the concept which renders it valid 
of all" dogs." "The concept 'dog,' • according to Kant, who 
in the chapter on Schematism in the Critique of Pure Reason 
clariBes one of the basic assumptions of all Western thinking, 
"signifies a rule according to which my imagination can de
lineate the figure of a four-footed animal in a general manner, 
without limitation to any single determinate figure such as 
experience, or any possible image that I can represent In 
concreto, actually presents." And be adds, "This schematism 
of our intellect . • . is an art concealed in the depths of the 
human soul, whose real modes of activity nature ls hardly 
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likely ever to allow us to discover, and to have open to our 
gaze.• 

In our context, the relevance of the passage is that our 
mind's faculty of dealing with invisibles is needed even for 
ordinary sense experience, for us to recognize a dog as a dog 
no matter in what form the four-footed animal may present 
itself. It follows that we should be able to "intuit; in Kant's 
sense, the general character of an object that is never present 
to our senses. For these schemata-sheer abstractions-Kant 
used the word "monogram," and Chinese script can perhaps 
be best understood as monogrammatical. so to speak. In other 
words, what for us is •abstract" and invisible, is for the Chinese 
emblematically concrete and visibly given in their script, as 
when, for instance, the image of two united hands serves for 
the concept of friendship. They think in images and not in 
words. And this thinldng in images always remains "concrete"' 
and cannot be discursive, traveling through an ordered train 
of thought, nor can it give accou.nt of itself (logon didona!); the 
answer to the typically Socratic question What is friendship? 
is visibly present and evident in the emblem of two united 
hands, and "the emblem liberates a whole stream of pictorial 
representations« through plausible associations by which 
images are joined together. This can best be seen in the great 
variety of composite signs, when, for instance, the sign for 
"cold'" combines "all those notions which are associated with 
thinking of cold weather" and the activities serving to protect 
men against it. Poetry, therefore, even if read aloud, will affect 
the hearer optically; he will not stick to the word he hears 
but to the sign he remembers and with it to the sights to which 
the sign clearly points. 

These differences between concrete thinldng in images and 
our abstract dealing with verbal concepts are fascinating and 
disquieting-! have no competence to deal with them ade
quately. They are perhaps all the more disquieting because 
amid them we can clearly perceive one assumption we share 
with the Chinese: the unquestioned priority of vision for men· 
tal activities. This priority, as we shall see shortly, remains 
absolutely decisive throughout the history of Western meta
physics and its notion of truth. What distinguishes us from 
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them Is not nou.s but logos, our necessity to give account of 
and fustlfy in words. All stric.tly logical processes, such as 
the deducing of Inferences from the general to the particular 
or Inductive reasoning from particulars to some general rule, 
represent such justifications, and this can be done only in 
words. Only Wittgenstein, as far as I know, ever became aware 
of the fact that hieroglyphic writing corresponded to a notion 
of truth understood In the metaphor of vision. He writes: 
"In order to understand the essence of a proposition, we 
shonld consider hieroglyphic script, which depicts the facts 
that it describes. And alphabetic script developed out of it 
without losing what was essential to depiction."" This last re
mark is of course highly doubtful. What is Jess doubtful is that 
philosophy, as we know it, would hardly have come into 
existence without the Greeks' early reception and adaptation 
of the alphabet from Phoenician sources. 

Yet language, the only medium through which mental 
activities can be manifest not only to the outside world but 
also to the mental ego itself, Is by no means as eviden.tly ade
quate for the thinking activity as vision is for its business of 
seeing. No language bas a ready-made vocabulary for the 
needs of mental activity; they all borrow their vocabulary 
from words originally meant to correspond either to sense ex
perience or to other experiences of ordinary life. This borrow
ing, however, Is never haphazard or arbitrarily symbolic (like 
mathematical signs) or emblematic; all philosophic and most 
poetic language Is metaphorical but not in the simple sense 
of the Oxford dictionary, which defines "Metaphor" as "the 
figure of speech In which a name or descriptive term is trans
ferred to some object different from, but analogous to, that 
to which it is properly applicable. n There Is no analogy be
tween, say, a sunset and old age, and when the poet In a 
baclcneyed metaphor speaks of old age as the "sunset of life" 
he bas in mind that the setting of the sun relates to the day 
that preceded it as old age relates to life. If therefore, as 
Shelley says, the poet's language is "vitally metaphorical, n it 
is so to the extent that "it marks the before unapprehended 
relationa of things and perpetuates their apprehension" 
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(italics added).•• Every metaphor discovers "an intuitive per
ception of similarity in dissimilars" and, according to Aristotle, 
is for this very reason a "sign of genius,w "the greatest thing 
by far. "OS But this similarity, for Aristotle, too, is not a similarity 
present in otherwise dissimilar objects but a similarity of rela
tions as in an analogy which always needs four terms and can 
be presented in the formula B:A = D:C. "Thus a cup is in 
relation to Dionysus what a shield is to Ares. The cup ac
cordingly will be metaphorically described as the 'shield of 
Dionysus.' •oo And this speaking in analogies, in metaphori
cal language, according to Kant, is the only way through 
which speculative reason, which we here call thinking. can 
manifest itself. The metaphor provides the "abstract," image
less thought with an intuition drawn from the world of ap
pearances whose function it is "to establish the reality of our 
concepts"T0 and thus undo, as it were, the withdrawal from 
the world of appearances that is the precondition of mental 
activities. This is comparatively easy as long as our thought 
merely responds to the claims of our need to know and 
understand what is given in the appearing world, that is, so 
long as we remain within the limitations of common-sense 
reasoning; what we need for common-sense thinking are 
examples to illustrate our concepts, and these examples are 
adequate because our concepts are drawn from appearances
they are mere abstractions. It is altogether diJierent if reason's 
need transcends the bounda.ries of the given world and leads 
us on to the uncertain sea of speculation where "no intuition 
can be given which shall be adequate to [reason's ideas)."" 
At this point metaphor comes in. The metaphor achieves the 
"carrying over" -metapherein-of a genuine and seemingly 
impossible metabasis eis al1c genos, the transition from one 
existential state, that of thinking, to another, that of being an 
appearance among appearances, and this can be done only by 
analogies. (Kant gives as an example of a successful metaphor 
the description of the despotic state as a "mere machine (like a 
band millr because it is "governed by an individual absolute 
will . . . For between a despotic state and a hand mill there 
is, to be sure, no similarity; hut there is a similarity in the rules 
according to which we reH.ect upon these two things and their 
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causality.• And he adds: "Our language is full of indirect 
presentations of this sort; a matter that "has not been suffi
ciently analyzed hitherto, for it deserves a deeper investiga
tion.''") The insights of metaphysics are "gained by analogy, 
not In the wual meaning of imperfect resemblance of two 
things, but of a perfect resemblance of two relations between 
totally dimmilar thinga."1a In the often less precise language 
of the Critique of Judgment Kant also calls these "'representa
tions in accordance with a mere analogy" symbolical.T• 

All philosophical terms are metaphors, frozen analogies, 
as It were, whose true meaning discloses itself when we dis
solve the term into the original context, which must· have been 
vividly in the mind of the first philosopher to use it When 
Plato introduced the everyday words "soul~ and "idea" into 
philosophical language-connecting an invisible organ in man, 
the soul. with something invisible present in the world of in
visibles, the ideas- he still must have heard the words as they 
were used in ordinary pre-philosophic language. Psyche is 
the "breath of life'" exhaled by the dying. and idea or eidos 
is the shape or blueprint the craftsman must have In front of 
his mind's eye before he begins his work-an Image that 
survives both the fabrication process and the fabricated ob
ject and can serve as model again and again, thus taking on an 
everlastingness that fits it for eternity in the sky of ideas. The 
underlying analogy of Plato's doctrine of the soul runs as fol
lows: As the breath of life relates to the body it leaves, that is, 
to the corpse, so the soul from now on will be supposed to re
late to the living body. The analogy underlying his doctrine of 
ideas can be reconstructed in a similar manner; as the crafts
man's mental image directs his hand in fabrication and is the 
measurement of the object's success or failure, so all materially 
and sensorily given data in the world of appearances relate to 
and are evaluated according to an invisible pattern, localized 
in the sky of ideas. 

We know that noeomai was first used in the sense of per
ceiving by the eyes, then transferred to perceptions of the 
mind in the sense of "apprehend"; 6nally it became a word 
for the highest form of thinking. Nobody, we can assume, 
thought that the eye, the organ of vision, and the nous, the 

Copyrighted material 



lOS 
Language and metaphor 

organ of thinking, were the same; but the word itself indi
cated that the relation between the eye and the seen object 
was similar to the relation between the mind and its thought
object-namely, yielded the same kind of evidence. We know 
that no one before Plato had used the word for the artisan's 
shape or blue print in philosophical language, just as no one 
before Aristotle bad used the word energos, an adjective indi
cating someone active, at work, busy, to frame the term 
energeia denoting actuality in opposition to dynamis, mere 
potentiality. And the same is true for such standard terms as 
"substance" and "accident," derived from the Latin for hypo
keimenon and kata symbebekos-what underlies as distinct 
from what accidentally accompanies. No one before Aristotle 
had used in any other sense but accusation the word kategorla 
(category), signifying what was asserted in court procedures 
about the defendant.'" In Aristotelian usage this word became 
something like "predicate," resting on the following analogy: 
just as an indictment ( katagoreuein ti tinos) bands something 
dowo (kala) to a defendant that he is charged with, hence 
that belongs to him, the predicate bands down the appropriate 
quality to the subject. These examples are all familiar and 
could be multiplied. I shall add one more that seems to me 
especially telling because of its great importance for philo
sophical terminology; our word for the Creek nous is either 
mind-from the Latin mens, Indicating something like the 
German Gemat-or reason. I am concerned here with the latter 
only. Reason comes from the Latin ratio, derived from the 
verb reor, ratw sum, which means to calculate and also ratio
cinate. The Latin translation has a totally different meta
phorical content, which comes much closer to the Creek log08 
than to now. To those who have an understandable prejudice 
against etymological arguments, I would like to recall the 
common Ciceronian phrase ratio et oralio, which would make 
no sense in Creek. 

The metaphor, bridging the abyss between inward and 
invisible mental activities and the world of appearances, was 
certainly the greatest gift language could bestow on thinking 
and hence on philosophy, but the metaphor itself Is poetic 
rather than philosophical in origin. I t Is therefore hardly sur-
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prising that poets and writers attuned to poetry rather than 
to philosophy should have been aware of its essential function. 
Thus we read in a little-known essay by Ernest Fenollosa, 
published by Ezra Pound and so far as I know never men
tioned in the literature on the metaphor: MMetaphor is .•• 
the very substance of poetry"; without it, Mthere would have 
been no bridge whereby to cross from the minor truth of the 
seen to the major truth of the unseen.""8 

The discoverer of this originally poetic tool was Homer, 
whose two poems are full of all kinds of metaphorical expres
sions. I shall choose from an embanas ck rlchesses the passage 
in the Iliad where the poet likens the tearing onslaught of 
fear and grief on the hearts of men to the combined onslaught 
of winds from several directions on the waters of the sea.'" 
Think of these storms that you know so well, the poet seems 
to tell us, and you will know about grief and fear. Significantly, 
the reverse will not work. No matter bow long somebody 
thinks about grief and fear, he will never Bnd out anything 
about the winds and the sea; the comparison is clearly meant 
to tell what grief and fear can do to the human heart, that is, 
meant to illuminate an experience that does not appear. The 
izreversibility of the analogy distinguishes it sharply from the 
mathematical symbol used by Aristotle in trying to describe 
the mechanics of metaphor. For no matter bow sucoessfully 
the metaphor may have hit upon a "perfect resemblance" of 
relation between two Mtotally dissimilar things" and how 
perfectly, therefore, since A obviously is not the same as C 
and B not the same as D, the formula B:A = D:C may seem 
to express it, Aristotle's equation implies reversibility-if 
B:A = D :C, it follows that C:D = A:B. What is lost in tho 
mathematical reckoning is the actual function of the metaphor, 
its turning the mind back to the sensory world in order to 
illuminate the mind's non-sensory experiences for which there 
are no words in any language. (The Aristotelian formula 
worked because it dealt only with visible things and actually 
was applied not to metaphors and their carrying over from 
one realm to another but to emblem8, and emblems are al
ready visible illustrations of something invisible-the cup of 
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Dionysus, a pictograph of the festive mood associated with 
wine; the shield of Ares, a pictograph of the fury of war; the 
scales of justioe in the hands of the blind goddess, a picto
graph of Justice, which weighs deeds without consideration 
of the persons who did them. The same is true of outworn 
analogies that have turned into Idioms, as in the case In 
Aristotle's second example: "As old age (D) is to life {C), so 
is evening {B) to day (A).") 

In common parlance of course there are a great many 
figurative expressions that resemble metaphors without exer
cising the true function of the metaphor.'8 They are mere 
figures of speech even if used by poets- "white like ivory," to 
remain with Homer- and they, too, are often characterized 
by a transference when some term belonging to one class of 
objects is referred to another class; thus we speak of the "foot" 
of a table, as if it were attached to a man or animal. Here the 
transference moves within the same realm, within the "genus" 
of visibles, and here the analogy is indeed reversible. But this 
is by no means always the case even with metaphors that do 
not directly point to something invisible. In Homer there is 
another, more complex kind of extended metaphor or simUe 
which, though moving among visibles, points to a hidden story. 
For instance, the great dialogue between Odysseus and Penel
ope shortly before the recognition scene in which Odysseus, 
disguised as a beggar and saying "many false things," tells 
Penelope that he entertained her husband in Crete, whereupon 
we are told how "her tears ran" as she listened "and her body 
was melted, as the snow melts along the high places of the 
mountains when the West Wind bas piled it there, but the 
Soutb Wind melts it, and as it melts the rivers run full Hood 
It was even so that her beautiful cheeks were streaming tears, 
as Penelope wept for her man, who was sitting there by her 
side .... • Here the metaphor seems to combine only visibles; the 
tears on her cheek are no less visible than the melting snow. The 
invisible made visible in the metaphor is the long winter of 
Odysseus' absence, the lifeless frigidity and unyielding bard
ness of those years, which now, at the first signs of hope for 
a renewal of life, begin to melt away. The tears themselves 
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had only expressed sorrow; their meaning-the thoughts that 
caused them- became liUUlifest in the metaphor of the snow 
melting and softening the ground before spring. 

Kurt Riezler, who was the first to associate the "Homeric 
simile and the beginning of philosophy,w insists on the lertium 
comparaticmis, necessary for every comparison, which permits 
"the poet to perceive and to make known soul as world and 
world as soui."BB Behind the opposition of world and soul, 
there must be a unity that makes the correspondence possible, 
an "unknown Jaw," as Riezler calls it, quoting Goethe, equally 
present in the world of the senses and the realm of the soul. 
I t is the same unity that binds together all opposites-day and 
night. light and darkness, coldness and warmth-each of which 
is inconceivable in separation, unthinkable unless mysteriously 
related to its antithesis. This hidden unity becomes then, 
according to Riezler, the topic of the philosophers, the koinos 
logos of Heraclitus, the hen pan of Parmenides; perception of 
tbis unity distinguishes the philosopher's truth from the opin
Ions of ordinary men. And in support he quotes Heraclitus: 
"The god i.s day night, winter summer, war peace, satiety 
hunger [all opposites, he is the nous); he changes in the way 
that llre, when it is mixed with spices, is named according 
to the scent of each of them."SI 

Philosophy, one is inclined to agree, did go to Homer's 
school in order to emulate his example. And one's tendency to 
agree is considerably strengthened by the two earliest, most 
famous inBuential of all thought parables: Parmenides' voyage 
to th.e gates of day and night and Plato's Cave parable, the 
former being a poem and the latter essentially poeti.c, using 
Homeric language throughout This suggests at least how 
right Heidegger was when be called poetry and thinking close 
neighbors. 82 

If we now try to examine more closely the various ways 
in which language succeeds in bridging the gulf between the 
realm of the invisible and the world of appearances, we may 
tentatively offer the following outline: From Aristotle's sug
gestive definition of language as a "meaningful sounding out" 
of words that in themselves are already "signiBcant sounds" 
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that "resemble" thoughts, it follows that thinking is the mental 
activity that actualizes those products of the mind that are 
inherent in speech and for which language, prior to any special 
effort, bas already found an appropriate though provisional 
home in the audible world. If speaking and thinking spring 
from the same source, then the very gift of language could be 
taken as a kind of proof, or perhaps, rather, as a token, of 
men's being naturally endowed with an instrument capable 
of transforming the invi.sible into an "appearance." Kant's 
"land of thought"-Land des Denkens- may never appear 
or manifest itseH to our bodily eyes; it is manifest, with what
ever distortions, not just to our minds but to our bodily ears. 
And it is in this context that the mind's language by means 
of metaphor returns to the world of visibilities to iUuminate 
and elaborate further what cannot be seen but can be said. 

Analogies, metaphors, and emblems are the threads by 
which the mind holds on to the world even when, absent
mindedly, it has lost direct contact with it, and they guarantee 
the unity of human e.xperience. Moreover, in the thinking 
process itseH they serve as models to give us our bearings lest 
we stagger blindly among experiences that our bodily senses 
with their relative certainty of knowledge cannot guide us 
through. The simple fact that our mind is able to find such 
analogies, that the world of appearances reminds us of things 
non-apparent, may be seen as a kind of "proof" that mind and 
body, thinking and sense experience, tbe invisible and the 
visible, belong together, are "made" for each other, as it were. 
In other words, if the rock in the sea "which endures the swift 
courses of whistling winds and the swelling breakers that burst 
against it" can become a metaphor for endurance in battle, 
then "it is not . . . correct to say that the rock is viewed 
anthropomorphically, unless we add that our understanding 
of the rock is anthropomorphic for the same reason that we 
are able to look at ourselves petromorphically."83 There is, 
finally, the fact of the irreversibility of the relationship ex
pressed in metaphor; it indicates in its own manner the abso
lute primacy of the world of appearances and thus provides 
additional evidence of the extraordinary quality of thinking, of 
its being always out of order. 

Copyrighted material 



110 

The Life of the Mind I Thlnklng 

This last point is of special importance. U the language 
of thlnldng is essentially metaphorical, it follows that the 
world of appearances inserts itself into thought quite apart 
from the needs of our body and the claims of our fellow-men, 
which will draw us back into it in any case. No matter how 
close we are while thinking to what is far away and how 
absent we are from what is close at hand, the thinking ego 
obviously never leaves the world of appearances altogether. 
The two-world theory, as I have said, is a metaphysical 
delusion although by no means an arbitrary or accidental one; 
it is the most plausible delusion with which the experience of 
thought is plagued. Language, by lending itself to meta· 
phorical usage, enables us to think, that is, to have traffic 
with non-sensory matters, because it permits a carrying-over, 
metapherein, of our sense experiences. There are not two 
worlds because metaphor unites them. 

13 Metaphor and the ineffable 

Mental activities, driven to language as the only medium 
for their manifestation, each draw their metaphors from a 
dillerent bodily sense, and their plausibility depends upon 
an Innate a!Bnity between certain mental and certain sensory 
data. Thus, from the outset in formal philosophy, thinking 
has been thought of in terms of seeing, and since thinking is 
the most fundamental and the most radical of mental activi· 
ties, it is quite true that vision "has tended to serve as the 
model of perception in general and thus as the measure of the 
other senses."80 The predominance of sight is so deeply em
bedded in Greek speech and therefore in our conceptual 
language that we seldom Bnd any consideration bestowed on 
it, as though it belonged among things too obvious to be 
noticed. A passing remark by Heraclitus, '"The eyes are more 
exact witnesses than the ears, n 86 is an exception, and not a 
very helpful one. On the contrary, if one considers how easy 
it is for sight unlike the other senses to shut out the outside 
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world and if one examines the early notion of the blind 
bard, whose stories are being listened to, one may wonder 
why hearing did not develop into the guiding metaphor for 
thinking.sa Still, it is not altogether true that, in the words 
of Hans Jonas, "the mind has gone where vision polnted."111 

The metaphors wed by the theoreticians of the Will are 
hardly ever taken from the visual sphere; their model Is 
either desire as the quintessential property of all our senses
in that they serve the general appetitiveness of a needy and 
wanting being-or they are drawn from hearing. in line with 
the Jewish tradition of a God who Is heard but not seen. 
(Metaphors drawn from hearing are very rare in the history of 
philosophy, the most notable modern exception being the 
late writings of Heidegger, where the thinking ego "hears" 
the call of Being. Medieval efforts to reconcile Biblical teach
ing with Greek philosophy testify to a complete victory of 
intuition or contemplation over every form of audition, and 
this victory was, as it were, foreshadowed by the early attempt 
of Philo of Alexandria to attune his Jewish creed to his 
Platonizing philosophy. He was still aware of the distinction 
between a Hebrew truth, which was heard, and the Greek 
oi.!ion of the true, and transformed the former into a mere 
preparation for the latter, to be achieved by divine interven
tion that had made man's ears into eyes to permit greater 
perfection of human cognition.B8) 

Judgment, finally, in terms of discovery the late-comer of 
our mental abilities, draws, as Kant knew so well, its meta
phorical language from the sense of taste (the Critique of 
Judgment was originally conceived as a "Critique of Taste"), 
the most intimate, private, and idiosyncratic of the senses, 
somehow the opposite of sight, with its "noble" distance. The 
chief problem of the Critique of Judgment therefore became 
the question of how propositions of judgment could possibly 
claim, as they indeed do, general agreement. 

Jonas enumerates all the advantages of sight as the guiding 
metaphor and model for the thinking mind. There is first of 
all the indisputable fact that no other sense establishes such 
a safe distance between subject and object; distance is the 
most basic condition for the functioning of vision. "The gain 
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is the concept of objectivity, of the thing as it is in itself as 
distinct from the thing as it affects me, and from this distin<> 
tion arises the whole idea of thoOria and theoretical truth.· 
Moreover, sight provides us with a ~c<>temporaneous mani
fold," whereas all the other senses, and especially bearing, 
~construct their perceptual 'unities of a manifold' out of a 
temporal sequence of sensations." Sight permits ~freedom of 
choice ... dependent ... on ... the fact that in seeing I am 
not yet engaged by the seen object ... [The seen object] 
lets me be as I let It be," whereas the other senses affect me 
directly. This is especially lmportant for bearing. the only 
possible competitor sight might have for pre-eminence but 
which Snds itself disqualified because it ~intrudes upon a 
passive subject." In bearing. the percipient is at the mercy of 
something or somebody else. (This, incidentally, mny be why 
the Gennan language derived a whole cluster of words indi
cating a position of non-freedom from hiiren, to hear: 
gehorchon, hiirlg, gehoren, to obey, be in bondage, belong.) 
Most lmportant in our context is the fact brought out by Jonas 
that seeing necessarily "introduces the beholder,» and for 
the beholder, in contrast to the auditor, the ~present [is not] 
the point-experience of the passing now," but is trans
fanned into a "dimension within which things can be beheld 
. . . as a lasting of the same." "Only sight therefore provides 
the sensual basis on which the mind may conceive the idea of 
the etemal, that which never changes and is always present •at 

I mentioned before that language, the only medium in 
which the invisible can become manifest in a world of appear
ances, is by no means as adequate for that function as our 
senses are for their business of coping with the perceptible 
world, and I suggested that the metaphor in its own way can 
cure the defect. The cure has its dangers and is never wholly 
adequate either. The danger lies in the oveJWbelming evidence 
the metaphor provides by appealing to the unquestioned 
evidence of sense experience. Metaphors therefore can be 
used by speculative reason, which indeed cannot avoid 
them, but when they intrude, as is their tendency, on scien
tific reasoning. they are used and misused to create and pro
vide plausible evidence for theories that are actually mere 
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hypotheses that have to be proved or disproved by facts. Hans 
Blumenberg, In his Paradigmen zu elner Metap'Mrologle, bas 
traced certain very common 6gures of speech, such as the 
iceberg metaphor or the various sea metaphors, through the 
centuries of Western thought, and thereby, almost incidentally, 
discovered to what an ertent typically modem pseudo-sciences 
owe their plausibility to the seeming evidence of metaphor, 
which they substitute for the lacking evidence of data. His 
prime example is the consciousness theory of psychoanalysis, 
where consciousness is seen as the peak of an iceberg, a mere 
indication of the Boating mass of unconsciousness beneath it. 110 

Not only has that theory never been demonstrated but it Is 
undemonstrable in its own terms: the moment a fragment 
of unconsciousness reaches the peak of the iceberg it bas 
become conscious and lost all the properties of its alleged 
origin. Yet the evidence of the iceberg metaphor Is so over
whelming that the theory needs neither argument nor demon
stration; we would lind the metaphor's use unobjectionable if 
we were told that we were dealing with speculations about 
something unknown-in the same way that former centuries 
used analogies for speculations about Cod. The only trouble 
Is that every such speculation carries with it a mental construct 
In whose systematic order every datum can 6nd its hermeneu
tic place with an even more stringent consistency than that 
provided by a successful scienti.6c theory, since, being an 
exclusively mental construct without need of any real ex
perience, it does not have to deal with exceptions to the rule. 

It would be tempting to believe that metaphorical thought 
is only a danger when resorted to by the pseudo-sciences and 
that philosophic thought, if it does not claim demonstrable 
truth, is safe In using appropriate metaphors. Unfortunately 
this is not the case. The thought-systems of the great philoso
phers and metaphysicians of the past have an uncomfortable 
resemblance to the mental constructs of the pseudo-sciences, 
except that the great philosophers, in contrast to the cocksure
ness of their inferior brethren, have almost unanimously In
sisted on something •ineffable" behind the written words, 
something of which they, when they thought and did not 
write, were very clearly aware and which nevertheless refused 
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to be pinned down and banded over to others; In short, they 
insisted that there was something that refused to lend itself 
to a transfonnation that would allow It to appear and talce 
its place among the appearances of the world. In retro
spect, we are tempted to see these ever-recurring utterances as 
attempts to warn the reader that he was In danger of a fatal 
mistake In understanding: what were olfered him were 
thoughts, not cognitiom, not solid pieces of knowledge 
which, once acquired, would dispel ignorance; what, as phi
losophers, they were primarily concerned with were matten 
that escape human knowledge, although they had not escaped 
but even haunted human reason. And since In pursuing these 
questions the philosophers inevitably discovered a great num· 
her of things that are indeed knowable, namely, all the laws 
and axioms of correct thinldng and the various theories of 
knowledge, they themselves very early blurred the distinction 
between thinking and !mowing. 

While Plato still held that the true archt, beginning and 
principle of philosophy, is wonder," Aristotle, in the opening 
paragraphs of the MetaphysiC$,n interpreted-and was the first 
to do so-this same wonder as mere astonishment or puzzl&
ment ( apomn ); through astonishment men become aware of 
their ignorance of things that may be !mown, starting with 
"things close at hand~ and then progressing "from there to 
greater matters such as the sun and the moon and the stars and 
the genesis of all things." Men, he said, "philosophized to escape 
ignorance," and the Platonic wonder was no longer understood 
as a principle but as a mere beginning: "all men begin by 
wondering . . • but one must end with the opposite and with 
what is better [than wondering], as is the case when men 
learn."" Hence, Aristotle, thongh be, too, In a different con
text, spoke of a truth oneu logou, a truth that refused to be 
expressed In discourse,.. would not have said with Plato: 
Of the subjects that concern me nothing is known, since there 
exists nothing in writing about them, nor will there ever exist 
anything In the future. People who write about such things 
know nothing; they do not even know themselves. For there 
is no way of putting these things In words like other things that 
one can learn. Hence, no one who possesses the true faculty of 
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thinking ( ncus), and therefore knows the weakness of words, 
will ever risk framing thoughts in discourse, let alone Bx them 
in so Inflexible a form as that of written letters." 

We hear the same, almost in the same words, at the end 
of this whole development. Thus Nietzsche, certainly no 
Platonist, writes to his friend Overbeck: "My philosophy 
. . . can no longer be communicated at least not in print, "94 

and, In Beyond Good and Evil: "One no longer loves one's 
Insight enough when one communicates it.""' And Hei
degger writes, not about Nietzsche but about himself, 
when he says: "The internal limit of all thinking ... is 
that the thinker never can say what Is most his own . . . 
because the spoken word receives its determination from the 
ineffable.""8 To which we may add a few remarks by Wittgen
stein, whose philosophical investigations center on the in
effable in a relentless effort to say what "the case may be": 
"The results of philosophy are the uncovering . . . of bumps that 
the intellect has got by running its head up against the limits 
of language." These bumps are what we have called here 
•metaphysical fallacies"; they are what "make us see the value 
of the discovery." Or: "Philosophical problems arise when lan
guage goes on a holiday" ( wenn die Sprache feiert) . The Ger
man is equivocal: it can mean "to take a holiday," that is, 
language ceases to work, and it can mean "to celebrate," and 
would then signify almost the opposite. Or: "Philosophy is a 
battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by language." 
The trouble is of course that this battle can be refought only 
by language." 

Let us return to Plato, since he is, as far as I know, the 
only philosopher of rank who has left us more than occasional 
remarks on this subject. The main thrust of the argument in 
the Seventh Letter is not against speaking but against writing. 
This repeats in abbreviated form the objections already raised 
against writing in the Phaedrus. There is first the fact that writ
ing "will implant forgetfulness"; relying on the written word, 
men "cease to exercise memory." There is second the written 
word's "majestic silence•; it can neither give account of itself 
nor answer questions. Third, it cannot choose whom to address, 
falls into wrong hands, and "drifts all over the place"; ill-
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treated and abused, it is unable to defend itself; the best one 
can say for it is to call it a hannless "pastime," collecting "a 
store of refreshment ... against the day 'when oblivious age 
comes'" or a "recreation [indulged in] as others regale them
selves with drinking parties and the like."1oo But in the 
Seventh Letter, Plato goes further; he does not mention his 
agrapha dogmata, which we know about through a remark 
by Aristotle,'01 but implicitly denies them, too, when he ex
plicitly asserts that "these things cannot be put into words like 
other things we learn." 

This indeed is very different from what we read in the 
Platonic dialogues (though that is no reason to believe that the 
Seventh Letter is spurious). Thus we read ln the Statennan 
about "likenesses" between the visible and the invisible: 

Likenesses which the senses can grasp are available in nature to 
those real existents . . . so that when someone asks for an account 
of these existents one has no trouble at all-one can simply indicate 
the sensible likeness and dispcmse with any account In words. But to 
the highest and most important class of existents there are no cor
responding visible resemblances. . . . In these cases nothing visible 
can be pointed out to satisfy the inquiring mind. . . . Therefore we 
must trrun ourselves to give . . . an account in words of every ex
isting thing. For the existents which have no visible embodiment, 
the existents which are of the highest value and the chief impor
tance, are demonstrable only in speech [logos] and are not to be ap
prehended by any other means.•o-• 

In the Phaedrus1<>3 Plato contrasts the written word with the 
spoken word as used in "the art of talking things through" 
( techne dialektlke), the "living speech, the original, of which 
the written d iscourse may fairly be called a kind of image." 
The art of living speech is praised because it knows how to 
select its listeners; it is not barren (akarpoi) but contains a 
semen whence diHerent logoi, words and arguments, grow up 
in diHerent listeners so that the seed may become immortal. 
But if in thinking we carry out this dialogue with ourselves, 
It is as though we were "writing words in our souls"; at such 
times, "our soul Is like a book," but a book that no longer 
contains words.1CH Following the writer, a second craftsman 
intervenes as we are thinking and he is a "painter," who paints 
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in our soul those images that correspond to the written 
words. "This happens when we have drawn these opinions 
and spoken assertions away from sight or any other perception, 
so that we now somehow see the images of what we 6rst 
opined and spoke about •too 

In the Seventh Letter Plato tells us brietly how this two
fold transformation may possibly come about, how it is that 
our sense perception can be talked about and how this talking 
about ( dlalegesthai) is next transformed into an image visible 
only to the soul. We have names for what we see, for instance, 
the name "circle" for something round; this name can be 
explained in speech (logos) in sentences "composed of nouns 
and verbs," and we say the circle is a "thing which has every
where equal distances between its extremities and its center.~ 
These sentences can lead to the making of circles, of images 
(eidolon) that can be "drawn and erased, turned out and 
destroyed," processes of course that do not affect the circle as 
such, which is different from all these circles. Knowledge and 
mind (ncus) grasp the essential circle, that is, what all circles 
have in common, something that "lies neither in the sounds 
[of speech] nor in the shapes of bodies but in the soul," and 
this circle is clearly "different from the real circle," perceived 
first in nature by the eyes of the body, and different, too, from 
circles drawn according to verbal explanation. This circle 
in the soul is perceived by the mind (nous), which "is closest 
to it in affinity and likeness." And this inner intuition alone can 
be called truth.1oe 

Truth of the evidential kind, construed on the principle of 
things perceived by our bodily vision, can be arrived at 
through the guidance (dklg6ge) of words in the dialegesthai, 
the discursive train of thought that can be silent or spoken 
between teacher and disciple, "moving up and down," inquir
ing into "what is true and what is false." But the result, since 
it is supposed to be an intuition and not a conclusion, will 
follow suddenly after a long period of questions and answers: 
"when a Sash of insight (phronesis) about everything blazes up, 
and the mind . • . is Hooded with light. "'07 This truth itself is 
beyond words; names from which the thinking process starts 
are unreliable-"nothing prevents the things that are now 
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called round £rom being called straight and the sttalgbt 
round'"~08-and words, the reasoned discourse of speech that 
seeb to explain, are "weak"; they oller no more than •a little 
guidanoe'" to "'dndle the light in the soul as from a leaping 
spark which, once generated, beoornes self-sustalning."lot 

I have cited these few pages from the Seventh Let
ter at some length because they offer an otherwise unavail
able insight into a possible Incompatibility between intuition
the guiding metaphor for philosophical truth-and speech-the 
medium in which thinking manifests itself: the former always 
presents us with a co-temporaneous manifold, whereas the 
latter necessarily discloses itself in a sequence of words and 
sentences. That the latter was a mere instrument for the former 
was axiomatic even for Plato and remained axiomatic through
out the history of philosophy. Thus .Kant still says: "worauf allu 
Denken aLt Mittel abzweckt, [1st] die Anschauung, • "all think
ing Is a means of reaching intuition."uo And here Is Heidegger: 
'"The dialegesthai bas in itself a tendency towards a noeln, a 
seeing ... . It lacks the proper means of theareln Itself .... This 
Is th.e basic meaning of Plato's dialectic, that it tends towards a 
vision, a disclosure, that it prepares the original intuition 
through the discourses. . .• The logos remains tied to vision; 
if speech separates itself from the evidence given in intuition, 
It degenerates into idle talk which prevents seeing. Legeln is 
rooted in seeing, horan. "111 

Heidegger's interpretation is borne out by a passage in 
Plato's Phllebw112 where the inward dialogu.e of me with 
myself is once more mentioned but now on its most elementary 
level: A man sees an object in the distance and, 8/nce he hap
pens to be alone, he asks himself: What Is It that appears 
there? He answers his own question: It is a man. If "be bad 
someone with him he would put what he said to himself into 
actual speech, addressed to his companion, audibly uttering 
the same thoughts. • . . Whereas if be Is alone he continues 
thinlcing the same thing by himself." The truth here is the 
seen evidence, and spealcing, as weD as thinlcing, is authentic 
to the extent that it follows the seen evidence, appropriates it 
by translating it into words; the moment this speech beoomes 
separated £rom the seen evidence, for instance, when other 
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people's opinions or thoughts are repeated, It acquires the 
same !nauthenticlty that for Plato characterizes the image as 
compared to the original. 

Among the outstanding peculiarities of our senses is the 
fact that they cannot be translated into each other-no sound 
can be seen, no image can be heard, and so on-though they are 
bound together by common sense, which for this reason alone is 
the greatest of them all. I have quoted Aquinas on the theme: 
"the one faculty [that] extends to all objects of the five senses."118 

Language, corresponding to or following common sense, gives 
an object its common name; this commonness is not only the 
decisive factor for intersubjective communication-the same 
object being perceived by diHerent persons and common to 
them-but it also serves to identify a datum that apperu-s 
altogether differently to each of the live senses: bard or soft 
when I touch it, sweet or bitter when I taste it, bright or dark 
when I see It, sounding in different tones when I hear it. 
None of these sensations can be adequately described in 
words. Our cognitive senses, seeing and hearing, have little 
more afl!nity with words than the lower senses of smell, taste, 
and touch. Something smells like a rose, tastes like pea soup, 
feels like velvet, that Is as far as we can go. • A rose is a rose 
Is a rose.~ 

All this, of course, is only another way of saying that truth, 
In the metaphysical tradition understood in terms of the sight 
metaphor, is ineffable by definition. We know from the 
Hebrew tradition what happens to truth if the guiding meta
phor ls not vision but hearing (in many respects more akin 
than sight to thinking because of its ability to follow se
quences). The Hebrew God can be heard but not seen, and 
truth therefore becomes invisible: "Thou shalt not make unto 
thee any graven image or any likeness of any thing that is in 
heaven above or that is on the earth beneath.~ The invisibility of 
truth In the Hebrew religion is as axiomatic as its ineffability 
in Greek philosophy, from which all later philosophy derived 
its axiomatic assumptions. And while truth, if understood in 
terms of hearing, demands obedience, truth understood in 
tenns of vision relies on the same powerful self-evidence that 
forces us to admit the identity of an object the moment it is 
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before our eyes. Metaphysics, the "awesome science" that "be
holds what is Insofar as it is" ( eplsteme he thearei to on 114 
on),11' could discover a truth which "forced men by the force 
of necessity" ( hyp' autts U$ alethelas anagkozomenoi) 110 be
cause it relied on the same imperviousness to contradiction we 
know so well from sight experiences. F o.r no discourse, whether 
dialectical in the Socratic-Platonio sense, or logical, using 
established rules to draw conclusions from accepted prem.ises, 
or rhetorical-persuasive, can ever match the simple, un· 
questioned and unquestionable certainty of visible evidence. 
"What is it that appears there? It Is a man." Tb.is is the perfect 
adequatio rei et intellectus, 118 "the agreement of knowledge 
with its object," which even for Kant was still the definite deBni
tion of truth. Kant, however, was aware that for this truth "no 
general criterion can be demanded. [It] would . . . be self
co.ntradictory": UT Truth as sell-evidence does not need any 
criterion; it is the criterion, the final arbiter, of everything that 
then may follow. Thus Heidegger, discussing the traditional 
truth concept in Sein und Zeit, Ulustrates it as follows: "Let us 
suppose that someone with his back turned to the wall makes 
the true assumption that "the picture on the wall is hanging 
askew.' The assertion is confirmed when the man who makes it 
turns around and perceives the picture hanging askew on the 
Wall."'US 

The difficulties to which the "awesome sci.ence" of meta
physics has given rise since its inception could possibly all be 
summed up in the natural tension between theiiria and wgas, 
between seeing and reasoning with words-whether in the 
form of "dialectics" ( dla-legesthai) or, on the contrary, of the 
"syllogism" (syl-logizesthai), i.e., whether it takes things, 
especially opinions, apart by means of words or brings them 
together in a discourse depending for its truth content on a 
primary premise perceived by intuition, by the now, which is 
not subject to error because it is not meta lcgou, sequential to 
words. 118 If philosophy is the mother of the sciences, it is 
itsell the science of the beginnings and principles of science, of 
the archai; and these archai, which then become the topic of 
Aristotelian metaphysics, can no longer be derived; they are 
given to the mind in sell-evident intuition. 
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What recommended sight to be the guiding metaphor in 
pbJlosopby- and, along with sight, intuition as the ideal of 
truth- was not just the "nobility" of this most cognitive of our 
senses, but the very early notion that the pbJlosopher's quest for 
meaning was identical with the scientist's quest for knowledge. 
Here it is worth recalling the strange tum that Aristotle, in 
the first chapter of the Metaphysics, gave to Plato's proposition 
that thaumazeln, wonder, is the beginning of all pbJlosophy. 
But the identi6C'dtion of truth with meaning was made, of 
course, even earlier. For knowledge comes through searching 
for what we are accustomed to caU truth, and the highest, ulti
mate form of cognitive truth is indeed intuition. All knowledge 
starts from investigating the appearances as they are given to 
our senses, and if the scientist then wants to go on and find out 
the causes of the visible effects. his ultimate aim is to make 
appear whatever may be hidden behind mere surfaces. This is 
true even of the most complicated mechanical instruments, 
which are designed to catch what is bidden from the naked 
eye. In the last analysis, confumation of any scientist's theory 
comes about through sense evidence-just as in the simplistic 
model I took out of Heidegger. The tension I alluded to be· 
tween vision and speech does not enter here; on this level, as in 
the example quoted, speech quite adequately translates vision 
(it would be different if the content of the painting and not 
just its position on the wall had to be expressed in words). 
The very fact that mathematical symbols can be substituted 
for actual words and be eve-n more expressive of the under
lying phenomena that are forced by instruments to appear, 
as it were, against their own bent demonstrates the superior 
efficacy of sight metaphors to make manifest whatever does 
not need speech as a conveyor. 

Thinking. however, in contrast to cognitive activities that 
rna y use thinking as one of their instruments, needs speech 
not only to sound out and become manifest; it needs it to be 
activated at all. A.nd since speech is enacted in sequences of 
sentences, the end of thinking can never be an intuition; nor 
can it be confirmed by some piece of self-evidence beheld in 
speechless contemplation. U thinking, guided by the old sight 
metaphor and misunderstanding itself and its function, expects 
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"truth" from its activity, Ibis truth Is not only ineffable by 
deSnition. "Li.ke children trying to catch smoke by closing 
their hands, philosophers so often see the object they would 
grasp l!y before them .. - Bergson, the last philosopher to believe 
lirmly in "intuition," described very accurately what really 
happened to thinkers of that school. 120 And the reason for the 
"failure" is simply that nothing expressed in words can ever 
attain to the immobility of an object of mere contemplation. 
Compared to an object of contemplation, meaning, which can 
be said and spoken about, is slippery; if the philosopher wants 
to see and grasp it, it "slips away."121 

Since Bergson, the use of the sight metaphor in philosophy 
has kept dwindling, not unsurptisingly, as emphasis and in· 
terest have shifted entirely from contemplation to speech, from 
nous to logos. With this shift, the criterion for truth bas shifted 
from the agreement of knowledge with its object-the adequatio 
rei et intellectus, understood as analogous to the agreement of 
vision with the seen object-to the mere form of thinking, 
whose basic rule is the axiom of non-contradiction, of con
sistency with itself, that is, to what Kant still understood as the 
merely "negative touchstone of truth." "Beyond the sphere of 
analytic knowledge it has, as a sufficient criterion of truth, 
no authority and no field of application."122 In the few 
modem philosophers who still cling, however tenuously and 
doubtfully, to the traditional assumptions of metaphysics, in 
Heidegger and Walter Benjamin, the old sight metaphor has 
not altogether disappeared but bas shrunk, as it were: in 
Benjamin truth "slips by" (huscht oorilber); in Heidegger the 
moment of illumination is understood as "lightning'" (Blitz), 
and finally replaced by an altogether diHerent metaphor, das 
Geliiut der Stille, "the ringing sound of silence." In terms of 
the tradition, the latter metaphor is the closest approximati.on 
to the illumination arrived at in speechless contemp.lation. For 
though the metaphor for the end and culmination of the think
ing process Is now drawn from the sense of bearing, it does not 
in the least correspond to listening to an articu.lated sequence 
of sounds, as when we hear a me.lody, but again to an immobile 
menta.! state of sheer receptivity. And since thinking, the 
silent dialogue of me with myself, i! sheer activity of the 
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mind combined with complete immobility of the body-"never 
am I more active than when I do nothing" ( Cato )-the difB
culties created by metaphors drawn from the sense of hearing 
would be as great as the difficulties created by the metaphor of 
vision. {Bergson, still so firmly attached to the metaphor of 
intuition for the ideal of truth, speaks of the "essentially active, 
I might almost say violent, character of metaphysical intuition" 
without being aware of the contradiction between the quiet of 
contemplation and any activity, let alone a violent one. 128 ) 

And Aristotle speaks of "philosophical energeia, activity" as 
the "perfect and unhindered activity which [for this very 
reason] harbors within itself the sweetest of all delights {"Alia 
men he ge teleia energeia kai akolytos en heauti! echei to 
chairein, h6ste an eii! hi! theoretiki! energeia pasi5n hediste").1 .. 

In otber words, the chief difficulty here seems to be that 
for thinking itself-wbose language is entirely metaphorical 
and whose conceptual framework depends entirely on the 
gift of the metaphor, which bridges the gulf between the 
visible and the invisible, the world of appearances and the 
thinking ego-there exists no metaphor that could plausibly 
illuminate this special activity of the mind, in which somethl.ng 
invisible within us deals with the invisibles of the world. All 
metaphors drawn from the senses will lead us Into difficulties 
for the simple reason that all our senses are essentially cogni
tive, hence, if understood as activities, have an end outside 
themselves; they are not energeia, an end in itself, but instru
ments enabling us to know and deal with the world. 

Thinking is out of order because the quest for meaning 
produces no end result that will survive the activity, that will 
make sense after the activity has come to its end. In other 
words, the delight of which Aristotle speaks, though manifest 
to the thinking ego, is ineffable by definition. The only possible 
metaphor one may conceive of for the life of the mind is the 
sensation of being alive. Without the breath of life the 
human body is a corpse; without thinking the human mind is 
dead. This in fact is the metaphor Aristotle tried out in the 
famous seventh chapter of Book Lambda of the Metaphysic&: 
"The activity of thinking [energeia that bas its end in itself] 
is life."120 Its inherent law, which only a god can tolerate 
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forever, man merely now and then, during which time he is 
godlike, is "unceasing motion, which is motion in a circle"121-

the only movement, that Js, that never reaches an end or 
results in an end product. This very strange notion that the 
authentic process of thinkiog, namely, the noUI& notseos, turns 
io circles-the most glorious justi.6cation in philosophy of the 
circular argument-bas oddly enough never worried either 
the philosophers or Aristotle's interpreters-partly, perhaps, 
because of the frequent mistranslations of nous and theorla 
as "knowledge," which always reaches an end and produces 
an end result.127 If thinking were a cognitive enterprise it 
would have to follow a rectilinear motion, starting from the 
quest for its object and ending with cognition of it. Aristotle's 
circular motion, taken together with the life metaphor, suggests 
a quest for meaning that for man as a thinking being accom· 
panies life and ends only in death. The circular motion is a 
metaphor drawn from the life process which, though it goes 
from birth to death, also turns in circles as long as man is 
alive. This simple experience of the thinking ego has proved 
striking enough for the notion of the circular movement to be 
repeated by other thinkers, even though it stands in 8agrant 
contradiction to their traditional assumptions that truth is the 
result of thinking, that there is such a thing as Hegel's "specu· 
lative cognition."'"& We find Hegel saying, without any refer· 
ence to Aristotle: "Philosophy fom1s a ci.rcle . ... [It] is a 
sequence which does not hang in the air; it is not something 
which begins from nothing at aU; on the contrary, U circlu 
back into Itself (italics added).120 And we 6nd the same notion 
at the end of Heidegger's "What is Metaphysics?'" where he 
defines the "basic question of metaphysics" as "Why is there 
anything and not rather nothing?'" -in a way thinking's first 
question but at the same time the thought to which it "always 
bas to swing back.n130 

Yet these metaphors, although they correspond to the 
speculative, non-cognitive way of thinking and remain loyal to 
the fundamental experiences of the thinking ego, since they 
relate to no cognitive capacity, remain singularly empty, and 
Arlstotle himself used them nowhere else-except when be 
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asserts that being alive is energein, that is, being active for its 
own sake.m Moreover, the metaphor obviously refuses to 
answer the inevitable question, Why do we thio.k?, since there 
is no answer to the question, Why do we live? 

In Wittgenstein's PhUosophlcal Investigations (written after 
he had convinced hirnseH of the untenability of his earlier 
attempt in the Tractatus to understand language, and hence 
thought, as a "picture of reality"-" A proposition is a picture 
of reality. A proposition is a model of reality as we conceive 
it""2), there is an interesting thought game that may help 
illustrate this difficulty. He asks: "What does man think for? 
. . . Does man think because he has found that thinking 
works?- Because be thinks it advantageous to think?" That 
would be like asking "Does he bring his children up because 
he bas found it works?" Still, it must be admitted that "we do 
sometimes think because it has been found to work," implying 
by his italics that this is only "sometimes" the case. Hence: 
"How ca.n we lind out why man thinks?" Whereupon he 
answers: "It often happens that we only become aware of 
the important facts, if we suppress the question 'why?'; and 
then in the course of our investigations these facts lead us to an 
answer."'~3 It is in a deliberate effort to suppress the question, 
Why do we think? that I shall deal with the question, Wllal 
makes us think? 
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14 The 'J)Te-phaosophic assumptions of 
Greek phaosophy 

Our question, What. makes us think?, does not ask for 
either causes or purposes. Taking for granted man's need to 
think, it proceeds from the assumption that the thinking ac
tivity belongs among those energeiai which, like flute-playing, 
have their ends within themselves and leave no tangible 
outside end product in the world we inhabit. We cannot date 
the moment when this need began to be felt, but the very fact 
of language and all we know of pre-historical times and of 
mythologies whose authors we cannot name give us a certain 
right to assume that the need is coeval with the appearance 
of man on earth. What we can date, however, is the beginning 
of metaphysics and of philosophy, and what we can name are 
the answers given to our question at different periods of our 
history. Part of the Creek answer lies in the conviction of al! 
Creek thinkers that philosophy enables mortal meu to dwell 
in the neighborhood of immortal things and thus acquire or 
nourish in themselves "immortality in the fullest measure that 
human nature admits."' For the short time they can bear to 
engage in it, philosophizing transforms mortals into godlike 
creatures, "mortal gods," as Cicero says. (It is in this vein that 
ancient etymology repeatedly derived the key word "thecirein" 
and even "theatron" from "theos."2) The trouble with the Creek 
answer is that it is inconsistent with the very word "philos
ophy," love of or desire for wisdom, which cannot very well 
be ascribed to the gods; in the words of Plato, "No god philoso
phizes or desires to be wise; for be is."' 

Let me first deal with that strange notion of athanatizein
immortalizing-whose influence on the legitimate subject mat
ter of our traditional metaphysics can hardly be overrated. 
In an earlier chapter, you will remember, I interpreted the 
Pythagorean parable in terms of judgment, which as a separate 
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faculty was discovered late in the modem age, when Kant, 
following up the eighteenth-century interest in the phenom
enon of taste and its role in aesthetics as well as social inter
coune, wrote his Critique uf Judgment. Historically speaking, 
this was quite inadequate. The Pythagorean notion of specta
torsbip bad another and more far-reaching signiBcance for the 
rise of philosophy in the West Closely connected with the 
parable's main point of the supremacy of the6rein, of con· 
templating over doing, is the Greek notion of the divine. Ao
cording to the Homeric religion, the gods were not transcen· 
dent, their home was not an in&nite beyond but the "brazen sky 
... their sure citadel forever.•• Men and gods were like each 
other, both of one kind (hen andron, hen theoo genos), draw
ing breath from one mother; the Greek gods, as Herodotus tells 
us, a bad the same physis as men; but, though anthropophym, 
of the same kind, they still, of course, had certain privileged 
peculiarities: unlike mortals they were deathless and enjoyed 
an • easy life. n Free of mortal life's necessities, they could 
devote themselves to spectatorsbip, looking down from 
Olympus upon the affairs of men, which for them were no 
more than a spectacle for their entertainment. The Olympian 
gods' feeling for the world's spectacular quality-so diHerent 
from other peoples' notions of divine occupations such as 
creating and law-giving, founding and governing communities 
-was a partiality they shared ·with their less fortunate brothen 
on earth. 

That the passion for seeing, preceding (as we have noted) 
the thirst for knowledge even grammatically in the Greek 
language, was the basic Greek attitude to the world seems to 
me too obvious to require documentation. Whatever appeared 
-nature and the harmonious order of the kosmos, things that 
bad come into being of their own accord and those that human 
bands had "led into bein~ ("ageln els ten ouston•)• (Plato's 
definition of fabrication [to poleln]) as well as whatever human 
excellence (arete) brought forward in the realm of human 
affairs-was there primarily to be looked at and admired. What 
tempted men into a position of mere contemplation was the 
kalon, the sheer beauty of appearances, so that the ~ghest 
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idea of the good" resided in what shone forth most (lou ontO$ 
phanotaton),1 and human virtue, the kalon k'agathon, was 
assessed neither as an innate quality or intention of the actor, 
nor by the consequences of his deeds-only by the perform· 
ance, by bow he appeared while he was doing; vi.rtue was 
what we would call virtuosity. As with the arts, human deeds 
had to "shine by their intrinsic merits," to use an expression 
of Machiavelli's.8 Whatever existed was supposed, first of all, 
to be a spectacle llt for the gods, in which, naturally, men, 
th0$e poor relations of the Olympiaos, wished to have their 
share. 

Thus Aristotle ascribed the faculty of logO$, reasoned 
speech, to the Greeks as distinguished from the barbarians, but 
the desire to see be ascribed to all men. Thus Plato's cave
dwellers are content to look at the eidOla on the screen before 
them without uttering a single word, unable even to turn 
to each other and communicate, being chained to their 
seats by the legs and neck. The many share in the divine 
passion to see. What was involved in the Pythagorean spec
tatorshlp, in the position outside all human affairs, was some
thing divine. And the less time a man needed to take care of 
his body, and the more time be could devote to such a divine 
occupation, the closer he came to the way of life of the gods. 
Moreover, since men and gods were of the same ki.nd, even 
the divine deathlessness seemed not altogether out of mortal 
reach; apart from being a constant source of envy, the great 
name, the precious reward for ~great deeds and great words" 
(Homer), conferred potential immortality-to be sure, a poor 
substitute. This reward, again, was in the power of the specta
tor to bestow on the actor. For before the philosophers dealt 
with what is forever invisible and with what is not merely 
deathless but truly everlasting. ageneton, not only without end 
but also without beginning, that is, birthless-the Greek gods, 
as we know from Hesiod's Theogony, were deathless but not 
birtbless-the poets and the bistoriaos had been dealing with 
what appears and, in the course of time, disappears from the 
visibility of the world. Hence, wbat was involved, prior to the 
rise of philosophy, in the notion of a positi.o.n outside the 
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realm of human affairs, can best be clarified if we brieBy 
examine the Creek notion of the function of poetry and the 
position of the bard. 

There exists a report of a lost poem by Pindar. It described 
a marriage feast of Zeus, where Zeus asked the assembled 
gods whether their happy blessedness still lacked something. 
Whereupon the gods begged him to create some new divine 
beings who would know bow to beautify all his great works 
"with words and music." The new godlike beings Pindar had 
in mind were the poets• and bards who helped men to irn· 
mortality, for "the story of things done outlives the act" and "a 
thing said walks in immortality if it has been said well."10 

The bards also, Homer-like, "straightened the story . . . in 
... magic words to charm all men thereafter."11 They did not 
merely report, they also set it right ( ort/Wsas }- Aias had slain 
himself from shame, but Homer had known better and "hon
ored him above all men." A distinction is made between a 
thing done and a thing thought, and this thought-thing is 
accessible only to the "spectator," to the non-doer. 

This concept of the bard comes ri3)\t out of Homer. The 
crucial verses occur when Odysseus has come to the court of 
the Phaeacians and, at the king's order, is entertained by the 
bard, who sings some story of Odysseus' own life, his quarrel 
with Achilles: Odysseus, listening, covers his face and weeps, 
though he has never wept before, and certainly not when 
what he is now hearing actually happened. Only when he 
hears the story does he become fully aware of its meaning. 
And Homer himself says: The bard sings for men and gods 
what the Muse, Mnemosyne, who watches over Remembrance, 
has put into his mind. The Muse gave him good and bad: she 
deprived him of eyesight and gave him sweet song. 

Pindar, In the lost Zeus poem, must have made clear the 
subjective as well as the objective side of these early thinking 
experiences: Both the world and men stand in need of praise 
lest their beauty go unrecognized. Since men appear in the 
world of appearances, they need spectators, and those who 
come as spectators to the festival of life are filled with admiring 
thoughts which are then uttered in words. Without spectators 
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the world would be imperfect; the participant, absorbed as he 
is in particular things and pressed by urgent business, cannot 
see how all the particular things in the world and every par· 
ticular deed in the realm of human affairs 6t together and 
produce a harmony, which itself is not given to sense percep· 
tion, and this invisible in the visible would remain forever un· 
known if there were no spectator to look out for it, admire it, 
straighten out the stories and put them into words. 

To state this in conceptual language: The meaning of what 
actually happens and appears while it is happening is revealed 
when it has disappeared; remembrance, by which you make 
present to your mind what actually is absent and past, reveals 
the meaning in the form of a story. The man who does the 
revealing is not involved in the appearances; he is blind, 
shielded against the visible, in order to be able to "see" the 
invisible. And what he sees with blind eyes and puts into 
words is the story, not the deed itself and not the doer, al
though the doer's fame will reach the high heavens. Out of 
this then arises the typically Greek question: Vvho becomes 
Immortal, the doer or the teller? Or: Who depends on whom? 
The doer on the poet, who gives him fame, or the poet on the 
doer, who must first accomplish things that deserve to be 
remembered? We need only read Pericles' funeral speech in 
Tbucydides to lea.m that the question remained oontrovertial, 
the answer depending on who replied- the man of action or the 
spectator. Pericles, at any rate, statesman and friend of philos· 
ophers, held that the greatness of Athens, the city that had 
become the "school of Hellas" (as Homer had been the teacher 
of all Greeks), was for that reason "far from needing a Homer 
... or other of his craft" to make it Immortal; the Athenians 
by the sheer power of their daring had left "Imperishable 
monuments" behind them on land and sea. u 

It is the distinctive mark of Greek philosophy that it broke 
entirely with this Periclean estimate of the highest and most 
divine way of life for mortals. To quote but one of his con
temporaries, Ana~agoras, who was also his friend: when asked 
why one should choose rather to be born than not-a question, 
incidentally, that seems to have preoccupied the Creek people 
and not merely philosophers and poets-he replied: - 'For the 

Copyrighted material 



1.34 

The Life of the Mind I Thinking 

sake of viewing the heavens and the things there, stars and 
moon and sun,' as though nothing else were worth his while.• 
And Aristotle agrees: "One should either philosophize or take 
one's leave of life and go away from here."18 

What Pericles and the philosophers had in common was 
the general Creek estimate that all mortals should strive for 
immortality, and this was possible because of the affinity 
between gods and men. Compared to other living beings, man 
is a god;~< he is a kind of "mortal god" (qwui mOrlalem deum, 
to quote Cicero's phrase again),'• whose chief task therefore 
consists in an activity that could remedy his mortality and thus 
make him more like the gods, his closest relations. The alter
native to that is to sink down to the level of animal life. !'he 
best choose one thing in place of all else-everlasting fame 
among mortals; but the many are glutted like cattle.~•• The 
point here is that it was axiomatic in pre-philosophical Greece 
that the only incentive worthy of man qua man Is the striving 
for inunortality: the great deed is beautiful and praiseworthy 
not because it serves one's country or one's people but exclu
sively because it will "win eternal mention in the deathless roll 
of fame.»n As Diotima points out to Socrates, "Do you suppose 
that Alcestis would have died to save Admetus, or Achilles to 
avenge Patroclus . . . If they had not believed that their 
excellence [111'ete], would live for ever in men's memory, 
as in fact it does in ours?"18 And all the various kinds of love, 
according to Plato's Symposium, are ultimately united by the 
striving for Immortality of all things mortal 

I do not know who was really the Brst Creek to become 
aware of the decisive llaw in the praised and envied Immor
tality of the gods: they were deathless ( a-thanatcl, those who 
were forever aien eonles), but they were not eternal. • As the 
Theogony informs us in some detail, they have all been born: 
their vital duration had a temporal beginning. It is the phi· 
losophers who introduce an absolute arche or Beginning which 
is Itself unbegun, a permanent and ungenerated source of 
generation. The initiator here is probably Anaximander,18 

but we can see the result more clearly in the poem of Par
menides. 20 His being Is forever in the strong sense; it is on
generated ( agernlton) as well as unperishing ( anelethron). 
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Limited neither by birth nor by death, the duration of What Ia 
replaces and transcends the unending survival which charac
terized the Olympian gods .... , In other words, Being, birthless 
as well as deathless, replaced for the philosophers the mere 
deathlessness of the Olympian gods; Being became the true 
divinity of philosophy because, in the famous words of Hera
clitus, it was "made by none of the gods or men, but always 
was and is and shall he: an ever-living fire, fixed measures 
kindling and fixed measures going out."22 The gods' immor
tality could not be trusted; what bad come into being could 
also cease to be-were not the pre-Olympian gods dead and 
gone?- and it was this flaw in the gods' everlastingness (much 
more, I think, than their frequent immoral conduct) that made 
them so vulnerable to Plato's ferocious attacks. The Homeric 
religion was never a creed that could he replaced by another 
creed; "the Olympian gods were laid low by philosophy."''! That 
the new and everlasting divinity, which Heraclitus in the frag
ment just quoted still calls kosmos (not the world or the uni
verse but their order and harmony), is finally, starting with 
Parmenides, given the name "Being" seems due, as Charles 
Kahn suggests, to the durative connotations this word had from 
the beginning. It is indeed true, and by no means a matter of 
course, that "the durative aspect, being inseparable from the 
stem, colors every use of the verb, including every philosophi
cal use ..... 

If Being replaced the Olympian gods, then philosophy re
placed religion. Philosophizing became the only possible "way" 
of piety, and this new god's newest characteristic was that be 
was One. That this One was indeed a god and thus decisively 
different from what we understand by "being" becomes ob
vious when we see that Aristotle called his "First Philosophy" 
a "Theology," by which he did not mean a theory about the 
gods but what much later-in the eighteenth century-was 
called ontologia or "Ontology." 

The great advantage of the new discipline was that man, 
to win his share of immortality, no longer needed to count on 
the uncertain ways of posterity. He could actualize it while 
be was alive without requiring any help from his fellow-men 
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or from the poets, who in earlier days, by bestowing fame, 
could make his name last forever. The way to the new im
mortality was to take up one's abode with things that are 
forever, and the new faculty making this possible was called 
nous or mind. The term was borrowed from Homer, where 
noos encompasses all mental activities besides designating 
the specific mentality of one person. It is nous that corresponds 
to Being, and when Parmenides says "to gar auto noetn estin 
te kai elnar'~("to be and to think [noetn, the activity of nous) 
are the same"), he is already saying implicitly what Plato and 
Aristotle tl1en said explicitly: that there is something in man 
that corresponds exactly to the divine because it enables him 
to live, as it were, in its neighborhood. It is this divinity that 
causes Thinking and Being to be the same. By using his noos 
and by withdrawing mentally from all perishable things, man 
assimllates himself to the divine. And the assimilation is meant 
pretty literally. For just as Being is the god, nous, according 
to Aristotle (quoting from either Ennotimos or Anaxagoras), 
is "the god in us," and "every mortal life possesses the part of 
some god .. "u NO!J8, "as all wise men agree," said Plato, "is the 
king of heaven and earth";'' hence it is above the whole u.ni
verse, just as Being is higher in rank than anything else. The 
philosopher, therefore, who has decided to risk the voyage 
beyond "the gates of Day and Night" (Parmenides), beyond 
the world of mortals, "shall be called the friend of god, and 
if ever it is given to man to put on immortality, it shall be 
given to hlm."28 In short, to engage in what Aristotle called the 
theOretlke encgeia that is identical with the activity of the god 
(ht too theoo energeia) means to "immortalize· (athanatizein), 
engage in an activity that in itself makes us immortal "as far 
as that is possible, and [to) do our utmost to live in accordance 
with what is highest in us."21 

For us, it is of some importance to note that the i.nimortal 
and divine part within man does not exist unless it is actualized 
and focused on the divine outside; in other words, the obfect 
of our thoughts bestows immortality on thinking itself. The 
object is invariably the everlasting, what was and is and will 
be, and therefore cannot be otherwise than it is, and cannot not 
be. This everlasting object is primarily the "revolutions of the 
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universe," which we can follow mentally, thus proving that 
we are "not an earthly but a heavenly growth," creatures who 
have their "kindred" not on earth but in heaven.80 Behind tbiJ 
conviction, we can easily detect the aboriginal wonder, in 
itself philosophical. It Is wonder that sends the scientist on 
his course of Ndispelling Ignorance" and that made Einstein 
say: '"The eternal mystery of the world [i.e., the unlverse]ls its 
comprehensibility." Hence all subsequent Ndevelopment" of 
theories to match the universe's comprehensibility "is in a 
certain sense a continuous Bight from 'wonder.' "'ll The God 
of the scle.ntists, one is tempted to suggest, created man in 
his own image and put him into the world with only one 
Commandment: Now try to figure out by yourself how all this 
was done and how it works. 

At any rate, to the Greeks, philosophy was "the achieve
ment of lmmortality,"U and as such it proceeded in two stages. 
There was first the activity of nom, which consisted in con
templation of the everlasting and was in itself aneu logou, 
speechless; then followed the attempt to translate the vision 
into words. This was called aletheuein by Aristotle and does 
not just mean to tell things as they really are without conceal· 
ing anything, but also applies only to propositions about 
things that always and necessarily are and cannot be other· 
wise. Man qua man, as distinct from other animal species, Is 
a composite of notu and logos: ~is essence is set in order 
according to notu and logo& -ho anthr6pos kal kata logon kal 
kala noun tetaklai autou M ousia. •• Of these two, it is only 
notu that enables him to partake of the everlasllng a.nd the 
divine, while logO$, designed "to say what b," legein ta eont4 
(Herodotus), is the specillcally, uniquely human ability that is 
also applied to mere "mortal thought," opinions or dogmata, 
to what happens in the rea.lm of human aHairs and to what 
merely •seems" but Is not. 

Logos as distinguished from nous Is not divine, and the 
translation of the philosopher's vision Into speech-olttheueln, 
in the philosophers' strict sense-created considerable diJBcul
ties; the criterion of philosophical speech Is homoi6sfs (in 
opposition to d0%11 or opinion), •to make a likeness" or as
similate in words as faithfully as possible the vision provided 
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by nous, which itself is without discourse, seeing -directly, 
without any process of d.iscurslve reasoning ..... The criterion 
for the faculty of vision is not "truth • as suggested by the verb 
alttheuein, derived from the Homeric alethes (truthful), where 
it is used only for the verba dicendi, in the sense of: tell me 
without hiding (lonthanol) within yourself, that is, do not 
deceive m&-as though the common function of speech, here 
implied in the alpha privativum, were precisely deception. 
Truth remains the criterion of speech, though now, when it 
has to assimilate itself to and take its cue, as it were, from the 
vision of now, It changes character. The criterion for vision 
is only the quality of everlastingness in the seen object; the 
mind can partake in that directly, but "i.f a man is engrossed in 
appetites and ambitions and spends all his pains on these . . • 
he cannot fall short of becoming mortal altogether, since he bas 
nourished the growth of his mortality." But "if he has set his 
heart" on contemplating the everlasting objects, he cannot 
"fail to possess immortality in the fullest measure that human 
nature admits."" 

It is generally admitted that philosophy, which since 
Aristotle has been the Beld of inquiry into things that came 
after the physical and transoended them ( tcm meta to physilco, 
-about what comes after the physical"), is Creek in origin. 
And being Creek in origin it set itself the original Creek goal, 
immortality, which seemed even linguistically the most natural 
aim for men who understood themselves as mortals, thnetol or 
brotol, for whom, according to Aristotle, death was ~the great
est of all evils," and who had as their kindred, their blood rela
tions, as we would say, "drawing breath from one mother; the 
immortal gods. Philosophy did nothing to change this natural 
goal; it only proposed another way to attain it Summarily 
speaking, the goal disappeared with the decline and fall of the 
Creek people and disappeared from philosophy altogether with 
the arrival of Christianity, bearing its "good news," telling men 
they were not mortals, that, contrary to their former pagan be
liefs, the world was doomed to end, but they would be bodily 
resurrected after death. The last trace of the Creek quest for 
the everlasting may be seen in the nunc $tans, the "standing 
now"' of the medieval mystics' contemplation. The form.ula Is 
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striking, and we shall see later that it indeed corresponds to 
an experience highly characteristic of the thinking ego. 

However, while the mighty incentive to philosophize disap
peared, the topics of metaphysics remained the same and con· 
tinued to prejudge throughout the centuries which tbi.ngs 
are worthy of being thought about and which are not. 
What for Plato was a matter of course-that "pure knowledge is 
concerned with the things that are always the same without 
change or mixture, or with what is most alcin to them-a•-re
maioed in manifold variations the chief assumption of philos
ophy up to the last stages of the modern age. Excluded by 
definition were all matters concerning human aHairs, because 
they were contingent; they could always be different from what 
they actually were. So even when Hegel, under the inBuence 
of the French Revolution- in which, according to him, eternal 
principles such as freedom and justice had been actualized
took history itself as his field of inquiry, be could do it only on 
the assumption that not only the revolutions of the skies and 
sheer thought-things such as numbers and the lilce followed the 
iron Jaws of necessity, but that the course of human affairs on 
earth also followed such laws, the laws of the incarnation of the 
Absolute Mind. From then on, the goal of philosophizing 
was not immortality but necessity: "Philosophical contempla
tion has no other intention than to eliminate the accidental."•• 

The originally divine metaphysical topics, the everlasting 
and the necessary, survived the need to "immortalize" through 
the mind's effort to "stay" and remain in the presence of the 
divine, an effort rendered otiose when, with the rise of Chris· 
tianlty, faith replaced thought as the bringer of immortality. 
And in a different way the evaluation of spectatorship as the es
sentially philosophical and best way of life also persisted. 

In pre-Christian times that notion was still allve in the 
philosophical schools of late antiquity, when life in the world 
was no longer considered a blessing and involvement in human 
aHairs no longer seen as a distraction from a more divine 
activity but, rather, as dangerous and joyless in itself. To keep 
yourself out of political involvement meant to occupy a posi· 
tion outside the turmoil and misery of human affairs and 
their inevitable shifts. The Roman spectators were no 
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longer situated on the ascending rows of a theater where 
they could look down godlilce on the game of the world; their 
place was now the secure shore or haven where they could 
watch, without being endangered, the wild and unpredictable 
upheavals of the storm-swept sea. These are the words of 
Lucretius praising the advantages of mere spectatorship: 
"What joy it is, when out at sea the stormwinds are lashing 
the waters, to gaze from the shore at the heavy stress some 
other man is enduring! Not that anyone's affiictions are iD 
themselves a souroe of delight; but to realize from what 
troubles you yourself are free is joy indeed."U Here, of course, 
the pbUosophic relevance of spectatorship is entirely lost-a 
loss that befell so many Greek notions when they fell into 
Roman bands. What is lost is not only the spectator's privilege 
of judging, as we found it in Kant, and the fundamental con
trast between thinking and doing, but also the even more 
fundamental insight that whatever appears is there to be seen, 
that the very concept of appearance demands a spectator, and 
that therefore to see and to behold are activities of the highest 
rank. 

It was left to Voltaire to draw conclusions from Lucretius' 
proposition. According to him, the desire to see Is nothing but 
cheap curiosity: It attracts people to the spectacle of a ship 
about to be shipwrecked; it drives people to climb trees or 
look at the massacres of battle or attend public executions. 
And this passion, according to Voltaire," man shares with 
monkeys and young dogs. In other words, if Lucretius Is right 
and man's passion for seeing spectacles Is due solely to his 
sense of safety, then the sheer lust for seeing can be ascribed 
only to an immature irrational drive that endangers our very 
existence. The philosopher, for whom Lucretius speaks, will 
not need to see the shipwreck to be wnmed against entrusting 
his safety to the wildness of the sea. 

Unfortunately, it is in this rather shallow form that the 
beneficial and "noble" distance between the spectator and his 
object bas been handed down in our tradition-if we leave out 
of consideration the high rank of contemplation in medieval 
philosophy with its altogether different connotations. And it is 
curious bow frequently Lucretius is the implicit or explicit 
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source. Thus Herder writes about the French Revolution: 
"We can look upon the French Revolution from the safe port 
as though we looked upon a shipwreck on the open, alien sea, 
unless bad fortune should throw us in against our will." And 
Goethe, asked after the battle of Jena how he had fared, 
answered with the same image: "I cannot complain. I was like 
a man who looks from a sol.id rock down upon the furious 
sea and who, though unable to assi.st the shipwrecked, cannot 
be reached by the breakers, and according to some ancient 
author this is supposed to be a rather comfortable feeling."39 

All we come to the modem age, the nearer we get to our 
own time, the less is left-not in the textbooks but in actual 
experience-of the pre-philosophic assumptions that were 
actually the midwives of the "awesome" science (McKeon ) 
called metaphysics. 

15 Plato's answer and its echoes 

In Greek philosophy, there exists, however, one answer 
to our question What makes us think? that bas nothing to 
do with these pre·philosophic assumptions which became 
so very important for the history of metaphysics and which 
probably long ago lost their relevance. It is the saying of 
Plato I have already cited, namely, that the origin of phi
losophy is Wonder, an answer that in my opinion has lost 
nothing of its plausibility. For this wonder is in no way con
nected with the quest for immortality; even in Aristotle's 
famous interpretation of wonder as aporeln (being puzzled 
on account of ignorance, which can be dispelled by knowl
edge), there is no mention of athanatlzein, the immortalizing 
activity we know from the Nicornachean Ethics•o and which 
indeed is entirely Platonic. Plato's remark about wonder OOCilrs 
rather abruptly (and, so far as I can see, is nowhere repeated 
in his work) during a discussion of the relativity of sense per
ceptions. Spealting about something that is ·out of order," the 
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passage itself is somewhat out of order, as happens frequently 
in Plato, where the most telling sentences can easily be isolated 
and sound out of context, especially when, after getting in
volved in the logical and other perplexities typical of his 
century and of which one could rightly say they are dated, he 
suddenly breaks off discussing them. Here Tbeaetetus has said 
that he was "wondering" -in the ordinary sense of being 
"puz:zled"-whereupon Socrates compliments him: "This is the 
true mark of the philosopher," and never comes back to the 
issue under consideration. The short passage reads: "For this 
is chiefly the passion (pathos) of the philosopher, to wonder 
(thaumazein). There is no other beginning and principle 
(arche) of philosophy than this one. And I think he [namely 
Hesiod] was not a bad genealogist who made Iris [the Rain
bow, a messenger of the gods] the daughter of Thaumas [the 
Wonderer ]."41 At first glance, this seems merely to say that 
philosophy as u.nderstood by the Ionian school is a child of 
astronomy; it springs from marveling at the miracles of the sky. 
As the rainbow connecting the sky with the earth brings its 
message to men, so thinking or philosophy, responding in 
wonder to the daughter of the Wonderer, connects the earth 
with the sky. 

Upon closer inspection, these few words hint at much 
more. The word "Iris," rainbow, also occurs in the Cratylus,42 

where Plato derives it "from the verb to teU ( eil'eln ), because 
she was a messenger," whereas the word for "wonder" ( thauma
zeln), which he here divests of the ordinary sense in which 
Tbeaetetus bad used it by giving its genealogy, occurs regu
larly in Homer and is itself derived from one of the many 
Greek verbs for seeing in the sense of "beholding": the4sfhai
the same root we met earlier in Pythagoras' theatai, spectators. 
ln Homer, this wonder-struck beholding is usually reserved for 
men to whom a god appears; it is also used as an adjective for 
men in the sense of 0 admirable onel-namely worthy of the 
admiring wonder we usually reserve for the gods, a godlike 
man. Moreover, the gods who appeared to men had this 
peculiarity: they appeared in familiar human disguise and 
were reoogn.ized as divinities only by those whom they ap
proached. The responding wonder, therefore, is not something 
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men can summon up by themselves; the wonder is a pathos, 
something to be suffered, not acted; in Homer, it is the god 
who acts, whose appearance men have to endure, from whom 
they must not run away. 

In other words, what sets men wondering is something 
familiar and yet normally invisible, and something men are 
forced to admire. The wonder that is the starting-point of 
thinking is neither puzzlement nor surprise nor perplexity; it 
is an admiring wonder. What we marvel at is confirmed and 
a.IBrmed by admiration which breaks out into speech, the gift of 
Iris, the rainbow, the messenger from above. Speech then takes 
the form of praise, a glorification not of a particularly amazing 
appearance or of the sum total of things in the world, but of 
the harmonious order behind them which itself is not visible 
and of which nevertheless the world of appearances gives us a 
glimpse. "For the appearances are a glimpse of the non
revealed" ("opsis gar tl!n adiik5n ta phainomena"), in the 
words of Anaxagoras.•3 Philosophy begins with an awareness 
of this invisible harmonious order of the kosmos, which is 
manifest in the midst of the familiar visibilities as though 
these had become transparent. The philosopher marvels at the 
"non-visible harmony," which, according to Heraclitus, is 
"better than the visible" ("hormonie aphones phoneres 
kreittl!n") .u Another early word for the invisible in the midst 
of the appearances is physis, nature, which according to the 
Greeks was the totality of all thlngs that were not man-made 
and not created by a divine maker but that had come into be
ing by themselves; and of this physis Heraclitus said that "it 
likes to hide itself," .. namely behind the appearances. 

I have introduced Heraclitus by way of explication, be
cause Plato himself does not specify what his admiring wonder 
is directed at Nor does he say how this original marveling 
transforms itself into the dialogue of thinking. In Heraclitus, 
the significance of lcgos is at least suggested in the following 
context: Apollo, he says, "the lord of the Delphian oracle" and, 
we may add, the god of the poets, "does not speak out nor does 
he conceal but indicates" ("oute /eget oute kryptei aile 
•tmainer'),•• that is, hints at something ambiguously, to be 
understood only by those who have an understanding of mere 
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hints (the god winkt, as Heidegger translates). Even more 
tantalizingly suggestive is another fragment: "Bad witnesses 
are eyes and ears for men If they have barbarian sou~J,•n 
that is, If they do not possess logos- for the Greeks not just 
speech but the gift of reasoned argument that distinguished 
them from the barbarians. In short, wonder has led to thinking 
in words; the experience of wonder at the invisible manifest 
in the appearances has been appropriated by speech, which 
at the same time is strong enough to dispel the errors and illu
sions that our organs for the visible, eyes and ears, are subject 
to unless thinking comes to their help. 

From this, it should be obvious that the wonder that befalls 
the philosopher can never concern anything particular but is 
always aroused by the whole, which, in contrast to the sum 
total of entities, is never manifest. Heraclitus' harmony comes 
about through the sounqing together of opposites-an effect 
that can never be the property of any particular sound. This 
harmony in a way is separate (kecharismenon) from the sounds 
that produce it, just as the aophon, which one "may not and 
may call by the name of Zeus,"' 8 Is "set apart from all other 
things. ••• In terms of the Pythagorean parable, it is the beauty 
of the game of the world, the meaning and meaningfulness of 
all the particulars acting together. As such this is manifest only 
to a beholder in whose mind the particular Instances and se
quences are invisibly united. 

Since Parmenides, the key word for this invisible imper
ceptible whole implicitly manifest in all that appears has been 
Being-seemingly the most empty and general, the least mean
ingful word in our vocabulary. What happens to a man who 
suddenly turns about to become aware of Being's all-pervasive 
presence in the world of appearances was described with great 
precision thousands of years after its first discovery in Greek 
philosophy. The passage is relatively modem and therefore 
more Insistent on personal, subjective emotions than any Greek 
text would be, and for that very reason perhaps more persua
sive to psychologically trained ears. Coleridge writes: 

Hast thou ever raised thy mind to the consideration of ezlstence, 
in and by itself, as the mere act of existing? Hast thou ever sald to 
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thyself thoughtfully, It lsi Heedless in that moment, whether it were 
a man before thee, or a flower, or a grain of sand, -without reference, 
in short, to this or that particular mode or form of existence? If thou 
hast indeed attained to this, thou wilt have felt the presence of a 
mystery, which must have fixed thy spirit in awe and wonder. The 
very words, - ·There is nothing! or,- There was a time, when there 
was nothing! a.re self-contradictory. There is that within us which 
repels the proposition with as full and instantaneous a light, as if it 
bore evidence against the fact in the right of its own eternity. 

Not to be, then, is impossible: to be, incomprehensible. If thou 
hast mastered this intuition of absolute existence, thou wilt have 
learnt likewise, t.hat it was this, and no other, which in the earlier 
ages seiud the nobler minds, the elect among men, with a sort of 
sacred horror. This it was that first caused them to feel within them
selves a something ineffably greater than their own individual na
ture 110 

Tbe Platonic wonder, the initial shock that sends the 
philosopher on his way, was revived in our own time when 
Heidegger, in 1929, concluded a lecture entitled "What is 
Metaphysics?" \vith the words, already cited, "Why is there 
anything at all and not, rather, nothing?" and called this "the 
basic question of metaphysics.""' 

Tbe question, expressing the philosopher's shock in modern 
terms, had been asked before him. It occurs in Leibniz' 
''Princlpes de Ia nature et de Ia grilce": "Pourquol il y a plutdt 
qmlque chose que rienF'' For since "le rien est plus simple et 
plus facile que quelque chose,""• this something must have a 
sufficient cause for its existence, and this cause in tum must 
have been caused by something else. Following this train of 
thought, one finally arrives at the causa sui, at something 
which is its own cause, so that Leibniz' answer arrives at the 
ultimate cause, called "God," an answer we already lind in 
Aristotle's "unmoved mover"-the god of the philosophers. It 
was Kant, of course, who dealt the death blow to that god, 
and in his words on the subject we can clearly recognize what 
Plato only hinted at: the uncaused and "unconditioned neces
sity" our cause-and-effect thinking "so indispensably require(s] 
as the last bearer of all things, is for human reason the veri
table abyss .... We cannot put aside, and yet also cannot 
endure the thought, that a being, which we represent to our-
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selves as supreme amongst all possible beings, should, as It 
were, say to itself: 'I am from eternity to eternity, and outside 
me there is nothing save what is there through my will. but 
whence then am I?' All support here fails us; and the greatest 
perfection, no less than the least perfection, is unsubstantial and 
baseless for the merely speculative reason, which makes not the 
least effort to retain either the one or the other, and feels indeed 
no loss in allowing them to vanish entirely."•• What strikes us 
here as speci&cally modem is that in the restatement of 
Parmeoides' early insight that nothingness is inconceivable, 
unthin.kable, the emphasis has shifted, as it were, from nothing· 
ness to Being: Kant nowhere says that the abyss of nothing 
because of being inconceivable is Mt, and though he might 
have said that the antinomies of reason, rousing him from dog
matic slumber, had made him think, he nowhere says that the 
experience of this abyss-the other side of Plato's wonder
had done so. 

Schelling quoted Kant's words emphatically and it was prob
ably from this passage, rather than from the more casual remark 
in Leibniz, that he derived his own repeated insistence on this 
"ultimate question" of all thinking-Why is something at all, 
why is there not nothing?" He calls it the "most despairing 
question. no• This reference to sheer despair, as arising out of 
thinking itself, occurs in Schelling's late writings, and it is so 
very sigoi&caot because the same thought had haunted him 
earlier, in his youth when he still believed that no more was 
needed to banish nothingness than "absolute aflinnatioo: 
which he called "the essence of our soul." By virtue of it "we 
recognize that non-being is forever impossible," neither 
knowable nor understandable. And for the young Schelling, 
this ultimate question-Why is there not nothing, why is there 
anything at all?-posed by the inteUect seized with vertigo at 
the rim of the abyss-is forever suppressed by the insight that 
"Being is necessary, [made so] that Is, by the absolute aflinna. 
tion of Being in cognition.-.. 

All this would suggest a simple return to the position of 
Parm.enides if Schelling had not felt that only the "absolute 
positing of the idea of Cod" could guarantee this affirmation, 
which according to him is "the absolute negation of nothing· 
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ness": it is "as certain that reason forever negates nothingness, 
and that nothingness is nothing, as it is certain that reason 
affirms the All and that God Is eternal." Hence, the only 
"completely valid answer to the question, Why Is there not 
nothing, why is there anything at allP is not the something but 
the All or God.""' Reason, una.ided by the idea of God, accord
ing to "its mere nature," may ~posit a Being that is forever," but 
then, confronting this thought which it is in reason's nature to 
posit, reason remains as it were "thunderstruck (quasi attonita), 
paralyzed, unable to move.~ No Iris-like messenger, bringing 
the gift of speech, and with it the gift of reasoned argument 
and reasonable response, accompanies the philosophical shock; 
and the affirmation of Being, clearly corresponding to the ele
ment of admiration in Plato's wonder, needs faith in a Creator
God to save human reason from its speechless dizzy glance 
into the abyss of nothingness. 

What happens to thought's "ultimate question," once this 
faith is resolutely rejected and human reason is left com
pletely alone with its own capacities, we can trace in Sartre's 
Nausea, by far the most important of his philosophical works. 
There the hero of the novel, looking at the root of a chestnut 
tree, has been suddenly overcome by "what 'to exist' meant 
. . . ; existence usually hides itself. It is there, around us, in 
us, it is us, you can't say two words without mentioning it, but 
you can never touch it." But now "existence had suddenly un
veiled itself. It bad lost the harmless look of an abstract 
category: it was the very paste of things .... Or rather the 
root, the park gates, the bench, the sparse grass, all that had 
vanished: the diversity of things, their individuality, were only 
an appearance, a veneer." The reaction of Sartre's hero is not 
admiration, and not even wonder, but nausea at the opaqueness 
of sheer existence, at the naked thereness of the factually given, 
wbich indeed no thought has ever succeeded in reaching, let 
alone illuminating and making transparent: "You couldn't even 
wonder where all that sprang from, or how it was that a world 
came into existence, rather than nothingness." Now that all 
marveling had been eliminated, it was the scandal of Being 
that nothingness was "unthinkable." There had been nothing 
before it. Nothing .•. That was what worried me: of course 
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there was no reason for thls Bowing larval stuff to exist. B., U 
was fmpos.rible for it not to exist. It was unthinkable: to im
agine nothingness you had to be there already, in the middle 
of the world, alive, with your eyes wide open .•• . I felt with 
boredom that I had no way of understanding. No way. Yet It 
was there, waiting, looking at one." It is this completely mean
ingless thereness that makes the hero shout : "'Filth! what 
rotten 61th!' ... but it held fast and there was so much, tons 
and tons of existence, endless. "St 

In thls progressive shift from Being to nothingness, caused 
not by the loss of wonder or perplexity but by the loss of ad
miration and willingness to affirm in thought,' it would be 
very tempting to see the end of philosophy, at least of that 
philosophy whose beginning Plato had fixed. No doubt, tbe 
turning from admiration to negation is easy enough to under
stand, not because it is occasioned by any tangible events or 
thoughts but because, as Kant had already observed, specula
tive reason in itself "feels no loss" and no gain in turning to 
either side of the matter. Hence, the notion that to think means 
to say "yes" and confirm the factuality of sheer existence is also 
found in many variations throughout the history of philosophy 
in the modem age. We find it notably in Spinoza's "acquies
cence" in the process in which everything that is swings and 
in which the "big fish" forever eat the small lisb. It appears in 
Kant's pre-critical writings when be tells the metaphysician 
that he should first ask: "Is it possible that nothing at all 
exists?" which then should lead him to the conclusion that "if 
no existence is given at all, there would also be nothing to 
think about, • a thought that in tum leads to a "concept of 
absolutely necessary being "00-a conclusion Kant would hardly 
have recognized in the critical period. More interesting is 
a remark he makes a little earlier about living in "the best 
possible world": be repeats the old consoling thought, "that 
the whole is the best, and that everything is good for the 
sake of the whole," but seems himself not quite convinced of 
thls ancient topos of metaphysics, for be suddenly injects: "I ch 
rufe allem Geschiipfe zu . . . : Hell uns, wlr lind/" - "1 call out 
to every creature . . . : Hail to us that we arel"81 

This affirmation, or, rather, the need to reco.ncile thought 
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with reality, Is one of the leitmotifs of the work of Hegel. I t 
informs Nietzsche's amor fati and his notion of Metemal re
currence" -the "highest form of affirmation that can be 
reached"42 precisely because it is at the same time the "heav
iest weight. • 

How, if a . . . demon were to • . • say to you "This life as you 
now live it . . . you will have to live . . . innumerable times 
more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every 
joy and every thought and sigh . . . must return to you-an in tho 
same succession and sequence. . . . The eternal hour glass of exist
ence is upended over and over and you with it, a dust grain of dust.~ 
Would you not throw yourself down . . . and curse the demon who 
spoke thus? Or did you once experience a tremendous moment when 
you would have answered him, "You are a god and never have I 
heard anything more godly." . . . How well disposed would you 
have to become to yourself and to life to crave nolhing more fer
oently than this ultimate eternal conJirmation and seaJ.83 

The point of these passages is that Nietzsche's notion of eternal 
recurrence is not an "idea" in the Kantian sense of regulating 
our speculations, nor, of course, is it anything like a "theory,• 
a relapse, so to speak, into the ancient time-concept with Its 
cyclical motion. It is indeed a mere thought or, rather, a 
thought·experiment, and its poignancy resides in the intimate 
connection that binds the thought of Being and the thought of 
nothingness together. Here the need for confirmation arises 
not out of a Greek admiration for the invisible harmony and 
beauty that bind together the inSnite diversity of particular 
beings, but out of the simple fact that nobody can think Being 
without at the same ti.me thinking nothingness, or think 
Meaning without thinking futility, vanity, meaninglessness. 

The way out of this perplexity seems to be indicated by the 
old argument that without an aboriginal conSrmation of Being, 
there would be nothing to think about and nobody to do the 
thinking; in other words, the very activity of thinking no mat
ter what kind of thought already presupposes existence. But 
such merely logical solutions are always treacherous; nobody 
who clings fast to the notion that "there is no truth" will ever 
be convinced if it is pointed out to him that the proposition 
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Is self-defeating. An existential, meta-logical solution of the 
perplexity can be found In Heidegger, who, as we saw, evinced 
something Uke the old Platonic wonder in reiterating the 
question Why Is there anything at all rather than nothing? 
According to Heldegger, to think and to thonk are essentially 
the same; the very words derive from the same etymological 
root. This, obviously, is closer to Plato's wondering admiration 
than any of the answers discussed. lts difficulty lies not in the 
etymological derivation and the lack of an argumentative 
demonstration. It is still the old difficulty inherent in Plato, 
of which Plato himself seems to have been well aware and 
which is discussed in the Parmenldes. 

Admiring wonder conceived as the starting-point of 
philosophy leaves no place for the factual existence of dis
harmony, of ugliness, and finally of evil. No Platonic dialogue 
deals with the question of evil, and only in the Parmenldes 
does he show concern about the consequences that the undeni
able existence of hideous things and ugly deeds is bound to 
have for his doctrine of ideas. If everything that appears par
takes In an Idea visible Qnly to the eye of the mind and derives 
from this Form whatever reality it may possess In the Cave 
of human affairs-the world of ordinary sense perception
then everything that appears at all, by no means o.nly ad
mirable things, owes its very appearlngness to such a 
suprasensory entity to explain its presence in this world. So, 
asks Parmenldes, what about utterly •mvial and undignified 
objects" such as "hair and mud and dirt," which have never 
aroused admiration In anybody? Plato, speaking through 
Socrates, docs not use the later common justification of evil 
and ugliness as necessary parts of the whole that appea.r evil 
and ugly only to the limited perspective of men. Instead, 
Socrates replies that it would be simply absurd to ascribe Ideas 
to such stuH-•. . . In these cases, the things are just the 
things we see" -and suggests that it is better to retreat at this 
point •for fear of falling into a bottomless pit of nonsense." 
(Parmenides, however, an old man In the dialogue, points out: 
-rbat . . . is because you are still young, Socrates, and 
philosophy bas not yet taken hold of you so firmly as I believe 
it will someday. You will not despise any of these things then, 

Copyrighted material 



151 

The Roman answer 

but at present your youth makes you still pay attention to 
what the world will think."e• But the difficulty is not resolved 
and Plato never again raises the question.) We are not inter
ested here in the doctrine of ideas, or only to the extent that 
one might be able to demonstrate that the notion of ideas 
occurred to Plato because of beautiful things and would never 
have occurred to him had he been surrounded by nothing but 
"trivial and undignified objects.~ 

There is, of course, a decisive difference between Plato's 
and Parmenides' quest for divine matters and the seemingly 
more humble attempts of Solon and Socrates at defining the 
"unseen measures" that bind and determine human affairs, and 
the relevance of the difference for the history of philosophy, 
as distinguished from the history of thought, is very great. 
What matters in our context is that in both instances thought is 
concerned with invisible things that are pointed to, neverthe
less, by appearances (the starry sky above us or the deeds and 
destinies of men), invisibles that are present in the visible 
world in much the same way as the Homeric gods, who were 
visible only to those whom they approached. 

16 The Roman answer 

In my attempt to isolate and examine one of the basic 
sources of non-cognitive thinking I have emphasized the ele
ments of admiration, confirmation, and affirmation, which we 
encounter so powerfully in Greek philosophical and pre
philosophic thought and can trace throughout the centuries, 
not as a matter of i.nlluence but of often-repeated first-hand 
experience. I am not at all sure that what I have been describ
ing runs counter to present-day experiences of thinking but 
I am quite sure that it runs counter to present-day opinion on 
the subject. 

Common opinion on philosophy was formed by the Romans, 
who became the heirs of Greece, and It bears the stamp, not 
of the original Roman experience, which was exclusively 
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political (and which we flnd in its purest form in Virgil), but 
of the last century of the Roman republic, when the re8 
publica, the public thing, was already in the process of being 
lost, till finally, after Augustus' attempt at restoration, It be
came the private property of the imperial household. Philos
ophy, like the arts and letters, like poetry and historiography, 
had always been a Greek import; in Rome culture had been 
looked upon with some suspicion as long as the public thing 
was still intact, but it was also tolerated and even admired as 
a noble pastime for the educated and a means of beautification 
of the Eternal City. Only in the centuries of decline and fall, 
first of the republic and then of the empire, did these occupa
tions become "serious," and did philosophy, for its part, Greek 
borrowings notwithstanding, develop into a "science," Cicero's 
animl medicfna-the opposite of what it had been in Greece ... 
Its usefulness was to teach men how to cure their despair· 
ing minds by escaping from the world through thinking. Its 
famous watchword-which sounds almost as though It had 
been formulated in contradiction of the Platonic admiring 
wonder-became nil admiran: do not be surprised at anything, 
admire nothing. oe 

But it was not just the popular image of the figure of the 
phtlosopher, the wise man whom nothing can touch, that we 
owe to the Roman transmittal; Hegel's well-known saying about 
the relation of philosophy and reality ("the owl of Minerva 
begins its Bight when dusk is falling")"' bears the mark of 
the Roman rather than the Greek experience. For Hegel, 
Minerva's owl ex.empliHed Plato and Aristotle rising, as it 
were, out of the disasters of the Peloponnesian war. Not 
philosophy, but the political philosophy of Plato and Aristotle 
grew out of the decline of the polis, "a shape of life grown old." 
And with respect to this political philosophy there is consider
able evidence for the truth of Pascal's splendidly impertinent 
remark in the Pensks: 

We can only think of Plato and Aristotle in grand academic robes. 
They were honest men, and lilce others laughing with their friends, 
and when they wanted to divert themselves, they wrote the Laws or 
the Politic$, to amuse themselves. That part of their life was the 
least pbil0$0phic and the least serious. ••• If they wrote on poll-
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tics, it was as if laying down rules for a lunatic asylum; if they pre
sented the appearance of speaking of a great matter, it was because 
they lmew that the madmen, to whom they spoke, thought they were 
kings and emperors. They entered into their principles in order to 
make their madness as little harmful as possible.es 

In any event, the profound Roman inAuence on even so 
metaphysical a philosopher as Hegel is quite manifest in his 
llrst published book, ee where he discusses the relation between 
philosophy and reality: "The need for philosophy arises when 
the unifying power has disappeared from the life of men, when 
the opposites have lost the living tension of their relatedness 
and their mutual interdependence and have become auton
omous. Out of disunity, out of being tom apart, arises 
thought,~ namely, the need for reconciliation ("Entzweiung isf 
der Quell des Bedurfnisses dcr Philosophic"). What is Roman 
in the Hegelian notion of philosophy is that thinking does not 
arise out of reason's need but has an existential root in un
happiness-whose typically Roman character Hegel with his 
great sense of history recognized very clearly in his treatment 
of the "Roman World" in the late lecture course published as 
the Philosophy of History. "Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Scep
ticism ... although .. . opposed to each other, had the same gen
eral purport, viz., rendering the soul absolutely indifferent to 
everything which the real world bad to olfer."70 What he ap
parently did not recognize is the extent to which he himseH had 
generalized the Roman experience: '11le History of the World 
is not the theatre of happiness. Periods of happiness are blank 
pages in it, for they are periods of barmony."11 Thinking then 
arises out of the disintegration of reality and the resulting dis
unity of man and world, from which springs the need for 
another world, more harmonious and more meaningful. 

And this sounds very plausible. How often indeed must the 
llrst thought-impulse have coincided with an impulse to escape 
a world that has become unbearable. I t is improbable that this 
escape-impulse is less old than the admlring wonder. Yet we 
look in vain for its expression in conceptual language before 
the long centuries of decline that began when Lucretius and 
Cicero transformed Greek philosophy into something essen
tially Roman-whi.cb meant, among other things, something 

Copyrighted material 



154 

The Life u/ the Mind I Thinldng 

I!SSeDtially practical." And following these precursors with 
their mere foreboding of disaster-"everything is gradually 
decaying and nearing its end, worn out by old age," in the 
words of Lucretius71-it took over a hundred years before 
those thought-trains were developed into a sort of consistent 
philosophical system. That occurred with Epictetus, the Greek 
slave and the most acute mind, possibly, among the late Stoics. 
According to him, what must be learned to make life bearable 
is not really thinking, but "the correct use of imagination," the 
only thing we have entirely within our power. He still uses a 
deceptively familiar Greek vocabulary, but what he calls "the 
reasoning faculty'' { dynamls loglk~) has as little to do with 
Greek logos and rwus as what he appeals to as "will" bas to 
do with Aristotelian proaif"esis. He calls the faculty of thinking 
In itself "sterile" (akarpa);" for him the subject matter of 
philosophy is each man's own life, and what philosophy 
teaches man is an "art of living,'"'" how to deal with life, in 
the same fashion that carpentry teaches an apprentice how to 
deal with wood. What counts is not "theory" in the abstract but 
its use and application (chresis tcm the6remat6n); to think and 
to understand are a mere preparation for action; to "admire 
the mere power of exposition" -the logos, the reasoned argu
ment and train of thought itself-is likely to tum man "into a 
grammarian instead of a philosopher."T8 

In other words, thinking has become a techne, a particular 
kind of craftsmanship, perhaps to be deemed the highest-cer
tainly the most urgently needed, because its end product is the 
conduct of your own life. What was meant was not a way of 
life in the sense of a bios the6retikos or politllcos, a life devoted 
to some particular activity, but what Epictetus called "action"
an action in which you acted in unison with no one, which was 
supposed to change nothing but your self, and which could 
become manifest only in the apatheio and atara:rla of the 
"wise man," that is, in his refusal to react to whatever good or 
evil might befall him. "I must die, but must I also die sighing? 
I can't help being chained, but can't I help weeping? ... You 
threaten to handcuff me. Man, what are you saying? You can't 
handcuff me; you manacle my hands. You are threatening to 
behead me; when did I say that my bead could not be cut olf?"T7 
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Obviously, these are not just exercises in thinldng but exercises 
in the power of the will. • Ask not that events should happen 
as you will, but let your will be that events should happen as 
they do, and you shall have peace" is the quintessence of this 
"wisdom"; for "it is impossible that what happens should be 
other than it is.""~' 

This will be of considerable interest to us when we come 
to deal with the phenomenon of the will, an altogether differ
ent mental capacity, whose chief characteristic, compared 
with the ability to think, is that it neither speaks in the voice 
of reBection nor does It use arguments but only imperatives, 
even when it is commanding nothing more than thought or, 
rather, Imagination. For in order to obtain the radical with
drawal from reality that Epictetus demands, the emphasis 
on thinking's ability to have present what is absent shifts from 
reBection to imagination, and this not in. the sense of a utopian 
imagining of another, better, world; rather, the aim is to 
strengthen the original absent-mindedness of thought to such an 
extent that reality disappears altogether. If thinldng is normally 
the faculty of making present what is absent, the Epictetian 
faculty of "dealing with impressions aright" consists in con
juring away and making absent what actually is present All 
that existentially concerns you while Uving in the world of 
appearances is the "impressions" by which you are affected. 
Whether what affects you exists or is mere illusion depends on 
your decision whether or not you will recognize it as real. 

\'Vherever philosophy is understood as the "science" that 
deals with the mind sheerly as consciousness-where there
fore the question of reality can be left in suspense, bracketed 
out altogether-we encounter in fact the old Stoic position. 
Only missing Is the original motive for maldng thought a mere 
instrument which does its business at the bidding of the will as 
master. In our context, the point is that this braclceting of 
reality is possible, and not because of the force of will power 
but because of the very nature of thinking. If one may count 
Epictetus among the philosophers, it is because he discovered 
that consciousness makes it possible for mental activities to 
recoil upon themselves. 

If while perceiving an object outside myself I decide to 
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concentrate on my perception, on the act of seeing instead of 
the seen object, it is as if I lost the original object, because 
it loses its impact upon me. I have, so to speak, changed the 
subject-instead of the tree l now deal merely with the per
ceived tree, that is, with what Eplctetus calls an "impression." 
This has the great advantage that I am no longer absorbed 
by the perceived object, something outside myself; the seen 
tree is inside me, invisible to the outside world as though 
it had never been a sense-object The point here is that the 
-seen tree" is not a thought-thing but an -impression." It is 
not something absent that needed memory to store it up for 
the de-sensing process that prepares the mind's objects for 
thinking and is always preceded by experience in the world 
of appearances. The seen tree is "inside" me in its full sen
sory presence, the tree itself deprived only of its realness, an 
image and not an after-thought about trees. The trick dis
CO\•ered by Stoic philosophy is to use the mind in such a way 
that reality cannot touch its owner even when he has not with
drawn from it; instead of withdrawing mentally from every
thing that is present and close at band, he bas drawn every 
appearance inside himself, and his "consciousness" becomes a 
full substitute for the outside world presented as impression 
or image. 

It is at this moment that consciousness indeed undergoes 
a decisive change: it is no longer the silent self-awareness that 
accompanies all my acts and thoughts and guarantees my 
identity, the simple 1-am-1 (nor is it a question here of the 
strange difference that inserts itself into the core of this 
identity, which we shall come to later, an insertion peculiar to 
mental activities because of their recoil upon themselves). 
Since I am no longer absorbed by an object given to my senses 
(even though this object, unchanged in its "essential" structure, 
remains present as an object of consciousness-what Husser! 
called the "intentional object"), I myself, as sheer conscious
ness, emerge as an entirely new entity. This new entity can 
exist in the world in complete independence and sovereignty 
and yet seemingly remain in possession of this world, namely, 
of its sheer "'JSsence." stripped of its "existential" character, 
of its realness that could touch and threaten me In my own. 
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I have become !-for-myself in an emphatic way, finding in 
myself everything that was originally given as "alien" reality. 
It is not so much the mind as this monstrously enlarged con
sciousness that offers an ever-present, seemingly safe refuge 
from reality. 

This bracketing of reality-getting rid of it by treating it as 
though it were nothing but a mere "impression" -has remained 
one of the great temptations of the "professional thinkers," till 
Hegel, one of the greatest of them, went even further and 
built his philosophy of the World Spirit on the experiences of 
the thinking ego: reinterpreting this ego on the model of con
sciousness, he carried the whole world into consciousness as 
though it were essentially nothing but a mental phenomenon. 

The efficiency, for the philosopher, of turning away from 
the world into the self is beyond doubt. Existentially speaking. 
Parmenides was wrong when he said that only Being manifests 
itself in, and is the same as, thinking. Non-being is also think
able if the will commands the mind. Its force of withdrawal 
is then perverted into an annihilating power, and nothingness 
becomes a full substitute for reality, because nothingness 
brings relief. The relief, of cou.rse, is unreal; it is merely psy
chological, a soothing of anxiety and fear. I still doubt that 
th.ere ever was anybody who remained master of his "impres
sions• when roasted in the Phalarian BulL 

Epictetus,like Seneca, lived under the rule of Nero, that Is, 
under rather desperate conditions, though he himself, unlike 
Seneca, was scarcely persecuted. But over a hundred years 
earlier, during the last century of the republic. Cicero, well 
versed in Greek phllosophy, had discovered the thought-trains 
by which one could take one's way out of the world. He found 
that such thoughts, by no means as extreme or as carefully 
elaborated as in Epictetus, were likely to offer comfort and 
help in the world as it then was (and, of course, always is, 
more or less}. Men who could teach this way of thinking were 
highly esteemed in Roman literary circles; Lucretius calls 
Epicurus- who more than two hundred years after his death 
finally got a pupil worthy of him-"a god" because "he was 
the first to invent a way of life which is now called wisdom 
and through his art rescued life from such storms and so much 
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darkness.'"T° For our purposes, however, Lucretius is not such a 
good example; he does not insist on thinldng but on knowing. 
Knowledge acquired by reason will dispel ignorance and thus 
destroy the greatest evil- fear, whose source is superstition. A 
more appropriate example is Cioero's famous "Dream of 
Scipio." 

To understand how extraordinary this concluding chapter 
of Cicero's Republic actually is and how strange its thoughts 
must have sounded to Roman ears, we must briefly recall the 
general background against which it was written. Philosophy 
had found a kind of foster home in Rome during the last 
century before Christ, and in that thoroughly political society 
it had first of all to prove that it was good for something. In the 
Tusculan Disputations, we find Cicero's first answer: It was 
a question of making Rome more beautiful and more civilized. 
Philosophy was a proper occupation for educated men when 
they had retired from public life and had no more Important 
'things to worry about. There was nothing essential about 
philosophizing. Nor did it have to do with the divine; to the Ro
mans, founding and conserving political communities were the 
activities most closely resembling those of the gods. Nor had it 
any connection with immortality. Immortality was human as 
well as divine, but was not the property of individual men, 
"for whom death is not only necessary but frequently de
sirable." By contrast, it was definitely the potential property 
of human communities: "If a commonwealth (civitas) is 
destroyed and extinguished, it is as though-to compare small 
things with great-this whole world were to perish and col
lapse."80 For communities, death is neither necessary nor ever 
desirable; it comes only as a punishment, "for a community 
ought to be so constituted that · it be etemal."81 All this is 
from the treatise that finishes with Scipio's Dream-hence, Cic
ero, though old now and disappointed, bad clearly not changed 
his mind. As a matter of fact, nothing even in his Republic 
itself prepares us for the Dream of Scipio at the end-except 
the lamentations of Book 5: "Only in words and because of our 
vices, and for no other reasons, do we still retain and keep 
t.be public thing [the res publica, the subject matter of the 
treatise] ; the thing itself we have lost long since."8S 
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And then comes the dream.a Scipio Africanus, the victor 
of Carthage, relates a dream he had shortly before be de
stroyed the city. The dream showed him a hereafter where 
be met an ancestor who told him he would destroy Carthage 
and warned him that after the destruction of the city he would 
have to restore the public thing in Rome by assuming the 
supreme authority of Dictator, if only he could escape being 
assassinated-which, it turned out, he could not. (Cicero 
meant to say that Scipio might have been able to save the 
republic.) And in order to do the job properly, to summon 
up the necessary courage, he is told that he should bold ( sU: 
habeto) the following to be true: Men who have preserved 
the patria are certain to find their place in heaven and be 
blessed with eternal tiine. "For the highest god who governs 
the world likes nothing better than the assemblies and the 
intercourse of men which are called commonwealths; their 
goveroors and conservators return to heaven after having left 
this world. Their job on earth is to stand guard over the earth.• 
This, of course, does not imply a Christian promise of resurrec
tion in a hereafter; and although the citation of divine wishes 
is still in the vein of Roman traditions, there sounds an 
ominous note: it is as though, failing the promise of such a re
ward, men might no longer want to do what the public thing 
demands of them. 

For-and this is essential- the rewards of this world, 
Scipio's ancestor informs him, are in no way sufllcient to com
pensate you for your labors. They are insubstantial and unreal 
if you think about them from the right perspective: high up 
In heaven, Scipio is invited to look down on the earth, and 
the earth appears so small that "he was pained to see our 
empire as a mere dot." Whereupon he is told: if the earth 
appears small to you from here, then always look up to the 
sky so that you may be able to despise human matters. 

For what kind of fame Is It that you may be able to attain in the 
conversation of men or what kind of glory among them? Don't you 
see how narrow the space is in which glory and fame reside? And 
those who speak about us today, how long will they talk? And even 
if there were reason to place our trust in tradition and the memory 
of future generations, one day there will be natural catastrophes-
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Boods or lire-so that we cannot obtain a long-lasting fame, let alone 
an eternal one. If you raise your eyes you will see bow futile all this 
is; fame Wll$ never eternal, and the oblivion of eternity extinguishes 
it. 

I have given the gist of this passage at some length to make 
clear how much these proposed thought-trains stand in open 
contradiction to what Cicero, in common with other educated 
Romans, bad always believed in and had expressed even in 
the same book. In our context, I wanted to offer an example 
(and an eminent one, perhaps the first recorded in intellectual 
history) of how certain trains of thought actually aim at think
ing oneself out of the world, and by means of relativizatlon. 
In relation to the universe, the earth is but a dot; what does it 
matter what happens on her? In relation to the immensity of 
time, centuries are but moments, and oblivion will finally 
cover everything and everybody; what does it matter what 
men do? In relation to death, the same for all, everything 
specific and distinguishing loses its weight; if there is no here
after- and life after death for Cicero is not an article of faith 
but a moral hypothesis-whatever you do or suffer does not 
matter. Here thinldng means following a sequence of reason
ing that will lift you to a viewpoint outside the world of ap
pearances as well as outside your own life. Philosophy is 
called upon to compensate for the frustrations of politics and, 
more generally, of life itself. 

This Is the mere beginning of a tradition that culminated 
philosophically in Epictetus and reached a climax of intensity 
about five hundred years later, at the end of the Roman Em
pire. Boethius' On the C()fiSolatton of Philosophy, one of the 
most popular books throughout the Middle Ages and hardly 
read by anyone today, was written in a condition of extremity 
of which Cicero had no premonition. Boethius, a noble Roman, 
had fallen from the height of fortune, found himself in jail, and 
was awaiting his execution. Because of that ~g. the book 
has been likened to the PhaecW-a rather strange analogy: 
Socrates in the midst of his friends after a trial in which he had 
been permitted to speak at length in his own defense, await· 
ing an easy, painless death, and Boethius jailed without a 
hearing. absolutely alone after the death sentence has been 
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pronounced in a mock trial at which he was not even present, 
much less given the opportunity to defend himself, and now 
waiting for execution by slow and abominable tortures. Al
though he is a Christian, it is Philosophy and neither God nor 
Christ that comes to console him; and although, while still 
in high office he had spent his "secret leisure~ In studying and 
translating Plato and Aristotle, he consoles himself with 
typically Ciceronian and also Stoic thought-trains. Except that 
what was mere relativization in Scipio's dream is now turned 
Into violent annihilation. The "immense spaces of eternity" to 
which in duress you must direct your mind annihilate reality 
as it exists for mortals; the ever-changing nature of Fortune 
annihilates all pleasures, for even if you enjoy what Fortune 
has given you (riches, honor, fame), you are In constant fear 
of losing it. Fear annihilates all happiness. Everything you 
unthinkingly believe to exist does not exist once you begin 
to think about it-that is what Philosophy, the goddess of con
solation, tells him. And here the question of evil; which is 
hardly touched upon by Cicero, comes up. The thought-train 
concerning evil, still rather primitive in Boethius, already con
tains all the elements we find later In a much more sophisti
cated and complex form throughout the Middle Ages. It runs 
thus: God is the final cause of everything that is; God as the 
"highest good~ cannot be the cause of evil; everything that 
Is must have a cause; since there are only apparent causes of 
evil but no ultimate cause, evil does not e:<ist The wicked 
ones, he Is told by Philosophy, not only are not powerful, they 
aTe not. What you unthinkingly consider evil has its place In 
the order of the universe, and insofar as it is, it is necessarily 
good. Its bad aspects are an illusion of the senses which you 
can get rid of by thinking. It is old Stoic advice: What you 
negate by thought-and thought is in your power-cannot 
allect you. Thinking makes It unreal. Immediately, of course, 
we are reminded of Eplctetus' glori6cation of what today 
would be called will power; and undeniably there is an ele
ment of willing in this ldnd of thinking. To think along these 
lines means to act upon yourself-the only action left when all 
acting in the world has become futile. 

What is so very striking about this thinking of late antiquity 
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is that it is centered exclusively on the self. To that, John 
Adams, living in a world i.n his day not completely out of joint, 
had an answer: ·A death bed, it is said, shows the emptiness of 
titles. That may be. [However] .•. shall laws and govern
ment, which regulate sublunary things, be neglected because 
they appear baubles at the hour of death?"" 

I have dealt with two sources from whl.ch thinking as we 
know it historically has sp.rung, the one Greelc, the other 
Roman, and they are different to the point of being opposites. 
On the one hand, admiring wonder at the spectacle into which 
man is born and for whose appreciation he is so well equipped 
In mind and body; on the other, the awful extremity of having 
been thrown Into a world whose hostility is overwhelming, 
where fear is predominant a.nd from which man tries hU ut
most to escape. There are numerous indications that this latter 
experience was by no means allen to the Greeks. Sophocles' 
"Not to be hom surpasses every log08; second-best by far is to 
go as swiftly as possible whence we came~84 seems to have been 
the poet's variation on a proverbial saying. The remarkable fact 
is that, so far as I know, this mood is nowhere mentioned as a 
source of Greek thought; perhaps even more remarkable, it has 
nowhere produced any great philosophy-unless one wants to 
count Schopenhauer among the great thinkers. But although 
the Greek and Roman mentalities were worlds apart and 
though the chief fault of textbook history of philosophy is 
smoothing out such sharp distinctions-till it soun.ds as if every· 
body somehow said vaguely the same thing-it Is also true 
that the two mentalities do have things In common. 

In both cases, thinking leaves the world of appearances. 
Only because thinking implies withdrawal can it be used as an 
instrument of escape. Moreover, as bas already been empha
sized, thinking implies an unawareness of the body and of the 
self and puts In their place the experience of sheer activity, 
more gratifying, according to Aristotle, than the satisfaction 
of all the other desires, since for every other pleasure we 
depend on something or somebody else.81 Thinldng is the only 
activity that needs nothing but itself for its exercise. • A gen
erous man needs money to perform generous acts ••• and a 
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man of self-control needs the opportunity of temptation."81 

Every other activity of high or low rank has something to over
come outside itself. This Is true even of the performing arts, 
such as flute-playing, whose end and purpose Is in the exercise 
itself-to say nothing of productive works, which are under
taken for their result and not for themselves and where happi
ness, the satisfaction of a job well done, comes after the ac
tivity itself has come to an end. The frugality of philosophers 
has always been proverbial, and Aristotle mentions this: "a 
man engaged in theoretical activity has no needs ... and 
many things are only a hindrance to it. Only insofar as he is a 
human being ... will he need such things for the business 
of being human [ anthropeuesthai]"-having a body, living 
together with other men, and so on. In the same vein, Democ
ritus recommends abstinence for thinking: it teaches how the 
logos derives its pleasures from itself (auton ex heautou).BB 

The unawareness of the body in the thinking experience 
combined with the sheer pleasure of the activity explains 
better than anything else not only the soothing, consoling 
effects certain thought-trains had on the men of late antiquity 
but also their curiously extreme theories of the power of 
mind over body-theories clearly refuted by common experi
ence. Gibbon writes in his comments on Boethius: "Such 
topics of consolation, so obvious, so vague, or so abstruse, are in
effectual to subdue the feelings of human nature," and the final 
victory of Christianity, which offered these "topics" of philoso
phy as literal facts and sure promises, proves how right Gibbon 
was.n He added: "Yet the sense of misfortune may be diverted 
by the labour of thought," and he hinted at least at what 
actually is the case, namely, that fear for the body disappears 
as long as the "labour of thought" lasts, not because the con
tents of thought can overcome fear but because the thinking 
activity makes you unaware of having a body and can even 
overcome the sensations of minor discomforts. The inordinate 
strength of this experience may elucidate the otherwise rather 
strange historical fact that the ancient body-mind dichotomy 
with its strong hostility to the body could be adopted virtually 
intact by the Christian creed, which was based after all on 
the dogma of the incarnation (the Word become Flesh) and on 
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belief in bodily resurrection, that is, on doctrines that should 
have spelled the end of the body-mind dichotomy and its 
unsolvable riddles. 

Before turning to Socrates, I want to mention brielly the 
curious context in which the word "philosophize," the verb, 
not the noun, makes its llrst appearance. Herodotus tells us 
of Solon, who, having framed the laws for Athens, set out upon 
ten years of travel, partly for political reasons but also for 
sight-seeing-the6reln. He arrived at Sardis, where Croesus 
was at the height of his power. And Croesus, after having 
shown Solon all his riches, addressed him thus: "Stranger, 
great word has come to us about you, your wisdom and your 
wandering about, namely, that you have gone visiting many 
lands of the earth philosophizing with respect to the spectacles 
you saw. Therefore it occu.rred to me to ask you If you saw 
one whom you considered the happiest of alJ."'I (The rest of 
the story is familiar: Croesus, expecting to be named the 
happiest man on earth, is told that no man, no matter bow 
lucky be is, can be called happy before his death.) Croesus 
addresses Solon not because be has seen so many lands but 
because be is famous for philosophizing, rellecting upon 
what be sees; and Solon's answer, though based on experience, 
is clearly beyond experience. For the question, Who is the 
happiest of all?, be had substituted the question, What is 
happiness for mortals? And his answer to this question was a 
philosophoumenon, a rellection on human affairs ( anthrl!peien 
pragmat6n) and on the length of human life, in which not 
one day Is "like the other,~ so that "man is wholly chance.~ 
Under such conditions it is wise "to wait and mark the end, .. 1 

for man's life is a story and only the end of the story, when 
everything is completed, can tell you what it was all about. 
Human life, because it is marked by a beginning and an end, 
becomes whole, an entity in itself that can be subjected to 
judgment, only when it has ended in death; death not merely 
ends life, it also bestows upon it a silent completeness, 
snatched from the hazardous Bux to which all things human 
are subject. This Is the gist of what later became a proverbial 
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topos throughout Creek and Latin antiquity-nemo ante 
mortem beatus dici potest.D2 

Solon himself was well aware of the dilllcult nature of such 
deceptively simple propositions. In a fragment that ties in 
very well with the story told by Herodotus, he is recorded as 
saying: "Most hard it is to perceive the hidden (aphanes) 
measure of judgment, which nevertheless [even though it does 
not appear] holds the limits of all things.""a Here Solon 
sounds like a predecessor of Socrates, who also, as they said 
later, wanted to bring philosophy down from the sky to the 
earth and hence began to examine the invisible measures by 
which we judge human affairs. When asked who is the happi
est among men, Solon responded by raising the question, And 
what if you please is happiness, how are you to measure it?
in the same way that Socrates was to raise the questions, What 
are courage, piety, friendship, sophrosyne, knowledge, justice, 
and so on? 

But Solon gives a kind of answer, and this answer, rightly 
understood in its implications, even contains what people 
today would call a whole philosophy in the sense of Weltan.. 
schauung: the uncertainty of the future makes human life 
miserable, "danger is inherent in all works and deeds, nobody 
knows how a thing begun will turn out, one who does well 
fails to foresee what ill fortune may befall him, while a god 
gives good luck in everything to the evildoer .... ' Hence, the 
"No man can be called happy while be is still alive" actually 
means: "No man is happy; all mortals on whom the Sun gazes 
are wretches."'• This is more than a reSection; it is already a 
kind of doctrine and as such un-Socratic. For Socrates, con
fronted with su~h questions, concludes virtually every strictly 
Socratic dialogue by saying: "I have failed utterly to discover 
what it is."'" And this aporetic character of Socratic thinking 
means: admiring wonder at just or courageous deeds seen by 
the eyes of the body gives birth to such questions as What ls 
courage? What is justice? The existence of courage or justice 
has been indicated to my senses by what I have seen, though 
they themselves are not present in sense perception, and 
hence not given as self-evident reality. The basic Socratic ques-
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tlon-What do we mean when we use this class of words, later 
called "concepts"?-arises out of that experience. But the 
original wonder Is not only not resolved in such questions, 
since they remain without answer, but even reinforced. What 
begins as wonder ends in perplexity and thence leads back to 
wonder: How marvelous that men can perform courageous or 
just deeds even though they do not know, can give no account 
of, what courage and justice are. 

17 The answer of Socrates 

To the question What makes us think? I have been giving 
(except in Solon's case) historically representative answers 
offered by professional philosophers. These answers are 
dubious for precisely that reason. The question, when asked 
by the professional, does not arise out of his own experiences 
while engaged in thinking. It is asked from outside-whether 
that outside is constituted by his professional interests as a 
thinker or by the common sense in himself that makes him 
question an activity that is out of order in ordinary living. And 
the answers we then receive are always too general and vague 
to have much sense for everyday living. in which thinking. after 
all, constantly occurs and constantly interrupts the ordinary 
processes of life-just as ordinary living constantly interrupts 
thinking. H we strip these answers of their doctrinal content, 
which of course varies enormously, all we get are confessions 
of a need: the need to concretize the implications of the 
Platonic wonder, the need (in Kant) of the reasoning faculty 
to transcend the limitations of the knowable, the need to 
become reconciled with what actually is and the course of 
the world-appearing in Hegel as "the need for philosophy; 
which can transform occurrences outside yourself into your 
own thoughts-or the need to search for the meaning of what
ever is or occurs, as I have been saying here, no less generally, 
no less vaguely. 

It is this helplessness of the thinking ego to give an account 
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of itself that has made the philosophers, the professional 
thinkers, such a difficult tribe to deal with. For the trouble 
is that the thinking ego, as we have seen-in distinction from 
the self that, of course, exists in every thinker, too-has no 
urge to appear in the world of appearances. It is a slippery 
fellow, not only invisible to others but also, for the self, im
palpable, impossible to grasp. This is partly because it is sheer 
activity, and partly because-as Hegel once said-"[as) an 
abstract ego it Is l.iberated from the particularity of all other 
properties, dispositions, etc., and is active only with respect 
to the general, which Is the same for all individuaJs."IIT 1n any 
case, seen from the world of appearances, from the marlcet
place, the thinking ego always lives in hiding, lathe biosas. 
And our question, What makes us think?, is actually inquiring 
about ways and means to bring it out of hiding, to tease it, 
as it were, into manifestation. 

The best, in fact the only, way I can think of to get bold 
of the question is to look for a model, an example of a thinker 
who was not a professional, who in his person unilled two 
apparently contradictory passions, for thinking and acting-not 
in the sense of being eager to apply his thoughts or to establish 
theoretical standards for action but in the much more relevant 
sense of being equally at home in both spheres and able to 
move from one sphere to the other with the greatest apparent 
ease, very much as we ourselves constantly move back and 
forth between experiences in the world of appearances and 
the need for reflecting on them. Best suited for this role 
would be a man who counted himself neither among the many 
nor among the few (a distinction at least as old as Pythagoras), 
who had no aspiration to be a ruler of men, no claim even to be 
particularly well fitted by his superior wisdom to act in an 
advisory capacity to those in power, but not a man who sub
mitted meekly to being ruled either; in brief, a thinker who 
always remained a man among men, who did not shun the 
marketplace, who was a citizen among citizens, doing nothing, 
claiming nothing except what in his opinion every citizen 
should be and have a right to. Such a man ought to be difficult 
to lind: if be were able to represent for us the actual thinking 
activity, he would not have left a body of doctrine behind; he 
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would not have cared to write down his thought~ even If, 
after be was through with thinking, there bad been any residue 
tangible enough to set out in black and white. You will have 
guessed that I am thinking of Socrates. We would not lcnow 
much about him, at least not enough to Impress us g1eatly, 
if he bad not made such an enormous lmpressinn on Plato, 
and we might not lcnow anything about him, perhaps not 
even from Plato, if he bad not decided to lay down his life, 
not for any specilic belief or doctrine-he had none-but 
simply for the right to go about examining the opinions of 
other people, thinking about them and aslcing his interlocutors 
to do the same. 

I hope the reader will not believe that I chose Socrates at 
random. But I must give a warning: there is a great deal of con
troversy about the historical Socrates, and though t.bis is one 
of the more fascinating topics of learned contention, I sball 
ignore it•8 and only mention in passing what is lilcely to be 
the chief bone of contention-namely, my belief that there 
ex.ists a sharp dividing line between what is authentically 
Socratic and the philosophy taught by Plato. The stumbling 
block here is the fact that Plato used Socrates as the philoso
pher, not only in the early and clearly "Socratic" dialogues but 
also later, when he often made him the spokesman for theories 
and doctrines that were entirely un-Socratic. In many in
stances, Plato himself clearly marked the differences, for ex" 
ample, in the Symposium, in Diotima's famous speech, whioh 
tells us expressly that Socrates does not know anything about 
the "greater mysteries" and may not be able to understand 
them. In other instances, however, the line is blurred, usually 
because Plato could still reckon on a reading public that 
would be aware of certain enormous inconsistencies-as when 
he lets Socrates say in the Theaetetw" that "great philoso
phers . . . from their youth up have never lcnown the way to 
the marketplace," an anti-Socratic statement if ever there was 
one. And yet, to malc.e matters worse, this by no means sign!Ges 
that the same dialogue does not give fully authentic informa
tion about the real Socrates.'oo 

No one, I think, will seriously dispute that my choice is 
historically justillable. Less easily justillable, perhaps, is the 
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transformation of a historical figure into a model, for there Is 
no doubt that some transformation is necessary if the figure 
In question Is to perform the function we assign to it. Etienne 
Gilson, in his great book about Dante, wrote that in The Divine 
CtmU!dy "a character . . . conserves . . . as much of its his
torical reality as the representative function that Dante 
assigns to it requires.~•o• It seems easy enough to grant this kind 
of freedom to poets and to call it license-but worse when non
poets try their hand at it. Yet, justified or not, that is precisely 
what we do when we construct "ideal type~ - not out of whole 
cloth, as in the allegories and personified abstractions so dear to 
the hearts of bad poets and some scholars, but out of the crowd 
of living beings past or present who seem to possess a repre
sentative significance. And Gilson hints at least at the true 
justification of this method (or technique) when be discusses 
the representative part assigned by Dante to Aquinas: the real 
Thomas, Gilson points out, would not have done what Dante 
made him do-eulogize Siger of Brabant- but the only reason 
that the real Thomas would have declined to pronounce such 
a eulogy would have been a certain human weakness, a defect 
of character, "the part of his make·up," as Gilson says, "which 
he had to leave at the gate of the Paradiso before he could 
enter.·•o• There are a number of traits in the Xenophonlan 
Socrates, whose historical credibility need not be doubted, 
that Socrates might have had to leave at the gate of Paradise. 

The first thing that strikes us in .Plato's Socratic dialogues 
is that they are all aporetic. The argument either leads no
where or goes around in circles. In order to know what justice 
is, you must know what knowledge is, and in order to know 
that, you must have a previous, unexamined notion of knowl
edge.'03 Hence, "a man cannot try to discover either what he 
knows or what he does not know. If he knows, there is no need 
of inquiry; if he does not know . . . he does not even know 
what he is to look for:•o• Or, in the Euthyphro: in order to be 
pious you must know what piety is. The things that please the 
gods are pious; but are they pious because they please the 
gods or do they please the gods because they are pious? 

None of the logol, the arguments, ever stays put; they move 
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around. And because Socrates, asking questions to which he 
does not know the answers, sets them in motion. once the 
statements have come full circle, it is usually Socrates who 
cheerfully proposes to start all over again and inquire what 
justice or piety or lmowledge or happiness are.10° For the 
topics of these early dialogues deal with very simple, everyday 
concepts, such as arise whenever people open their mouths 
and begin to talk. The introduction usually runs as follows: 
to be sure, there are happy people, just deeds, courageous men, 
beautiful things to see and admire, everybody lmows about 
them; the trouble starts with our nouns, presumably derived 
from the adjectives we apply to particular cases as they appear 
to us (we see a happy man. p~ce1ve the courageous d.eed or 
the just decision) . In short, the trouble arrives with such words 
as happiness. courage, justice, and so on. what we now call 
concepts-Solon's "non-appearing measure• (aphanes metron) 
"most dii:Bcult for the mind to comprehend, but nevertheless 
holding the limits of all thlngs"loo_and what Plato somewhat 
lat.er called ideas perceivable only by the eyes of the mind. 
These words are part and parcel of our everyday speech, and 
still we can give no account of them; when we try to define 
them, they get slippery; when we talk about their meaning, 
nothing stays put any more, everything begins to move. So 
Instead of repeating what we learoed from Aristotle, that 
Socrates was the man who discovered the "concept, n we shall 
ask what Socrates did when he discovered it. For surely these 
words were part of the Greek language before he tried to 
force the Athenians and himself to give an account of what 
they and he meant-in the firm belief, of course, that no speech 
would be possible without them. 

Today that is no longer so certain. Our lmowledge of the 
so-called primitive languages has taught us that the grouping 
together of many particulars under a name common to all of 
them is by no means a matter of course; these languages, 
whose vocabulary is often so remarkably rich, laclc such ab
stract nouns even In relation to clearly visible objects. To 
simplify matters, let us take a noun which to us no longer 
sounds abstract at all We can use the word "house• for a 
great number of objects-for the mud hut of a tribe, for the 
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palace of a king, the country home of a city dweller, the cot· 
tage in the village, the apartment house in town-but we can 
hardly use It for the movable tents of some nomads. The house 
in and by itself, auto kath'auto, that which makes us use the 
word for all these particular and very different buildings, is 
never seen, either by the eyes of the body or by those of 
the mind; every imagined house, be it ever so abstract, having 
the bare minimum to make it recognizable, is already a par· 
ticular house. This other, invisible, house, of which we must 
have a notion in order to recognize particular buildings as 
houses, has been explained in different ways and called by 
different names in the history of philosophy; with this we are 
not concerned here, although we might find it less hard to de
fine than such words as "happiness~ or ·justice. • The point here 
Is that it Implies something considerably less tangible than the 
structure perceived by our eyes. It implies •housing somebody" 
and being •dwelt in• as no tent, put up today and taken down 
tomorrow, could house or serve as a dwelling place. The word 
"house• is the ·unseen measure,· "holds the limits of all things .. 
pertaining to dwelling; it is a word that could not exist unless 
one presupposed thinking about being housed, dwelling, having 
a home. As a word, "house- is shorthand for aD these things. 
the kind of shorthand without which thinking and its charac
teristic swiftness would not be possible at all. The word 
"house• Is something like a frozen thought that thinking mU8t 

unfreeze whenever it wants to find out the original meaning. In 
medieval philosophy, this kind of thinking was called •medi· 
tation,• and the word should be beard as different from, even 
opposed to, contemplation. At all events, this kind of ponder
ing reftection does not produce definitions and in that sense is 
entirely without results, though somebody who had pondered 
the meaning of •house• might make his own look better. 

Socrates, at any rate, is commonly said to have believed in 
the leachability of virtue, and he seems indeed to have held 
that talking and thinking about piety, justice, courage, and 
the rest were likely to make men more pious, more just, more 
courageous, despite the fact that neither definitions nor 
•values were given them to direct their future conduct. What 
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Socrates actually believed in such matters can best be illus
trated by the similes he applied to himself. He called himself 
a gadfly and a midwife; in Plato's account somebody else 
called him an "electric ray," a fish that paralyzes and numbs 
by contact, and Socrates recognized the likeness as apt, pro
vided that his hearers understood that "the electric ray para
lyzes others only through being paralyzed itself .... It isn't 
that, knowing the answers myself, I perplex other people. The 
truth is rather that I infect them also with the perplexity i feel 
mysel£.''107 Which, of course., sums up neatly the only way think
ing can be taught-even though Socrates, as he repeatedly 
said, did not teach anything, for the simple reason that he had 
nothing to teach; he was "sterile" like the midwives in Greece, 
who were beyond the age of childbearing. (Since he had noth
Ing to teach, no truth to hand out, be was accused o£ never 
revealing his own view [gnome]-as we learn from Xenophon, 
who defended him against the charge.pos It seems that he, 
unlike the professional philosophers, felt the urge to check 
with his fellow-men to learn whether his perplexities were 
shared by them-and this is quite different from the inclination 
to lind solutions for riddles and then demonstrate them to 
others. 

Let us look brielly at the three similes. First, Socrates is 
a gadBy: he knows how to sting the citizens who, without him, 
will "sleep on undisturbed for the rest of their lives" unless 
somebody comes along to arouse them. And what does he 
arouse them to? To thinking and examination, an activity with
out which life, in his view, was not only not worth much hut 
was not fully alive. (On this subject, in the Apology as in other 
cases, Socrates is saying very nearly the opposite of what Plato 
made him say in the "improved apology" of the Phaedo. In 
the Apoklgy, Socrates tells his fellow-citizens why he should 
live and also why, though life is "very dear" to him, he is not 
afraid of death; in the Plwedo, he explains to his friends how 
burdensome life is and why be is glad to die.) 

Second, Socrates is a midwife: in the Theaetetus, he says 
that it is because he is sterile himself that he knows how to 
deliver others of their thoughts; moreover, thanks to his 
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sterility, be bas the expert knowledge of the midwife and can 
decide whether the child is a real child or a mere wind-egg 
of which the bearer must be cleansed. But in the dialogues, 
hardly anybody among Socrates' interlocutors has brought 
forth a thought that is not a wind-egg and that Socrates con
sidered worth keeping alive. Rather, be did what Plato In the 
Sophist, certainly thinking of Socrates, said of the sophists: 
he purged people of their "opinions," that is, of those unex
amined pre-judgments that would prevent them from thinking 
-helping them, as Plato said, to get rid of the bad in them, 
their opinions, yet without making them good, giving them 
truth.'" 

Third, Socrates, knowing that we do not know, and never
theless unwilling to let it go at that, remains steadfast In his 
own perplexities and, like the electric ray, paralyzed himself, 
paralyzes anyone he comes Into contact with. The electric ray, 
at first glance, seems to be the opposite of the gadfty; It 
paralyzes where the gadfty rouses. Yet what cannot fail to 
look like paralysis from the outside-from the standpoint of 
ordinary human affairs-is felt as the highest state of being 
active and alive. There exist, despite the scarcity of docu
mentary evidence about the thinking experience, a number of 
utterances of thinkers throughout the centuries to bear this out 

Hence, Socrates, gadfty, midwife, electric ray, is not a 
philosopher (be teaches nothing and has nothing to teach) 
and be is not a sophist, for be does not claim to make men 
wise. He only points out to them that they are not wise, that 
nobody is-a "pursuit" keeping him so busy that he has no 
time for either public or private allairs.110 And while be 
defends himself vigorously against the charge of corrupting the 
young, he nowhere pretends that he is improving them. Never
theless, be claims that the appearance in Athens of thinking 
!lJld examining represented in himself was the greatest good 
that ever befell the City.111 Thus he was concerned with what 
thinking is good for, although, in this, as In all other respects, 
he did not give a clear-cut answer. We may be sure that a 
dialogue dealing with the question What is thinking good for? 
would have ended in the same perplexities as aU the others. 

If there had been a Socratic tradition in Western thought, 
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If, in Whitehead's words, the history of philosophy were a 
collection of footnotes not to Plato but to Socrates (which, of 
course, would have been impossible), we certainly would .6nd 
in it no answer to our question, but at least a number of varia
tions of it. Socrates himself, well aware that he was dealing with 
invisibles in his enterprise, used a metaphor to explain the 
thinking activity-the metaphor of the wind: "The winds them
selves are invisible, yet what they do is manifest to us and 
we somehow feel their approach. "112 We .6nd the same meta· 
phor in Sophocles, who (in the Antlgone)lll counts "'wind· 
swift thought" among the dubious, "awe-inspiring" ( delraa) 
things with which men are blessed or cursed. In our own time, 
Heidegger occasionally speaks of. the "storm of thought," and 
he uses the metaphor explicitly at the only point in his work 
where he speaks directly of Socrates: "Throughout his life 
and up to his very death Socrates did nothing other than place 
himself in this draft, this current [of thinking], and maintain 
himself in it. This is why he is the purest of the West. This 
is why he wrote nothing. For anyone who begins, out of think· 
ing, to write must inevitably be like those people who run for 
shelter from a wind too strong for them . . . all thinkers after 
Socrates, their greatness notwithstanding, were such refugees. 
Thinking became literature." In a later explanatory note be 
adds that to be the "purest" thinker does not mean to be the 
greatest."• 

In the context In which Xenopbon, always anxious to do
fend the master with his own vulgar arguments against vulgar 
accusations, mentions this metaphor, it does not make much 
sense. Still, even be indicates that the invisible 'vind of thought 
was manifest in the concepts, virtues, and "values" with which 
Socrates dealt in his examinations. The trouble is that this 
same wind, whenever it is roused, bas the peculiarity of doing 
away with its own previ.ous manifestations: this is why the 
same man can be understood and understand himself as gadlly 
as well as electric ray. It is in this invisible element's nature 
to undo, unfreeze, as it were, what language, the medium of 
thinking, bas frozen into thought-words (concepts, sentences, 
definitions, doctrines) whose "wealcness" and inllexibility Plato 
denounces so splendidly in the Seoenlh Letter. The oonse-

Copyrighted material 



175 

TM answer of Socrates 

quence is that thinking inevitably has a destructive, under
mining effect on all established criteria, values, measurements 
of good and evil, in short, on those customs and rules of con· 
duct we treat of in morals and ethics. These frozen thoughts, 
Socrates seems to say, come so handily that you can use them 
in your sleep; but if the wind of thinking, which I shall now 
stir in you, has shaken you from your sleep and made you 
fully awake and alive, then you will see that you have nothing 
i.n your grasp but perplexities, and the best we can do with 
them is share .them with each other. 

Hence, the paralysis induced by thinking is twofold: it is 
inherent in the stop and think, the interruption of all other 
activities-psychologically, one may indeed define a "problem" 
as a "situation which for some reason appreciably holds up 
an organism in its effort to reach a goal~110-and it also may 
have a dazing after-effect, when you come out of it, feeling 
unsure of what seemed to you beyond doubt while you were 
unthinkingly engaged in whatever you were doing. If what 
you were doing consisted in applying general rules of conduct 
to particular cases as they arise in ordinary life, you will find 
yourself paralyzed because no such rules can withstand the 
\vind of thought. To take again the example· of the frozen 
thought inherent in the word "house,~ once you have thought 
about its implied meaning-dwelling, having a home, being 
housed-you are no longer as likely to accept for your own 
home whatever the fashion of the time may prescribe; but this 
by no means guarantees that you wUI be able to come up with 
an acceptable solution to what bas become "problematic." 

This leads to the last and, perhaps, even greatest danger 
of this dangerous and profitless enterprise. In the circle around 
Socrates, there were men Uke Alcibiades and Critias-God 
knows, by no means the worst among his so-called pupils
who had turned out to be a real threat to the polis, and this 
not because they had been paralyzed by the electric ray but, 
on the contrary, because they had been aroused by the gadJly. 
What they had been aroused to was license and cynicism. 
Not content with being taught bow to think without being 
taught a doctrine, they changed the non-results of the Socratic 
thinking examination into negative results: If we cannot define 
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what piety Is, let us be Impious-which Is pretty much the 
opposite of what Socrates bad hoped to achieve by talldng 
about piety. 

The quest for meaning. which relentlessly dissolves and 
examines anew all accepted doctrines and rules, can at any 
moment turn against itself, produce a reversal of the old 
values, and declare these contraries to be "new values." To a 
certain extent, this Is what Nietzsche did when he reversed 
Platonism, forgetting that a reversed Plato is still Plato, or 
what Marx did when he turned Hegel upside down, produc
ing a strictly Hegelian system of history in the process. Such 
negative results of thinking will then be used with the same 
unthinking routine as before; the moment they are applied 
to the realm of human affairs, it is as though they had never 
gone through the thinking process. What we commonly call 
"nihilism· -and are tempted to date historically, decry politi
cally, and ascribe to thinkers who allegedly dared to think 
"dangerous thoughts"-is actually a danger inherent in the 
thinking activity itself. There are no dangerous thoughts; 
thinking itself is dangerous, but nihilism Is not Its product. 
Nihilism is but the other side of conventionalism; its creed 
consists of negations of the current sCH:alled positive values, 
to which it remains bound All critical examinations must go 
through a stage of at least hypothetically negating accepted 
opinions and "values» by searching out their implications and 
tacit assumptions, and in this sense nihilism may be seen as 
an ever-present danger of thinking. 

But that danger does not arise out of the Socrati.c convic
tion that an unexamined life is not worth living. but, on the 
contrary, out of the desire to find results that would make 
further thinking unnecessary. Thinking is equally dangerous 
to all creeds and, by itself, does not bring forth any new creed 
Its most dangerous aspect from the viewpoint of common 
sense is that what was meaningful while you were thinking 
dissolves the moment you want to apply it to everyday living. 
When common opinion gets bold of the "concepts," that is, 
the manifestations of thinking in everyday speech, and begins 
to handle them as though they were the results of cognition, 
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the end can only be a clear demonstration that no man is wise. 
Practically, thinking means that each time you are confronted 
with some difficulty in life you have to make up your mind 
anew. 

However, non·thinking, which seems so recommendable a 
state for political and moral affairs, also has its perils. By 
shielding people from the dangers of examination, it teaches 
them to hold fast to whatever the prescribed rules of conduct 
may be at a given time in a given society. What people then 
get used to is less the content of the rules, a close examination 
of which would always lead them into perplexity, than the 
possessU>n of rules under which to subsume particulars. U 
somebody appears who, for whatever purposes, wishes to 
abolish the old "values" or virtues, he will flnd that easy 
enough, provided he offers a new code, and he will need rela
tively little force and no persuasion-i.e., proof that the new 
values are better than the old-to impose it. The more 
firmly men hold to the old code, the more eager will they 
be to assimilate themselves to the new one, which in practice 
means that the readiest to obey \viii be those who were the 
most respectable pillars of society, the least likely to indulge 
in thoughts, dangerous or otherwise, while those who to all 
appearances were the most unreliable elements of the old 
order will be the least tractable. 

If ethical and moral matters really are what the etymology 
of the words indicates, it should be no more dillicult to change 
the mores and habits of a people than it would be to change 
their table manners. The ease with which such a reversal can 
take place under certain conditions suggests indeed that every
body was fast asleep when It occurred. I am alluding, of 
course, to what happened in Nazi Germany and, to some ex
tent, also in Stalinist Russia, when suddenly the basic com
mandments of Western morality were reversed: in one case, 
"Thou shalt not kill"; in the other, "Thou shalt not bear 
false witness against thy neighbor." And the sequel- the re
versal of the reversal, the fact that it was so surprisingly easy 
"to re-educate" the Germans after the collapse of the Third 
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Reich, so easy indeed that it was as though re-education was 
automatic-should not console us either. It was actually the 
same phenomenon. 

To come back to Socrates. The Athenians told him that 
thinking was subversive, that the wind of thought was a 
hurricane sweeping away aU the established signs by which 
men orient themselves, bringing disorder into the cities and 
confusing the citizens. And though Socrates denies that think
ing corrupts, he does not pretend that It improves anybody 
either. It rouses you from sleep, and this seems to him a great 
good for the City. Yet be does not say that he began his ex
amining in order to become such a great benefactor. As far 
as he himself is concerned, there is nothing more to be said 
than that life deprived of thought would be meaningless, even 
though thought will never make men wise or give them the 
answers to thought's own questions. The meaning of what 
Socrates was doing lay in the activity itself . . Or to put it 
differently: To think and to be fully alive are the same, and 
this implies that thinking must always begin afresh; it is an 
activity that accompanies living and is concerned with su.ch 
concepts as justice, happiness, virtue, offered us by language 
itself as expressing the meaning of whatever happens in life 
and occurs to us while we are alive. 

What I called the "quest" for meaning appears in Socrates' 
language as love, that is, love in Its Creek signillcance of Er6s, 
not the Christian agape. Love as Eros is primarily a need; it 
desires what It bas not. Men love wisdom and therefore begin 
to philosophize because they are not wise, and they love 
beauty, and do beauty, as it were-phUokaloumen, as Pericles 
called it in the Funeral Oration118-because they are not 
beautiful. Love is the only matter in which Socrates pretends 
to be an expert, and this skill guides him, too, in choosing his 
companions and friends: "While I may be worthless in all 
other matters, this talent I have been given: I can easily 
recognize a lover and a beloved."111 By desiring what it has 
not, love establishes a relationship with what is not present. 
ln order to bring this relationship into the open, make it ap-
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pear, men want to speak about it-just as the lover wants to 
speak about the beloved. Because thought's quest is a kind 
of desirOus love, the objects of thought can only be lovable 
things- beauty, wisdom, justice, and so on. Uglioess and evil 
are almost by definition excluded from the thinking concern. 
They may turn up as deficiencies, ugliness consisting in Jack 
of beauty, evil, kakia, in lack of the good. As such, they have 
no roots of their own, no essence that thought could get hold 
of. If thinking dissolves positive concepts into their original 
meaning, then the same process must dissolve these "negative" 
concepts into their original meaninglessness, that is, into 
nothing for the thinking ego. That is why Socrates believed no 
one could do evil voluntarily- because of, as we would say, 
its ontological status: it consists in an absence, in something 
that is not. And that is also why Democritus, who thought of 
logos, speech, as following action in the same way that the 
shadow accompanies all real things, thus distinguishing 
them from mere semblances, counseled against speaking of 
evil deeds: ignoring evil, depriving it of any manifestation in 
speech, will turn it into a mere semblance, something that has 
no shadow.118 We found the same exclusion of evil when we 
were following Plato's admiring, affirming wonder as it un
folds into thinking; it is found in almost all Occidental philos
ophers. It looks as though Socrates had nothing more to say 
about the connection between evil and lack of thought than 
that people who are not in love with beauty, justice, and wis
dom are incapable of thought, just as, conversely, those who 
are in love with examining and thus "do philosophy" would be 
incapable of doing evil. 

18 The two-in-one 

Where does this leave us in regard to one of our chief 
problems- the possible Interconnectedness of non-thought and 
evil? We are left with the conclusion that only people inspired 
by tbe Socratic eros, the love of wisdom, beauty, and justice, 
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are capable of thought and can be trusted In other words, we 
are left with Plato's "noble natures," with the few of whom 
it may be true that none "does evil voluntarily." Yet the implied 
and dangerous conclusion, "Everybody wants to do good," 
is not true even i.n their case. (The sad truth of the matter Is 
t.hat most evil is done by people who never made up their 
minds to be or do either evil or good) Sottates, wbo, unlike 
Plato, thought about aU subjects and talked with everybody, 
cannot have believed that only the few are capable of thought 
and that only certain objects of thought, visible to the eyes 
of the well·trained mind but ineffable in discourse, bestow 
dignity and relevance on the thinking activity. If there is any
thing in thinking that can prevent men from doing evil, it must 
be some property hiherent in the activity itself, regardless of 
its objects. 

Socrates, that lover of perplexities, made very few positive 
statements. Among them are two propositions, closely inter
connected, that deal with this subject. Both occur in the 
GorgiM, the dialogue about rhetoric, the art of addressing and 
convincing the many. The Gorgi48 does not belong among the 
early Socratic dialogues; it was written shortly before Plato 
became the head of the Academy. Moreover, its very subject 
matter is an art or form of discourse that would seemingly 
lose all sense if it were aporetic. And yet, this dialogue is still 
aporetic, except that Plato concludes it with one of bis myths 
of a hereafter of rewards and punishments which apparently
that is, ironically-resolve all difficulties. The seriousness of 
these myths of his is purely political; it consists in their being 
addressed to the multitude. Yet the myths, certainly non
Socratic, of the GorgiM are of importance because they con
tain, albeit in a non-philosophical form, Plato's admission that 
men do commit evil acts voluntarily, and the additional hn
plied admission that he, no more than Socrates, knew what 
to do philosopbically with that disturbing fact. We may not 
know whether Socrates believed that ignorance causes evil 
and that virtue can be taught; but we do know that Plato 
thought it wiser to rely on threats. 

The two positive Socrati.c propositions read as follows. 
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The first: "It is better to be wronged than to do wrong; to 
which Callicles, the interlocutor in the dialogue, replies as 
all Greece would have replied, 'lo suffer wrong is not the 
part of a man at all, but that of a slave for whom it is better 
to be dead than alive, as it is for anyone who is unable to 
come either to his own assistance when he is wronged or to 
that of anyone he cares about.''1111 The second : "It would be 
better for me that my lyre or a chorus I directed should be 
out of tune and loud with discord, and that multitudes of men 
should disagree with me rather than that I, being one, should 
be out of harmony with myself and contradict me."120 Which 
causes Callicles to tell Socrates that be is •going mad with 
eloquence," and that it would be better for him and everybody 
else if he would leave philosophy alone.m 

And there be bas a point. It was indeed philosophy, or, 
rather, the experience of thinking, that led Socrates to make 
these statements-although, of course, be did not start his 
enterprise in order to arrive at them, any more than oth.er 
thinkers embarked upon theirs in order to be ~appy."122 (It 
would be a serious mistake, I believe, to understand these 
statements as the results of some cogitation about morality; 
they are insights, to be sure, but insights of experience, and 
as far as the thinking process itself is concerned they are at 
best incidental by-products.) 

We have difficulty realizing how paradoxical the first state
ment must have sounded when it was made; after thousands 
of years of use and misuse, it reads like cheap moralizing. And 
the best demonstration of bow difficult it is for modern readers 
to understand the thrust of the second is the fact that its key 
words, "Being one" (preceding "it would be worse for me to 
be at odds with myself than in disagreement with multitudes 
of men"), are frequently left out in translation. As to the first, 
it is a subjective statement; it means: it is better for me to 
suffer wrong than to do wrong. And in the dialogue where 
it occurs, it is simply countered by the opposite equally sub· 
jective statement, which, of course, sounds much more plaus
ible. What becomes apparent is that Callicles and Socrates 
are talking about a different I : What is good for one is bad 
for the other. 
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If, on the other hand, we look at the proposition from 
the point of view of the world, as distinguished from those 
of the two speakers, we wou.ld have to say: What cou.nts is 
that a wrong has been done; and for this, it is irrelevant who 
Is better off, the wrong-doer or the wrong-su.fferer. As citizens, 
we must prevent wro.ng-doing because the world in which 
we all live, wrong-doer, wrong-sufferer, and spectator, is at 
stake; the City bas been wronged. Our law codes, with their 
distinction between crimes where indictment is mandatory 
and transgressions that pertain only to the private affairs of 
individuals who may or may not want to sue, take this into 
account. We could almost define a crime as that transgression 
of the law that demands punishment regardless of the one who 
has been wronged; the wronged one may feel like forgiving 
and forgetting, and there may be no danger for others if it 
can be assumed that the wrong-doer is altogether unlikely to 
do wrong again. Still, the law of the land permits no option 
because it is the community as a whole that has been violated. 

ln other words, Socrates is not talking here in the person of 
the citizen, who is supposed to be more concerned with the 
world than with his self; be talks as the man cbiefty devoted 
to thinking. It is as though he said to Callicles: U you were 
like me, in love with wisdom and in need of thinking about 
everything and examining. everything, you. would know that if 
the world were as you depict it, divided into the strong and 
the weak, where "the strong do what they can and the weak 
suffer what they must" (Thucydides), so that no alternative 
exists but to either do or suffer wrong, then it is better to suffer 
than to do. But the presupposition is of course: If you are in 
love with wisdom and philosophizing; if you know what it 
means to examine. 

To my knowledge there is only one other passage in Greek 
literature that, in almost the same words, says what Socrates 
said. "More unfortunate [kakodaimonesteros] than the wronged 
one is the wrong-doer,''123 reads one of the fragments of Democ
ritus, Parmenides' great adversary, who probably for this 
reason is never mentioned by Plato. TI1e coincidence seems 
noteworthy because Democritus, as distinguished from Socra
tes, was not particularly interested in human affairs but be 
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seems to have been quite interested in the experience of think
ing. It looks as though what we are tempted to understand as 
a purely moral proposition actually arose out of the thinking 
experience as such. 

And this brings us to the second statement, which in fact is 
the prerequisite for the first one. It, too, is highly paradoxicaL 
Socrates talks of being one and therefore not being able to 
risk getting out of harmony with himself. But nothing that is 
identical with itself, truly a.nd absolutely One, as A is A, 
can be either in or out of harmony with itself; you always 
need at least two tones to produce a hannonious sound. Cer
tainly when I appear and am seen by others, I am one; 
otherwise I would be unrecognizable. And so long as I am 
together with others, barely conscious of myself, I am 
as I appear to others. We call consciousneu ( llterally, as we 
have seen, "to know with myself"} the cu.rious fact that in a 
sense I also am for myself, though I hardly appear to me, which 
indicates that the Socratic "being one" is not so unproblematic 
as it seems; I am not only for others but for myself, and in this 
latter case, I clearly am not just one. A difference is inserted 
into my Oneness. 

We know of this difference in other respects. Everything 
that exists among a plurality of things is not simply what it is, 
in its identity, but it is also different from others; this being 
different belongs to its very nature. When we try to get hold 
of it in thought, wanting to define it, we must take this 
otherness (altereitas} or difference into account. When we say 
what a thing is, we must say what it Is nat or we would speak 
in tautologies: every determination is negation, as Spinoza 
has it. Touching on this matter, the problem of identity 
and difference, there is a curious passage in Plato's S~hl.st 
that Heidegger has pointed to. The Stranger in the dialogue 
states that of two things-for instance, rest and motion-"each 
one is different [from the other), but itself for itself the same" 
(hekaston heautii tauton).•2• In interpreting the sentence, 
Heidegger puts the emphasis on the dative, heautii, fo.r Plato 
does not say, as we would expect, heka.ston auto tauton, "each 
one itself [taken out of context] is the same," in the sense of 
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the tautological A Is A, where difference arises out of the 
plurality of things. According to Heidegger, this dative means 
that ~each thing Itself Is returned to itself, each itself Is the 
same for itself [because it Is] with itself .••• Sameness im
plies the relation of 'with,' that Is, a mediation, a connection, 
a synthesis: the uniJlcation into a unity."m 

The passage Heidegger is examining occurs in the Sophist's 
final section about the koioonla, the "community,w the fitting 
and blending together, of the Ideas, and especially about the 
possible community of Difference and Identity, which seem 
to be contraries. "What Is dillerent Is always so called with 
reference to other things (pros alla),a• but their opposites, 
things "that are what they are in themselves" (kath' hauta), 
partake in the "Ideaw of diHerence insofar as they "refer back 
to themselves• - they are the same with or for themselves, 
so that each eldos is different from the rest, "not by virtue 
of its own nature, but because It partakes of the character of 
Dillerence,"'27 that is, not because it has a relation to some
thing else from which it Is different (pros tl), but because It 
exists among a plurality of Ideas, and "every entity qua entity 
harbors the possibility of being looked upon as different from 
something.wus In our terms, wherever there Is a plurality-of 
living beings, of things, of Ideas-there Is difference, and this 
difference does not arise from the outside but Is inherent in 
every entity in the form of duality, from which comes unity 
as uniJlcation. 

This construction-Plato's implication as well as Heideg· 
ger's interpretation-seems to me erroneous. To take a mere 
th.ing out of its context with other things and to look on it only 
in its "relation" to itself (kath' hauto), that is, in its identity, 
reveals no diHerence, no otherness; along with Its relation 
to something it is not, it loses its reality and acquires a curious 
kind of eeriness. In that way, it often appears In works of art, 
especially in Kafka's early prose pieces or in some paintings of 
van Gogh where a single object, a chair, a pair of shoes, Is 
represented. But these art works are thought-things, and what 
gives them their meaning-as though they were not Just 
themselves but for themselves-Is precisely the transformation 
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they have undergone when thinking took possession of them. 
In other words, what is being transferred here is the ex

perience of the thinking ego to things themselves. For nothing 
can be itself and at the same time for itself but the two-in-one 
that Socrates cllscovered as the essence of thought and Plato 
translated into conceptual language as the soundless dialogue 
erne emautO-between me and mysel£.121 But, again, it is 
not the thinking activity that constitutes the unity, unifies the 
two-in-one; on the contrary, the two-in-one become One again 
when the outside world intrudes upon the th.in.ker and cuts 
short the thinking process. Then, when he is called by his 
name back into the world of appearances, where he is always 
One, It Is as though the two into which the thinking process 
had split him clapped together again. Thinking, existentially 
speaking, is a solitary but not a lonely business; solitude is 
that human situation in which I keep myself company. Lone
liness comes about when I am alone without being able to 
split up into the two-in-one, without being able to keep my
self company, when, as Jaspers used to say, ·r am in default of 
myseli (ich bleibe mir aus), or, to put it differently, when I 
am one and without company. 

Nothing perhaps incllcates more strongly that man exists 
euentiaUy in the plural than that his solitude a.ctualizes his 
merely being conscious of himself, which we probably share 
with the higher animals, into a duality during the thinking 
activity. It is this duality of myself with myself that makes 
thinking a true activity, in which I am both the one who asks 
and the one who answers. Thinking can become dialectical 
and critical because it goes through this questioning and 
answering process, through the dialogue of ditllegesthaf, which 
actually Is a •traveling through words," a poreuesthai di4 tOll 
logon,uo whereby we constantly raise the basic Socratic ques
tion: What do you mean when you say ... P except that this 
legeln, saying, is soundless and therefore so swift that its ella
logical structure is somewhat dillicult to detect. 

The criterion of the mental dialogue is no longer truth, 
which would compel answers to the questions I r&Ue with 
myself, either in the mode of lntultion, which compels with 
the force of sense evidence, or as necessary conclusions of 
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reckoning with consequences in mathematical or logi.cal 
reasoning, which rely on the structure of our brain and compel 
with its. natural power. The only criterion of Socratic thinking 
Is agreement, to be consistent with oneself, homo/ogein autos 
heaut6: 131 its opposite, to be in contradiction with oneself, 
enantio legein autos 1!6auf6,'82 actually means becoming one's 
own adversary. Hence Aristotle, in his earliest formulation of 
the famous axiom of contradiction, says explicitly that this Is 
axiomatic: "we must necessarily believe it because . . . it 
Is addressed not tc the outward word [ ex6 logos, that Is, to 
the spoken word addressed to someone else, an interlocutor 
who may be either friend or adversary] but to the discourse 
within t"M soul, and though we can always raise objections to 
the outward word, to the inward discourse we cannot always 
object," because here the partner is oneself, and I cannot 
possibly want to become my own adversary.1sa (In this in· 
stance, we can watch bow such an insight, won from the 
factual experience of the thinking ego, gets lost when It Is 
generalized into a philosophical doctrine-• A cannot be both 
B and A under the same conditions and at the same timew - for 
we find the transformation being achieved by Aristotle himself 
when be discusses the same matter in his Metaphysfcs.114) 

A close reading of the Organon, the •Instrument, w as the 
collection of Aristotle's early logical treatises bas been called 
since the sixth century, clearly shows that what we now call 
"logic" was by no means originally meant as an umstrument of 
thought,w of the inward discourse carried on •within the soul, w 

but was designed as the science of correct talking and arguing 
wben we are trying to convince others or give an aocount of 
what we state, always starting, as Socrates did, with premises 
most likely tc be agreed on by most men or by most of those 
generally believed to be tile wisest. In tile early treatises, the 
axiom of non-contradiction, decisive only for the inward dia
logue of thinking, has not yet been established as the most 
basic rule for discourse In general. Only after this special case 
had become the guiding example for all thought could Kant, 
who in his Anthropology bad defined thinking as •talking witll 
oneself •.• hence also inwardly listening, wu6 count tile In
function • Always think consistently, in agreement witll your-
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seli (~Jederzeit mit sich selbst elnstlmmlg denken") among 
the maxims that must be regarded as "unchangeable com
mandments for the class of thinkers. "tao 

In brief, the specifically human actualization of con
sciousness in the thin.king dialogue between me and myself 
suggests that difference and otherness, which are such out
standing characteristics of the world of appearances as it is 
given to man for his habitat among a plurality of things, are 
the very conditions for the existence of man's mental ego as 
well, for this ego actually exists only In duality. And this ego
the I-am-1-experiences difference in identity precisely when 
it is not related to the things that appear but only related to 
itself. (This original duality, incidentally, explains the futility 
of the fashionable search for identity. Our modem identity 
crisis could be resolved only by never being alone and never 
trying to think.) Without that original split, Socrates' state
ment about harmony in a being that to all appearances is 
One would be meaningless. 

Consciousness Is not the same as thinking; acts of conscious
ness have in common with sense experience the fact that they 
are "intentional" and therefore cognitloo acts, whereas the 
thinking ego does not think something but about something, 
and this act is dialectical: it proceeds in the form of a silent 
dialogue. Without consciousness in the sense of self-awareness, 
thinking would not be possible. What thinking actualizes in its 
unending process is difference, given as a mere raw fact 
(factum brutum) in consciousness; only in this humanized form 
does consciousness then become the outstanding characteristic 
of somebody who is a man and neither a god nor a.n animal. As 
the metaphor bridges the gap between the world of appear
ances and the mental activities going on within it, so the 
Socratic two-in-one heals the solitariness of thought; Its in
herent duality points to the infinite plurality which is the law 
of the earth. 

To Socrates, the duality of the two-in-one meant no more 
than that if you want to think, you must see to it that the two 
who carry on the dialogue be in good shape, that the partners 
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be friends. The partner who comes to life when you are alert 
and alone is the only one from whom you can never get away
except by ceasing to think. It is better to suffer wrong than 
to do wrong, because you can remain the friend of the sufferer; 
who would want to be ~he friend of and have to live together 
with a murderer? Not even another murderer. In the end, it is 
to this rather simple consideration of the importance of agree
ment between you and yourself that Kant's Categorical Im
perative appeals. Underlying the imperative, • Act only on 
that maxim t!vougb which you can at the same time wiU that 
it should become a universal law,"'" is the command •no 
not contradict yourself." A murderer or a thief cannot will that 
'"Thou shalt kilr and '"Thou shalt stear be general laws, since 
he naturally fears for his own life and property. If you make 
yourself an exception, you have contradicted yourself. 

In one of the contested dialogues, the Hlpplas Mafor, which 
even if not by Plato may still give authentic testimony about 
Socrates, Socrates describes the situation simply and accu
rately. It is the end of the dialogue, the moment of going home. 
He tells Hippias, who has shown himself to be an especially 
thickheaded partoer, how "blissfully fortunate• he Is in com
parison with poor Socrates, who at home Is awaited by a very 
obnoxious fellow who always cross-examines him. "He Is a 
close relative and lives in the same bouse." When be now will 
bear Socrates give utterance to Hippias' opinions, he will ask 
"whether he is not ashamed of talking about a beautiful way 
of life, when questioning makes It evident that be does not 
even know the meaning of the word 'beauty.' "Jaa When Hip
plas goes home, he remains one, for, though be lives alone, he 
does not seek to keep himself company. He certainly does 
not lose consciousness; he is simply not in the habit of actuallz. 
ing it. When Socrates goes home, he is not alone, he Is by 
himself. Clearly, with this fellow who awaits him, Socrates 
has to come to some kind of agreement, because they live 
under the same roof. Better to be at odds with the whole world 
than be at odds with the only one you are forced to live to
gether with when you have left company behind. 

What Socrates discovered was that we can have inter· 

Copyrighted material 



189 

The lwo-IIWJM 

course with ou.rselves, as well as with others, and that the two 
kinds of intercourse are somehow interrelated. Aristotle, 
speaking about friendship, remarked: "The friend is another 
sel£"138- meaning: you can carry on the dialogue of thought 
with him just as well as with yourself. This is still in the 
Socratic tradition, except that Socrates would have said: The 
self, too, is a kind of friend. The guiding experience in these 
matters is, of course, friendship and not selfbood; I fust talk 
with others before I talk with myself, examining whatever the 
joint talk may have been about, and then discover that I can 
conduct a dialogue not only with others but with myself as 
well. The common point, however, is that the dialogue of 
thought can be carried out only among friends, and its basic 
criterion, its supreme law, as it were, says: Do not contradict 
yourself. 

It is characteristic of "base people" to be "at variance with 
themselves" (diapherontai heautois) and of wicked men to 
avoid their own company; their soul is in rebellion against 
itself (stasiozei )."o What kind of dialogue can you conduct 
with yourself when your soul is not in harmony but at war 
with itself? Precisely the dialogue we overhear when Shake
speare's Richard III is alone: 

What do I fear? Myself? There's none else by: 
Richard loves Richard: that Is, I am I. 
Is there a murderer here? No. Yes, I am: 
Then Oy: what! from myself? Great reason why: 
Lest I revenge. What! myself upon myself? 
Alack! I love myself. Wherefore? For any good 
That I myself have done unto myself? 
0 1 no: alas! I rather hate myself 
For hateful deeds committed by myself. 
I am a villain. Yet I lie, I am not. 
Fool, of thyself speak well: fool, do not Batter. 

Yet all this looks very different when midnight is past and 
Richard has escaped his own company to join that of his 
peers. Then: 

Conscience is but a word that cowards use, 
Devis' d at lint to keep the strong in awe. • • • 
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Even Socrates, so much in love with the marketplace, has to 
go home, where he will be alone, in solitude, in order to meet 
the other fellow. 

I have drawn attention to the passage in Hipplas Mafor in 
its stark simplicity because it provides a metaphor that can 
help simplify-at the risk of over-simplillcation-matters that 
are difficult and therefore always in danger of over-romplica
tion. Later times have given the fellow who awaits Socrates in 
his home the name of "conscience." Before Its tribunal, to 
adopt Kantian language, we have to appear and give account 
of ourselves. And I chose the passage in Richard Ill, because 
Shakespeare, though he uses the word • conscience," does not 
use it here in the accustomed way. It took language a long 
time to separate the word "consciousness" from "conscience," 
and in some languages, for instance, in French, such a separa
tion never was made. Conscience, as we understand it in 
moral or legal matters, Is supposedly always present within 
us, just like consciousness. And this conscieuce is also supposed 
to tell us what to do and what to repent; before it became the 
lumen noturole or Kant's practical reason, it was the voice of 
God. 

Unlike this ever-present conscience, the fellow Socrates is 
talking about has been left at home; he fears him, as the 
murderers in Richard Ill fear conscience-as something that is 
absent. Here conscience appears as an after-thought, roused 
either by a crime, as in Rlchard' s own case, or by unexamined 
opinions, as in the case of Socrates. Or it may be just the 
anticipated fear of such after-thoughts, as with Rlcbard's 
hired murderers. This conscience, unlike the voice of God 
within us or the lumen noturale, gives no positive prescriptions 
(even the Socratic dtUm0n, his divine voice, only tells him 
what not to do); in Shakespeare's words "it Blls a man full of 
obstacles." What causes a man to fear it is the anticipation of 
the presence of a witness who awaits him only if and when 
he goes home. Shakespeare's murderer says: "Every man that 
means to live well endeavors . .• to live without it," and 
success in that comes easy because all he has to do is never 
start the soundless solitary dialogue we call "thinking." never 

Copyrighted material 



191 

The two-In-one 

go home and examine things. Th.is is not a matter of wicked
ness or goodness, as it is not a matter of intelligence or stupid
ity. A person who does not know that silent intercourse (in 
which we examine what we say and what we do) will not mind 
contradicting himself, and this means be will never be either 
able or willing to account for what be says or does; nor will be 
mind committing any crime, since be can count on its being 
forgotten the next moment. Bad people-Aristotle to the con
trary notwithstanding-are not "full of regrets." 

Thinking in its non-cognitive, non-specialized sense as a 
natural need of human life, tbe actualization of the diHerence 
given in consciousness, is not a prerogative of the few but an 
ever-present faculty in everybody; by the same token, inability 
to think is not a failing of the many who lack brain power but 
an ever-present possibility for everybody-scientists, scholars, 
and other specialists in mental enterprises not excluded. Every
body may come to shun that intercourse with oneself whose 
feasibility and Importance Socrates first discovered. Thinking 
accompanies life and is itself the de-materialized quintessence 
of being alive; and since life is a process, its quintessence can 
only lie in the actual thinking process and not in any solid 
results or speci8c thoughts. A life without thinking is quite 
possible; it then fails to develop Its own essence-it is not 
merely meaningless; it is not fully alive. Unthinking men are 
like sleepwalkers. 

For the thinking ego and its experience, conscience that 
"fills a man full of obstacles" is a side effect. No matter what 
thought-trains the thinking ego thinks through, the self that 
we all are must take care not to do anything that would make 
it Impossible for the two-in-one to be friends and live In 
harmony. This Is what Spinoza meant by the term "acquies
cence in one's self" ( acquiescentia in seip.so) : "It can spring 
out of reason [reasoning], and this contentment is the greatest 
joy possible."'41 Its criterion for action will not be the usual 
rules, recognized by multitudes and agreed upon by society, 
but whether I shall be able to live with myself in peace 
when the time has come to think about my deeds and words. 
Conscience Is the anticipation of the fellow who awaits you if 
and when you come home. 
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For the thinker himself this moral side effect is a marginal 
affair. And thinking as such does society little good, much less 
than the thirst for knowledge, which uses thinking as. an 
instrument for other purposes. It does not create values; It 
will not find out, once and for all, what "the good" is; it does 
not confirm but, rather, dissolves accepted rules of conduct. 
And it bas no political relevance unless special emergencies 
arise. That while I am alive I must be able to live with myself 
is a consideration that does not come up politically except 
in '"boundary situations." . 

This term was coined by Jaspers for the general, unchanging 
human condition-"that I cannot live without struggling and 
suffering; that I cannot avoid guilt; that I must die" -to indicate 
an experience of "something Immanent which already points 
to transcendence" and which, if we respond to It, will result in 
our "becoming the Exi.sten:r: we potentiaUy are.""' In Jaspers, 
the term gets its suggestive plausibility less from specific 
experiences than from the simple fact that life itself, limited 
by birth and death, is a boundary affair ill that my worldly 
ex.istence always forces me to take account of a past when I 
was not yet and a future when I shall be no more. Here the 
point is that whenever I transcend the limits of my own life 
span and begin to reSect on this past, judging it, and this 
future, forming projects of the will, thinking ceases to be a 
politically marginal activity. And such reflections will in
evitably arise in political emergencies. 

When everybody is swept away unthinkingly by what 
everybody else does and believes in, those who think are 
drawn out of hiding because their refusal to join in is con
spicuous and thereby becomes a kind of action. In such 
emergencies, it turns out that the purging component of 
thinking (Socrates' midwifery, which brings out the lmpli· 
cations of unexamined opinions and thereby destroys them
values, doctrines, theories, and even convictions) is political 
by implication. For this destruction has a liberating effect on 
another faculty, the faculty of judgment, which one may call 
with some reason the most political of man's mental abilities. 
It is the faculty that judges partlctdMs without subsuming 
them under general rules which can be taught and learned 
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until they grow into habits that can be replaced by other habits 
and rules. 

The faculty of judging pa.rticulars (as brought to light by 
Kant), the ability to say ""this is wrong," •this is beautiful; 
and so on, is not the same as the faculty of thinking. Thinking 
deals with invisibles, with representations of things that are 
absent; judging always concerns particulars and things close at 
band. But the two are interrelated, as are consciousness and 
conscience. If thinking- the two-in-one of the soundless dia
logue-actualizes the difference within our identity as given in 
consciousness and thereby results in conscience as its by
product, then judging, the by-product of the liberating effect 
of thinking, realizes thinking, makes it manifest in the world 
of appearances, where I am never alone and always too busy 
to be able to think. The manifestation of the wind of thought 
is not knowledge; it Is the ability to tell right from wrong. 
beautiful from ugly. And this, at the rare moments when the 
stakes are on the table, may indeed prevent catastrophes, at 
least for the self. 
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19 "Tantot je pense et tantot je suisn 
(Valery): the nowhere 

As I approach the end of these considerations, I hope that 
no reader expects a conclusive summary. For me to malce 
such an attempt would stand in flagrant contradiction to 
what has been described here. If thinking is an activity that 
is its own end and if the only adequate metaphor for it, 
drawn from our ordinary sense experience, is the sensation of 
being alive, then it follows that all questions concerning the 
aim or purpose of thinking are as unanswerable as questions 
about the aim or purpose of life. I am putting the question
Where are we when we think?- at the end of our examination 
not because the answer could supply any conclusion but only 
because the question itself and the considerations it raises can 
make sense only in the context of this whole approach. Since 
what is to follow rests so heavUy on my previous rellectlons, 
I shall briefty summarize them in what must appear (but 
are not meant) to be dogmatic propositions: 

First, thinking is always out of order, Interrupts all 
ordinary activities and is interrupted by them. The best illus
tration of this may still be-as the old story goes-Socrates' 
habit of suddenly "turning his mind to himself," breaking off 
all company, and taking up his position wherever be happened 
to be, "deaf to all entreaties" to continue with whatever he 
had been doing before.• Once, we are told by Xenophon, be 
remained in complete immobility for twenty-four hours in a 
military camp, deep in thought, as we would say. 

Second, the manifestations of the thinking ego's authentic 
experiences are manifold: among them are the metaphysical 
fallacies, such as the two-world theory, and, more interestingly, 
the non-theoretical descriptions of thinking as a kind of dying 
or, conversely, the notion that while thinking we are mem· 
bers of another, noumenal, world-present to us by intima· 
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tion even in the darlcness of the actual here-and-now-or 
Aristotle's definition of the bios the6retikos as a bios xenlkos, 
the life of a stranger. The same experiences are reflected in the 
Cartesian doubt of the reality of the world, in Valer y's "At 
times I think, and at times I am" (as though to be real and to 
think were opposites), in Merleau-Ponty's "We are truly alone 
only on the condition that we do not know we are; it is this 
very ignorance which is our [the philosopher's) solitude."' 
And it is true that tbe thinking ego, whatever it may achieve, 
wUI never be able to reach reality qua reality or convince 
itself that anything actually exists and that life, human life, is 
more than a dream. (This suspicion that life is but a dream is, 
of course, among the most characteristic traits of Asian pbil05-
ophy; examples from Indian philosophy are numerous. I 
shall give a Chinese example which Is very telling because 
of its briefness. It reports a story told about the Taoist (i.e., 
anti-Confucian) philosopher Chuang Tzu. He "once dreamt he 
was a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with 
himself and doing as he pleased. He didn't know he was 
Chuang Chou. Suddenly be woke up and there be was, solid 
and unmistakable Chuang Chou. But he didn't know if he 
was Chuang Chou who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a 
butterfly dreaming it was Chuang Chou. Between Chuang 
Chou and a butterfly there must be some distin.ctionl" )1 

The intensity of the thinking experience, on the other band, 
manifests itself in the ease with which the opposition of 
thought and reality can be reversed, so that only thought seems 
to be real whereas an that merely is seems to be so transitory 
that it is as though it were not: "What is being thought, is; 
and what Is, Is only insofar as it is thought" (Was gedacht isl, 
lst; und was ist, 1st nur, lnsofern es Cedanke Lst).• The decisive 
point here, however, is that all such doubts disappear as soon 
as the thinker's solitude is broken in upon and the call of the 
world and our fellow-men changes the inner duality of the 
two-in-one into a One again. Hence the notion that everything 
that Is might be. a mere dream is either the nightmare that 
rises out of the th.inking experience or the consoling thought to 
be summoned up, not when I have withdrawn from the world, 
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but when the world has withdrawn from me and become 
unreal. 

Third. these oddities of the thinking activity arise from 
the fact of withdrawal, inherent in all mental activities; 
thinking always deals with absences and removes itself from 
what i.s present and close at hand. This, of course, does not 
prove the existence of a world other than the one we are 
part of in ordinary life, but it means that reality and existence, 
which we can only conceive in terms of time and space, can 
be temporarily suspended, lose their weight and, together with 
this weight, their meaning for the thinking ego. What now, 
during the thinking activity, become meaningful are dis· 
tillations, products of de-sensing, and such distillations are not 
mere abstract concepts; they were once called "essences." 

Essences cannot be localized. Human thought that gets 
bold of them leaves the world of the particular and goes out 
in search of something generally msanlngful, though not 
necessarily universally valid. Thinking always Mgeneralizes; 
squeezes out of many particulars-which, thanks to the de
sensing process, it can pack together for swift manipula
tion-whatever meaning may inhere. Generalization Is Inherent 
In every thought, even though that thought Is insisting on 
the universal primacy of the particular. In other words, the 
"essential" is what is applicable everywhere, and this Mevery
where· that bestows on thought its specill.c weight Is spatially 
speaki.ng a "nowhere." The thinking ego, moving among 
universals, among Invisible essences, is, strictly speaking, 
nowhere; it is homeless in an emphatic sense-which may 
explain the early rise of a cosmopolitan spirit among the 
philosophers. 

The only great thinker I know of who was explicitly aware 
of this condition of homelessness as being natural to the 
thinking activity was Aristotle-perhaps because he knew so 
well and spelled out so clearly the difference between acting 
and thinking (the decisive distinction between the political 
and the philosophical way of life) and, drawing the obvious 
Inference, refused to "share the fate" of Socrates and to let 
the Athenians "sin twice against philosophy.• When a charge 
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of impiety was brought against him, he left Athens and 
•withdrew to Chalcis, a stronghold of Macedonian inBuence."' 
He had counted homelessness among the great advantages of 
the philosopher's way of life in the Protreptiko.J, one of his 
early works, which was still well known in antiquity but has 
come down to us only in fragments. There he praises the bios 
the6retikos because It needed "neither Implements nor special 
places for [its] trade; wherever on earth somebody devotes 
himself to thinking, he will attain the truth everywhere as 
though it were present • Philosophers love this "nowhere" as 
though it were a country (philochOrein) and they desire to 
let all other activities go for the sake of BCholozein (doing 
nothing, as we would say) because of the sweetness inherent 
in thinking or phUosophizing itself.s The reason for this blessed 
Independence ls that philosophy (the cognition leota logon) 
Is not concerned with particulars, with things given to the 
senses, but with universals (Ieath' holoo), things that cannot 
be localized! It would be a great mistake to look for such 
universals in practical-political matters, which always concern 
particulars; in th.is field, "general" statements, equally ap
plicable everywhere, immediately degenerate into empty 
generalities. Action deals with particulars, and only particular 
statements can be valid in the field of ethics or politics.8 

In other words, it may well be that we were posing a 
wrong, inappropriate question when we asked for the location 
of the thinking ego. Looked at from the perspective of the every
day world of appearances, the everywhere of the thinking ego
summoning into its presence whatever it pleases from any 
distance In time or space, which thought traverses with a ve
locity greater than light's-is a nowhere. And since this no
where is by no meam identical with the twofold nowhere 
from which we suddenly appear at birth and into which 
almost as suddenly we disappear in death, it might be con
ceived only as the Void. And the absolute void can be a limit
Ing boundary concept; though not inconceivable, it Is un· 
thinkable. Obviously, if there is absolutely nothing, there can 
be nothing to think about. That we are in possession of these 
limiting boundary concepts enclosing our thought within 
unsurmountable walls-and the notion of an absolute begin· 
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nlng or an absolute end is among them-does not tell us more 
than that we are indeed finUe beings. To assume that these 
limitations could serve to map out a place where the thinking 
ego could be localized would be just another variation of the 
two-world theory. Man's finitude, irrevocably given by virtue 
of his own short time span set in an infinity of time stretching 
into both past and future, constitutes the infrastructure, as it 
were, of all mental activities : it manifests itself as the only 
reality of which thinking qua thinking is aware, when the 
thinking ego bas withdrawn from the world of appearances 
and lost the sense of realness inherent in the seiiSIIS communh 
by which we orient ourselves in this world. 

l n other words, Valery's remark-when we think, we are 
not- would be right if our sense of realness were entirely de
termined by our spatial existence. The everywhere of thought 
is indeed a region of nowhere. But we are not only in space, 
we are also in time, remembering, collecting and recollecting 
what no longer is present out of "the belly of memoif 
(Augustine), anticipating and planning in the mode of willing 
what is not yet. Perhaps our question-Where are we when we 
thin.k?-was wrong because by asking tor the topo1 of this 
activity, we were exclusively spatially oriented-as though we 
bad forgotten Kant's famous insight that "time is nothing but 
the form of inner sense, that is, of the Intuition of ourselves 
and of our inner state: For Kant, that meant that time bad 
nothing to do with appearances as sucb-"neither with shape 
nor position• as given to our senses-but only with appear
ances as affecting our "inner state,~ in which time deter
mines "the relation of representation."' And these representa
tions-by which we make present what is phenomenally absent 
-are, of course, thought-things, that is, experiences or notions 
that have gone through the de-materializing operation by 
which the mind prepares its own objects and by "generalizing" 
deprives them of their spatial properties as well 

Time determines the way these representations are re
lated to each other by forcing them into the order of a se
quence, and these sequences are what we usually call thought
trains. All thin.king is discursive and, insofar as It follows a 
train of thought, it could by IIWilogy be presented as •a line 
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progressing to infinity,~ corresponding to the way we usually 
represent to ourselves the sequential nature of time. But in 
order to create such a line of thought we must transform the 
fuxtapotition in which experiences are given to us Into a 
BUCcession of soundless words-the only medium In which we 
can think-which means we not only de-sense but de-spatialize 
the original experience. 

20 The gap between past and future: 
the nunc stans 

In the hope of Boding out where the thinking egn is lo
cated in time and whether its relentless activity can be tem
porally determined, I shall turn to one of Kafka's parables, 
which, in my opinion, deals precisely with this matter. The par· 
able is part of a collection of aphorisms entitled "HE.~•o 

He has two antagonists; the first presses him from behind, from his 
origin. The second blocks the road in front of him. He gives battle 
to both. Actually, the first supports blm in his llght with the second. 
for he wants to push bJm forward, and in the same way the second 
supports bJm In his fight with the first, since he drives him hack. But 
It is only theoretically so. For it is not only the two antagonists who 
are there, but he himself as well, and who really knows bJs Inten
tions? HJs dream, though, is that some time in an unguarded mo
ment- and this, it must he admitted, would require a night darlcer 
than any night has ever been yet-he will jump out of the lighting 
line and be promoted, on account of bJs experience In fighting, to 
the position of umpire over his antagonists In their 8ght with each 
other. 

For me, tbls parable describes the time sensation of the 
thinking ego. It analyzes poetically our "inner state" in regard 
to time, of which we are aware when we have withdrawn 
from the appearanoes and find our mental activities recoiling 
characteristically upon thernselves-cogito me cogilare, volo 
me oelle, and so on. The inner time sensation arises when 
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we are not entirely absorbed by the absent non-visibles we 
are thinking about but begin to direct our attention onto the 
activity itself. In this situation past and future are equally 
present precisely because they are equally absent from our 
sense; thus the no-longer of the past is traosformed by virtue 
of the spatial metaphor into something lying behind us and 
the not-yet of the future into something that approachu us 
from ahead (the German Zukunft, like the French avenir, 
means, literally What comes toward). In Kafka, this scene 
is a battleground where the forces of past and future clash 
with each other. Between them we Snd the man Kafka call.s 
"He," who, if he waots to stand his ground at all, must give 
battle to both forces. The forces are ills" antagonists; they 
are not just opposites aod would hardly Sght with each other 
without "him" standing between them aod making a stand 
against them; and even if such an antagonism were somehow 
inherent in the two and they could llght each other without 
"him," they would have long ago neutralized and destroyed 
each other, since as forces they clearly are equally powerful. 

In other words, the time continuum, everlasting change, is 
broken up into the tenses past, present, future, whereby past 
and future are antagonistic to each other as the no-longer 
and the not-yet only because of the presence of man, who 
himself has an "origin," his birth, and an end, his death, and 
therefore stands at any given moment between them; this in
between is called the present It is the insertion of man with his 
limited life span that tran.sforrns the continuously flowing 
stream of sheer change-which we can conceive of cyclically as 
well as in the form of rectilinear motion without ever being 
able to conceive of an absolute beginning or an absolute end
into time as we know it. 

This parable in which two of time's tenses, the past and 
the future, are understood as antagonistic forces that crash 
into the present Now, sounds very strange to our ears, which
ever time concept we may happen to hold. The extreme 
parsimony of Kafka's language, in which for the sake of the 
fable's realism every actual reality that could have engendered 
the thought-world is eliminated, may cause it to sound 
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stranger than the thought itself requires. I shall therefore use 
a curiously related story of Nietzsche's in the heavily allegori
cal style of Thus Spake Zarathmtra. It is much easier to under
stand because it concerns, as its title says, merely a "Vision" 
or a "Riddle.""' The allegory begins with Zarathustra's arrival 
at a gateway. The gateway, like every gateway, bas an entrance 
and an exit, that is, can be seen as the meeting-place of two 
roads. 

Two paths meet here; no one has yet followed either to its end. 
This long lane stretches back for an eternity. And the other long 
Jane out there, that is another eternity. They contradict each other, 
these roads; they offend each other face to face-and it is here, at 
this gateway, that they come together. The name of the gateway 
is inscribed above: "Now" [" Augenblick"]. . . . Behold this Now! 
From this gateway Now, a long eternal lane leads backw01'd; behind 
us lies an eternity [and another lane leads forward into an eternal 
futnre]. 

Heldegger, who interprets the passage in his Nietzsche,!' 
observes that this view is not the view of the beholder but 
only that of the man who stands in the gateway; for the 
onlooker, time passes in the way we are used to think of it, 
in a succession of nows where one thing always succeeds 
another. There is no meeting-place; there are not two lanes 
or roads, there Is only one. "The clash Is produced only for 
the one who himself is the now. . . . Whoever stands in the 
Now is turning in both directions: for him Past and Future 
run against each other." And, summing up in the context of 
Nietzsche's doctrine of Eternal Recurrence, Heidegger says: 
"This is the authentic content of the doctrine of Eternal Re
currence, that Eternity is in the Now, that the Moment is not 
the futile Now which it is only for the onlooker, but the clash 
of Past and Future." (You have the same thought in Blake
"Hold inlinity in the palm of your band I And eternity in an 
hour.") 

Returning to Kafka, we should remember that all these 
instances are dealing not with doctrines or theories but with 
thoughts related to the experiences of the tbinlting ego. Seen 
from the viewpoint of a continuously flowing everlasting 
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stream, the insertion of man, lighting in both directions, pro
duces a rupture which, by being defended in both directions, 
is extended to a gap, the present seen as the lighter's battle
ground. This battleground for Kafka is the metaphor for 
man's home on ea.rth. Seen from the viewpoint of man, at 
ea.ch single moment inserted and caught in the middle between 
hi$ past and hi$ future, both aimed at the one who is creating 
his present, the battleground is an in-between, an extended 
Now on which he spends his life. The present, in ordinary life 
the most futile and slippery of the tenses-when I say "now" 
and point to it, it is already gone- is no more than the clash 
of a past, which is no more, with a future, which is approaching 
and not yet there. Man lives in this in-between, and what he 
calls the present is a life-long light against the dead weight of 
the past, driving him forward \vith hope, and the fear of a 
future (whose only certainty is death), driving him backward 
toward "the quiet of the past" with nostalgia for and remem
brance of the only reality he can be sure of. 

It should not unduly alarm us that this time construct Is 
totally different from the time sequence of ordinary life, where 
the three tenses smoothly follow each other and time itseU 
can be understood in analogy to numerical sequences, fixed by 
the calendar, according to which the present is today, the past 
begins with yesterday, and the future begins tomorrow. Here, 
too, the present is surrounded by past and future inasmuch as it 
remains the fixed point from which we take our bearings, 
looking back or looking forward. That we can shape the ever
lasting stream of sheer change into a time continuum we owe 
not to time itself but to the continuity of our business and our 
activities in the world, in which we continue what we started 
yesterday and hope to finish tomorrow. In other words, the 
time continuum depends on the continuity of our everyday 
life, and the business of everyday life, in contrast to the ac
tivity of the thinking ego-always independent of the spatial 
circumstances surrounding it- is always spatially determined 
and conditioned. It is due to this thoroughgoing spatiality of 
our ordinary life that we can speak plausibly of time in 
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spatial categories, that the past can appear to us as something 
lying "behind" u.s and the future as lying "ahead.~ 

Kaflca's time parable does not apply to man in his every· 
day occupations but only to the thinking ego, to the extent 
that it has withdrawn from the business of everyday life. The 
gap t>etween past and future opens only in reSection, whose 
subject matter is what is absent-either what has already dis
appeared or what has not yet appeared. ReSection draws these 
absent "regions" into the mind's presence; from that perspec
tive the activity of thinking can be understood as a fight 
against time itself. It is only because "he" thinks, and there
fore is no longer carried along by the continuity of everyday 
life in a world of appearances, that past and future manifest 
themselves as pure entities, so that "be" can become aware 
of a no-longer that pushes him forward and a not-yet that 
drives him back. 

Kafka's tale is, of course, couched In metaphorical lan
guage, and its images, drawn from everyday life, are meant as 
analogies, without which, as has already been indicated, 
mental phenomena cannot be described at all. And that always 
presents difficulties of interpretation. The specific difficulty 
here is that the reader must be aware that the thinldng ego Is 
not the self as it appears and moves in the world, remembering 
its own biographical past, as though "be" were a Ia recherche 
du temps perdu or planning his future. It is because the think· 
lng ego Is ageless and nowhere that past and future can be
come manifest to it as such, emptied, as it were, of their con· 
crete content and liberated from all spatial categories. What 
the thinking ego senses as "his" dual antagonists are time itself, 
and the constant change it implies, the relentless motion that 
transforms all Being into Becoming, instead of letting it be, and 
thus incessantly destroys its being present. As such, time is 
the thinking ego's greatest enemy because-by virtue of the 
mind's incarnation in a body whose internal motions can 
never he immobilized-time inexorably and regularly inter
rupts the Immobile quiet in which the mind is active without 
doing anything. 

This final meaning of the parable comes to the fore in the 
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concluding sentence, when "be; situated in the time gap, 
which is an immovable present, a nunc stans, dreams of the 
unguarded moment when time will have exhausted its force; 
then quiet will settle down on the world, not an eternal quiet 
but just lasting long enough to give "him~ the chance of 
jumping out of the lighting line to be promoted to the position 
of umpire, the spectator and judge outside the game of life, 
to whom the meaning of this time span between birth and 
death can be referred because "he" is not involved In it. 

What are this dream and this region but the old dream 
Western metaphysics has dreamt from Parmcnides to Hegel, 
of a timeless region, an eternal presence in complete quiet, 
lying beyond human clocks and calendars altogether, the re
gion, precisely, of thought? And what is the "position of um
pire," the desire for which prompts the dream, but the seat 
of Pythagoras' spectators, who are "the best" because they 
do not participate in the struggle for fame and gain, are dis· 
interested. uncommitted, undisturbed, intent only on the spec
tacle itself? It is they who can find out its meaning and judge 
the performance. 

Without doing too much violence to Kafka's magnificent 
story, one may perhaps go a step further. The trouble with 
Kafka's metaphor is that by jumping out of the lighting line 
"be" jumps out of this world altogether and judges from out
side though not necessarily from above. Moreover, if it is the 
insertion of man that breaks up the indifferent flow of ever· 
lasting change by giving it an aim, namely, himself, the being 
who lights it, and if through that insertion the indifferent time 
stream Is articulated into what is behind him, the past, what is 
ahead of him, the future, and himself, the fighting present, 
then it follows that man's presence causes the stream of time 
to deflect from whatever its original direction or (assuming a 
cyclical movement) ultimate non-di.rection may have been. The 
deflection seems inevitable because it is not just a passive 
object that is inserted into the stream, to be tossed about by 
its waves that go sweeping over his head, but a fighter who 
defends his own presence and thus defines what otherwise 
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might be indifferent to him as •hi&'' antagonists: the past, 
which he can fight with the help of the future; the future, 
which he fights supported by the past. 

Without "him," there would be no difference between past 
and future, but oply everlasting change. Or else these forces 
would clash head on and annihUate each other. But thanks to 
the insertion of a fighting presence, they meet at an angle, and 
the correct image would then have to be what the physicists 
call a parallelogram of forces. The advantage of this image is 
that the region of thought would no longer have to be situated 
beyond a.nd above the world and human time; the fighter 
would no longer have to jump out of the fighting Une in order 
to find the quiet and the silliness necessary for thinldng. "He" 
would recognize that "his" fighting bas not been in vain, 
since the battleground itself supplies the region where "he" 
can rest when "he" is exhausted. In other words, the location 
of the thinking ego in time would be the in-between of past 
and future, the present, this ,mysterious and slippery now, a 
mere gap in time, toward which nevertheless the more solid 
tenses of past and future are directed insofar as they denote 
that which is no more and that which is not yet. That they are 
at all, they obviously owe to man, who has inserted himself 
between them and established his presence there. Let me 
brieBy follow the implications of the corrected image. 

In.&nite Infinite 

The Present --------In.&nite 
Pa.rt 
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Ideally, the action of the two forces that fonn our parallelo
gram should result in a third force, the resultant diagonal 
whose origin would be the point at which the forces meet and 
upon which they act. The diagonal would remain on the same 
plane and not jump out of the dimension of the forces of time, 
but it would in one important respect d.iHer from the forces 
whose result It Is. The two antagonistic forces of past and 
future are both indefinite as to their origin; seen from the view
point of the present in the middle, the one comes from an 
infinite past and the other from an infinite future .. But though 
they have no known beginning, they have a terminal ending, 
the point at which they meet and clash, which is the present. 
The diagonal force, on the contrary, has a definite origin, its 
starting-point being the clash of the two other forces, but it 
would be infinite with respect to its ending since it has resulted 
from the concerted action of two forces whose origin is infinity. 
This diagonal force, whose origin is known, whose direction Is 
determined by past and future, but which exerts its force 
toward an undetermined end as though It cou.ld reach out into 
Infinity, seems to me a perfect metaphor for the activity of 
thought. 

If Kafka's "he" were able to walk along this diagonal, in 
perfect equidistance from the pressing forces of past and 
future, he would not, as the parable demands, have jumped 
out of the fighting line to be above and beyond the melee. 
For this diagonal, though pointing to some infinity, is limited, 
enclosed, as it were, by the forces of past and future, and 
thus protected against the void; it remains bound to and is 
rooted in the present-an entirely human present though it is 
fully actualized only in the thinking process and lasts no longer 
than this process lasts. It is the quiet of the Now in the time
pressed, time-tossed existence of man; it is somehow, to change 
the metaphor, the quiet in the center of a storm which, though 
totally unli.ke the storm, still belongs to it. In this gap between 
past and future, we find our place in time when we think, that 
is, when we are sufficiently removed from past and future to 
be reli.ed on to find out their meaning, to assume the position 
of "umpire," of arbiter and judge over the manifold, never
ending affairs of human existence in the world, never arriving 

Copyrighted material 



210 

The Life of the Mind I Thinking 

at a final solution to their riddles but ready with ever-new 
answers to the question of what It may be all about 

To avoid misunderstanding: the images I am using here 
to Indicate, metaphorically and tentatively, the location of 
thought can be valid only within the realm of mental phe
nomena. Applied to historical or biographical time, these 
metaphors cannot possibly make sense; gaps in time do not 
occur there. Only insofar as he thinks, and that is insofar as 
he is not, according to Valery, does man-a "He," as Kafka so 
rightly calls him, and not a "somebody" -in the full actu
nlity of his concrete being, live In this gap between past and 
future, in this present which is timeless. 

The gap, though we bear about it first as a nuno &tans, 
the "standing now" In medieval philosophy, where it 
served, in the form of nunc aetemitatis, as mod.el and meta
phor for divine eternlty,1a is not a historical datum; it seems 
to be coeval with the existence of man on earth. Using a differ
ent metaphor, we call it the region of the spirit, but it is per
haps rather the path paved by thinking, the small inconspicuous 
track of non-time beaten by the activity of thought within the 
time-space given to natnl and mortal men. Following that 
course, the thought-trains, remembrance and anticipation, save 
whatever they touch from the ruin of historical and biographi
cal time. This small non-time space in the very heart of time, 
unlike the world and the cultu.re into which we are born, 
cannot be inherited and handed down by tradition, although 
every great book of thought poi.nts to it somewhat cryptically
as we found Heraclitus saying of the notoriously crypti.c and 
unreliable Delphic oracle: "oute legei, oute kryptel alla 
semalnei" ("it does not say and it does not hide, it intimates"). 

Each new generation, every new human being, as he be
comes conscious of being inserted between an infinite past 
and an infinite future, must discover and ploddingly pave 
anew the path of thought. And it is after all possible, and 
seems to me likely, that the strange survival of great works, 
their relative permanence throughout thousands of years, is 
due to their having been born in the small, inconspicuous 
track of non-time which their authors' thought had beaten 
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between an infinite past and an infinite future by accepting 
past and future as directed, aimed, as it were, at themselves
as their predecessors and successors, their past and their future 
-thus establishing a present for themsdves, a kind of timeless 
time in which men are able to create timeless works with 
which to transcend their own finiteness. 

This timelessness, to be sure, is not eternity; it springs, as 
it were, from the clash of past and future, whereas eternity 
is the boundary concept that is unthinkable because it indi· 
cates the collapse of all temporal dimensions. The temporal 
dimension of the nunc stans experienced in the activity of 
thinking gathers the absent tenses, the not-yet and the n~ 
more, together into its own presence. This is Kant's "land of 
~e intellect" (Land des reinen Verstandes), "an island, 
enclosed by nature itself within unalterable limits," and "sur
rounded by a wide and stormy ocean; the sea of everyday 
life.•• And though I do not think that this is "the land of truth," 
it certainly is the only domain where the whole of one's life 
and its meaning-which remains ung:raspable for mortal men 
( nemo ante mortem beatus esse dici potest), whose existence, 
in distinction from all other things which begin to be in the 
emphatic sense when they are completed, terminates. when 
it II no more-where this ungraspable whole can manifest 
Itself as the sheer continuity of the l -am, an enduring presence 
in the midst of the world's ever-changing transitoriness. It ls 
because of this experience of the thinking ego that the primacy 
of the present, the most transitory of the tenses in the world 
of appearances, became an almost dogmatic tenet of phU~ 
sophical speculation. 

Let me now at the end of these long reftections draw at
tention, not to my "method," not to my "criteria" or, worse, 
my "values" -all of which in such an enterprise are mercifully 
hidden from its author though they may be or, rather, seem 
to be quite manifest to reader and listener-but to what in my 
opinion is the basic assumption of this investigation. I have 
spoken about the metaphysical "fallacies,· which, as we 
found, do contain important hints of what this curious out.of· 
order activity called thinking may be all about. In other words, 
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I have clearly joined the ranks of those who for some time 
now have been attempting to dismantle metaphysics, and 
philosophy with all its categories, as we have known them 
from their beginning In Greece until today. Such dismantling 
is possible only on the assumption that the thread of tradition 
Is broken and that we shall not be able to renew it. Historically 
speaking, what actually has broken down is the Roman trinity 
that for thousands of years united rellgion, authority, and 
tradition. The loss of this trinity does not destroy the past, 
and the dismantling process itself is not destructive; it only 
draws conclusions from a loss which is a fact and as such no 
longer a part of the "history of ideas" but of our political his
tory, the history of our world. 

What has been lost Is the continuity of the past as It 
seemed to be banded down from generation to generation, d&
veloping in the process its own consistency. The dismantling 
process bas its own technique, and I d.id not go Into that here 
except peripherally. What you then are left with is still the 
past, but a fragmented past, which has lost its certainty of 
evaluation. About this, for brevity's sake, I shall quote a few 
lines which say it better and more densely than I could: 

Full fathom Sve thy father lies, 
Of his bones are coral made, 

Those are pearls that were his eyes. 
Nothing of him that doth fade 

But doth suffer a sea-ehange 
Into something rich and strange. 

The Temput, Act I, Scene 2 

It is with such fragments from the past, after their sea-change, 
that I have dealt here. That they could be used at all we owe 
to the timeless track that thinking beats into the world of space 
and time. If some of my listeners or readers should be tempted 
to try their luck at the technique of dismantling, Jet them be 
careful not to destroy the Mrich and strange," the "coral" and 
the "pearls," which can probably be saved only ,as fragments. 

'0 plunge your hands in water, 
Plunge them in up to the wrist; 

Stare, stare In the basin 
And wonder wbat you've missed. 
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A lane to the land of the dead. . . .' 
W. H. AudenJJ 

Or to put the same in prose: "Some books are undeservedly 
forgotten, none are uodeservedly remembered. ">1 

21 Postscriptum 

In the second volume of this work I shall deal with willing 
and judging, the two other mental activities. Looked at from 
the perspective of these time speculations, they concern mat
ters that are absent either because they are not yet or because 
they are no more; but in contradistinction to the thinking ao
tivity, which deals with the invisibles in all experience and 
always tends to generalize, they always deal with particulars 
and in this respect are much closer to the world of appear
ances. H we wish to placate our common sense, so decisively 
offended by the need of reason to pursue its purposeless quest 
for meaning, it is tempting to justify this need solely on the 
grounds that thinking Is an indispensable preparation for de
ciding what shall be and for evaluating what is no more. Since 
the past, being past, becomes subject to our judgment, judg
ment, in tom, would be a mere preparation for williog. This Is 
undeniably the perspective, and, within limits, the legitimate 
perspective of man insofar as be is an acting being. 

But this last attempt to defend the thinking activity against 
the reproach of being impractical and useless does not work. 
The decision the will arrives at can never be derived from the 
mechanics of desire or the deliberations of the intellect that 
may precede it The will Is either an organ of free spontaneity 
that interrupts all causal chains of motivation that would bind 
it or it Is nothing but an illusion. In respect to desire, on one 
band, and to reason, on the other, the will acts like "a kind of 
coup t1 etat,~ as Bergson once said, and this implies, of course, 
that "free acts are exceptional": "although we are free when-
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ever we are willing to get back into ourselves, U seldom hap
pens that we are willing" ( italics added) .U In other words, it 
is impossible to deal with the willing activity without touching 
on the problem of freedom. 

I propose to take the internal evidence-in Bergson's terms, 
the "immediate datum of consciousness"- seriously and since 
I agree with many writers on this subject that this datum and 
all problems connected with it were unknown to Greek 
antiquity, I must accept that this faculty was '"discovered,~ 

that we can date this discovery historically, and that we shall 
thereby find that it coincides with the discovery of human 
•inwardness" as a special region of our life. In brief, I sball 
analyze the faculty of the will in terms of its history. 

I shall follow the experiences men have had with this 
paradoxical and self-contradictory faculty (every volit1oo, since 
it speaks to itself in imperatives, produces its own counter
volition), starting from the Apostle Paul's early discovery of the 
will's impotence-"I do not do what I want, but I do the very 
thing I hate"1&- and going on to examine the testimony left us 
by the Middle Ages, beginning with Augustine's insight that 
what are "at war" are not the spirit and the Resh but the mind, 
as will, with itself, man's "inmost self' with itself. I shall then 
proceed to the modern age, which, with the rise of the notion 
of progress, exchanged the old philosophical primacy of the 
present over the other tenses against the primacy of the future, 
a force that in Hegel's words "the Now cannot resist, • so that 
thinking is understood "as essentially the negation of some
thing being directly present• ("in der Tat 1st das Denken 
wesentUch die Negation eines unmittelbar Vorhandenen").•• 
Or In the words of Schelling: "In the final and highest instance 
there is no other Being than Will":W-an attitude that found 
its final climactic and self-defeating end in Nietzsche's "Will 
to Power.~ 

At the same time I shall follow a parallel development In 
the history of the Will according to which volition is the Inner 
capacity by which men decide about "whom" they are going 
to be, in what shape they wish to show themselves in the 
world of appearances. In other words, it is the will, whose sub
feet matter Is projects, not objects, which in a sense creates 
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the person that can he blamed or praised and anyhow held 
responsible not merely for its actions but for its whole "Being; 
its character. The Marxian and existentialist notions, which play 
such a great role in twentieth-century thought and pretend that 
man is his own producer and maker. rest on these experiences, 
even though it is clear that nobody has "made» himself or 
"produced» his existence; this, I th.ink, is the last of the meta
physical fallacies, corresponding to the modem age's emphasis 
on willing as a substitute for thinking. 

I shall conclude the second volume with an analysis of the 
faculty of judgment, and here the chief difflculty will be the 
curious scarcity of sources providing authoritative testimony. 
Not till Kant's Critique of Judgment did this faculty become 
a major topic of a major thinker. 

I shall show that my own main assumption In singling out 
judgment as a distinct capacity of our minds bas been that 
judgments are not arrived at by either deduction or induction; 
In short, they have nothing in common with logical opera
tions-as when we say: All men are mortal, Socrates Is a man, 
hence, Socrates is mortal. We shall be in search of the "silent 
sense." which-when it was dealt with at all- has always, even 
in Kant, been thought of as •taste" and therefore as belonging 
to the realm of aesthetics. In practical and moral matters it was 
called "conscience," and conscience did not judge; it told you, 
as the divine voice of either God or rea~m. what to do, what 
not to do, and what to repent of. Whatever the voice of con
science may be, it cannot be said to be "silent," and its validity 
depends entirely upon an authority that is above and beyond 
all merely human Jaws and rules. 

In Kant judgment emerges as "a peculiar talent which can 
be practised only and cannot be taught" Judgment deals with 
particulars, and when the thinking ego moving among generali
ties emerges from its withdrawal and returns to the world 
of particular appearances, it turns out that the mind needs a 
new "gift" to deal with them. • An obtuse or narrow-minded 
person," Kant believed, " .. . may indeed be trained through 
study, even to the extent of becoming learoed. But as such 
people are commonly still lacking in judgment, it is not un
usual to meet learned men who in the application of their 
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scientific knowledge betray that original want, which can never 
be made good."'1 In Kant, it is reason with its «regulative 
ideas" that comes to the help of judgment, but if the faculty 
is separate frcm other faculties of the mind, then we shall have 
to ascribe to it its own modus operandi, its own way of pro
ceeding. 

And this is of some relevance to a whole set of problems 
by which modem thought is haunted, especially to the prob
lem of theory and practice and to all attempts to arrive at a 
halfway plausible theory of ethics. Since Hegel and Marx, 
these questions have been treated in the perspective of History 
and on the assumption that there is such a thing as Progress 
of the human race. Finally we shall be left with the only 
alternative there is in these matters-we either can say with 
Hegel : Die \Veltgeschichte ist das Weltgericht, leaving the 
ultimate judgment to Sucoess, or we can maintain with Kant 
the autonomy of the minds of men and their possible inde
pendence of things as they are or as they have come into being. 

Here we shall have to concern ourselves, not for the first 
time, with the concept of history, hut we may be able to refiect 
on the oldest meaning of this word, which, like so many other 
terms in our political and philosophical language, is Greek in 
origin and derived from historein, to inquire in order to tell how 
it was- /egein ta eonta in Herodotus. But the origin of this verb 
Is again Homer (Iliad XVITI ) where the noun histcw (~stor
lan; as it were) occurs, and that Homeric historian is the 
fudge. If judgment is our faculty for dealing with the past, the 
historian is the inquiring man who by relating it sits in judg
ment over it. If that is so, we may reclaim our human dignity, 
win it back, as it were, from the pseudo-divinity named History 
of the modem age, without denying history's importance but 
denying its right to being the ultimate judge. Old Cato, with 
whom I started these reftections-«uever am I less alone than 
when I am by myself, never am I more active than when I do 
nothing" -has left us a curious phrase which aptly sums up the 
political principle implied in the enterprise of reclamation. He 
said: "VIctrix causa deis placuit, sed olcta Catonr ('"I'he vio
torious cause pleased the gods, but the defeated one pleases 
Catoj. 
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65. Op. cit., loc, cit. 
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66. Ibid. 
fn. Nolebooh 1914-1916, pp. 48, 48e. 
66. Politlcl, 1324al6. 
69. The Visible and the Invisible, p. 40. 
70. Plrilebus, 25-26. 
71. Ibid., 31a. 
72. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Sclentjfic Revolutlonl, 

Chicago, 1962, p. 163. 
73. Critique of Pure Reason, B3fn. 
74. De lnterpret4twne, 17a1-4. 
75. 980a22 If. 
76. Monodology, no. 33. 
77. Physics, 188b30. Thomas Aquinas echoes the Aristotelian 

phrase: "quasi ob ipsa verltate coactr (as though forced by 
truth itself), in his commentary on De Anima, I, 2, 43. 

78. The Dlctlonnairo de r AC<J<Umle wrote in the same vein: "La 
force de Ia oblu, pow dire le pouoolr que Ia obit~ a '"' 
r erpril c1u hommu. • 

79. W. H. Auden, "Talldng to Myself," CoUected Poet718, New 
York, 1976, p. 653. 

80. Philosophic der Wehgeschlchte, Lasson ed., Leipzig, 1920, 
pt. L pp. 61-62. 

81. Notes on metaphysics, Akademle Ausgabe, vol. XVIII, 4849. 
82. Critique of Pure Reason, A19, B33. 
83. The only Kant interpretation I know of which could be quoted 

in support of my own understanding of Kant's distinction 
between reason and intellect is Eric Weil's consummate anal
ysis of the Critique of Pure Reason, • Penser et Connaf"e, 
L4 Foi et Ia Chose-en-$01, • in Prob/emet Kantiens, 2nd ed., 
Paris, 1970. According to Weil, It is inevitable "cfaf!irmer 
qut1 Kant, qui denie a Ia ral.ron pure Ia pwaibUIU de connattre 
et de developper une science, lui reCOilMil, en reoonche, ceUe 
cfacq~r un savior qui, au lieu de connallre, pense" (p. 23). 
It must be admitted, however, that Well's conclusions remain 
closer to Kant's own understanding of himself. Weil is chiefly 
interested in the interconnection of Pure and Practical reason 
and hence states that "le fondement dernler de Ia philosophic 
kantienne .Wit ltre chercM dam .10 tMorle de rhomme, dent 
r anthropologle philosophique, non dom une 'tMorle de Ia 
COilrl<li$$ance' ..• • (p. 33), whereas my chief reservations 
about Kant's philosophy concern precisely his moral philos-
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ophy, that Is, the Critique of Practical Reo.ron, although I 
agree of cou.rse that those who read the Critique of Pure 
Reoson as a kind of epistemology seem to Ignore completely 
the concluding chapters of the book (p. 34). 

The four essays of W eil' s book, by far the most important 
items in the Ka~t ~terature of recent years, are all based on 
the simple but crucial insight that • L'opposition connattre 
• . . et penser . . . est fcmdamentole pour Ia compn!hen.rian 
de Ia pensee kont/Qnne" (p. 112, n. 2). 

84. Critique of Pure Reascm, A314. 
85. Ibid., B868. 
86. Ibid., Bxu. 
87. Ibid. 
88. Ibid., B697. 
89. Ibid., B699. 
90. Ibid., B702. 
91. Ibid., B698. 
92. Ibid., B714. 
93. Ibid., B826. 
94. Ibid., B108. 

Chapter II 

1. De Veritate, qu. XXII, art. 12. 
2. Critique of Pure lleoson, Bl71-B174. 
3. Critique of Judgment, trans. J. H . Bernard, New York, 1951, 

Introduction, IV. 
4. Science of Logic, Preface to the Second Edition. 
5. Philosophy of Right, Preface. 
6. Frag. 108. 
7. Thucydides, H, 43. 
8. Critique of Pure Reason, B400. 
9. Ibid., B275. 

10. See Ernst Stadter, Psychologie und Metaphysik der men
&Chlichen Freiheit, Munchen, Paderbom, Wien, 1971, p. 195. 

ll. Se6 the magnillcent description of such a dream of "complete 
loneliness" in Kant's Observations em the Feeling of the 
Beautiful and Sublime, trans. John T. Coldthwait, Berkeley, 
Los Angeles, 1960, pp. 48-49. 

12. Critique of Pure Reoson, Bl57. Cf. chap. I of the present vol
ume, pp. 43-45. 

13. Ibid., B158 n. 
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14. "Anthropologie,~ no. 28, Werke, vol. VI, p. 466. 
15. The Trinity, bk. XI, chap. 3. English translation: Father& of 

the Church series, Washington, D.C., 1963, vol. 45. 
16. Ibid. 
17. Ibid., chap. 8. 
18. Ibid., chap. 10. 
19. An Intro®ctWn to MetophyMu, trans. Ralph Manheim, New 

Haven, 1959, p. 12. 
20. "Discours aux Chirurgiens,~ in Varlete, Paris, 1957, vol. I, 

p. 916. 
21. Phaedo, 64. 
22. Dlogenes Laertius, VII, 2. 
23. Siimmtliche Werke, Leipzig, n.d., "Ueber den Tod, ~ vol. ll, 

p.l240. 
24. Phaedc, &Hl1. 
25. Cf. Valery, l>p. cit.,loc. cit. 
28. SeeN. A. Greenberg's analysis, "Socrates' Choice in the Crllo: 

in Harvard Studies In Cla&lical Philology, vol. 70, no. 1, 1965. 
27. Heraclitus, frags. 104, 29. 
28. Republic, 494a and 496d. 
29. Ibid., 496a If. Comford, The Republic of Plato, pp. 203-204.. 
30. Phllebw, 62b. 
31. L4w.r, 935: In disputes, "all are wont to indulge in ridicule 

of their opponent." It is impossible "to abuse without seeking 
to ridicule. • Hence, "every writer of comedy or Iambic or 
lyric song shall be strictly forbidden to ridicule any of the 
citizens . . . and If he disobeys he shaD be banished from 
the country.• For the passages in the RepubUc, however, in 
which the fear of ridJcule plays hardly any role, see 394 II. 
and 60611. 

32. The4eletw, 17 4K 
33. "Traume eines Ceistersebers," Werke, vol. I, p. 951. 
34. Phaedc, 64. 
35. Ibid., 66. 
36. Ibid., B.'S. 
37. Protreptilw1, 1143, ed. Ingemar Dilrlng. Franlcfurt, 1969. 
38. Ibid., BUO. 
39. R6J!Uhllc, 500c. 
40. Letter of March 1638, Ducortes: Oeutm!~ et Lettru, p. 780. 
41. Editor's note: we have been unable to 6nd this reference. 
42. Akademie Ausgabe, vol. xvm. 5019 and 5036. 

Copyrighted material 



225 

Notes to pages 88-100 

43. Plato, in the Phaedo, 84a, mentions Penelope's web but in the 
opposite sense. The "soul of the philosopher," set free from the 
bondage of pleasure and pain, will not act Penelope-lilce, 
undoing her own weaving. Once rid (through the logllmo1), 
of pleasure and pain that "nail" the soul to the body, the soul 
(Plato's thinking ego) changes its nature and no longer 
reasons ( loglusthal) but looks upon ( the<isthal) "the true and 
the divine" and abides there forever. 

44. "Ueber das Wesen der Philosophiscben Kritilc," Hegel Studien
awgabe, Franldurt. 1968, vol. I, p. 103. 

45. Phl/osophle der Weltge&ehichte, Lasson ed, Lelpzlg, 1917, pt. 
II, pp. 4-5. 

46. ReMon in History, trans. Robert S. Hartman, Indianapolis, 
New York, 1953, p. 89. 

47. Reason in History, p. 69. Author's translation. 
48. Preface to The Phenomenology of Mind. 
49. Politict, 1269a35, 1334a15; see bk. VII, chap. 15. 
50. Paul Weiss, "A Philosophical Definition of Leisure," in Leisure 

In America: Blessing or Curse, ed. ]. C. Charlesworth, Phila
delphia, 1964, p. 21. 

51. VIII, 8. I follow the translation given in Kirk and Raven, frag. 
278. 

52. Timaeus, 34b. 
53. "Der Streit der Fakultaten," pt. II, 6 and 7, Werke, vol. VI, 

pp. 357-362. 
54. "Ueber den Cemeinspruch," Werke, vol. VI, pp. 166-167. 
55. Hegel, Phi!Mophle der We/tge&ehichte, Introduction. 
56. Sophist, 254. 
57. Rept.blic, 517b, and Phaedrm, 247c. 
58. Sophist, 254a-b. 
69. See chap. I of the present volume, pp. 33-34. In the beginning 

of De lnterpretatlone, Aristotle refers to his De Anima, as 
having dealt with some of the same points, but nothing in De 
Anima seems to coJTeSpond to the points raised in De In
terpretatlone. If my 11!ading of the text is correct, Aristotle 
might have thought of the passage used by me in chap. I, that 
Is, De Anima, 403a5-l 0. 

60. De lnterpretmJone, 16a4-17a9. 
61. "ReBexlonen zur Anthropologie," no. 697, Akadcmie Ausgabe, 

vol. XV, p. 392. 
62. Mono/eglon. 
63. In what foDows here, I have relied closely on the first chapter, 
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on "Language and Scr:ipt." of Marcel Granet's great book lA 
Penste Chinoise, Paris, 1934. 1 used tbe new German edition, 
which bas been brought up to date by Manfred Porkert: DM 
chinesUche Denken- lnhalt, Form, Chorokter, Mi.inchen, 1971. 

64. Kant, Critique C1/ Pure Reason, BlSO. 
65. 8180-181. 
66. Tractatw, 4.016 ("Um tiM Wem~ des Sai'Ze$ zu oerstehen, 

denken llM an dU. HU!roglVPhenschrift, welche dJe Tat&tlchen, 
dJe 8le beschrelbt, abblldet. Und aus lhr wurde dJe Buchsta
bemohrlft, ohne da8 W esentllche der Abbildung zu oer
lieren"). 

67. A Defence C1/ Poetrv. 
68. Poetla, 1459a5. 
69. Ibid., 1457b171f. 
70. Critique of Judgment, no. 59. 
71. Ibid. 
72. Ibid. 
73. Prolegomena to Every Future Metaphysics, no. 58, trans. Carl 

J. Friedrich, Modem Library, New York, n.d. Kant himself 
had been aware of this peculiarity of philosophical language 
In tbe pre-et!tical time: "Our higher rational concepts • • . 
usually take on a physical garment In order to achieve clarity.ft 
'Traume eines Geistersehers, » p. 948. 

74. No. 59. It would be Interesting to examine Kant's notion of 
"analogy" from tbe early writing to tbe Opw Po.rtumum, for It 
Is striking how early it occurred to him that metaphorical 
thinldng-that is, thinking In analogies-could save speculative 
thought from its peculiar unrealness. Already In the Allgemeine 
Naturgeschichte und Theorle des Hlmmels, published In 1755, 
he writes witb respect to the "probability" of God's existence: 
"I am not so devoted to tbe consequences of my theory that 
1 should not be ready to acknowledge . . . Its being liD

demonstrable. Nevertheless, I expect . • • tbat such a chart of 
tbe infinite, comprehending as it does a subject which seems 

• . to be forever concealed from human understanding, 
will not on that GCCOUnt be at once regarded M a chimera, 
upeciol1y when recourse u hod to cmology.• (Italics added. 
English translation, by W. Hastie, quoted from Kant'a Co. 
mogonv, Glasgow, I900, pp. I4&-147. 

15. See Francis MacDonald Comford, Plato' 1 Theory of Knowl
edie, New York, 1957, p. 275. 
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76. The essay, '"I'he Chinese Written Character as a Medium for 
Poetry," edited by Ezra Pound, in Inatlgalion.f, Freeport, N.Y., 
1967, contains a curious plea for the C!Unese script: "Its 
etymology is constantly visible. • A phonetic word "does not 
bear its metaphor on its face. We forget that personality 
once meant, not the soul, but the soul's mask [through w!Ucb 
the soul sounded, as it were-per-sonare]. This Is the sort of 
thing one can not possibly forget in using the C!Unese symbol. 
. . . With us, the poet is the one for whom the accumulated 
treasures of the race-words are real and active" (p. 25). 

77. IX, 1-8. 
78. Marshall Cohen's unlortunately unpublished manuscript '"I'he 

Concept of Metaphor," wlticb I was kindly permitted to coo
suit, contains many examples, together with an excellent re
view of the literature on the subject. 

79. The Odyssey of Homer, blc. XIX, ll. 203-209, trans. Rich
mond Lattimore, New York, 1967, p. 287. 

80. "Das Homcrische Cleichnis und der Anlang der P!Uiosoprue; 
in Die Antlke, vol. XII, 1936. 

81. Oiels and ICranz, frag. B67. 
82. Aus der Erfahrung des Denkeru, Bern, 1947. 
83. Bruno Snell, "From Myth to Logic : The Role of the Com

parison," in The Discovery of the Mind, Harper Torcbboolcs, 
New York, Evanston, 1960, p. 201. 

84. Hans Jonas, The Phenomenon of Life, New Yorlc, 1966, p. 135. 
His study of "The Nobility of Sight" is of unique help in the 
clarillcation of the hlstory of West em thoughL 

85. Diels and Kranz, frag. lOla. 
86. Aristotle seems to have thought along these li.nes in one of hJs 

scientil!c treatises: "Of these faculties, for the mere necessities 
of life and ln Itself, sight ls the more Important. but £01' the 
mind [now] and indirectly [kata symbebekos] hearing is the 
more Important. • • . [It] makes the largest contribution to 
wisdom. For discourse, w!Uch is the cause of learning, is so 
because it is audible; but it is audible not in Itself but in
directly, because speech Is composed of words, and each 
word is a rational symboL Consequently, of those who have 
been deprived of one sense or the other from birth. the blind 
are more Intelligent than the deaf and the dwnb." The point 
of the matter Is that he seems never to have remembered this 
observation when he wrote philosophy. Aristotle, On s
and Sensible Obtect1, 437a4-17. 
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87. Op. cit., p. 152. 
88. See Hans Jonas, chap. 3, on Philo of Alexandria, especlally 

pp. 94-97, of Von~ Mythologie wr mvnUchen Phllo#ophle, 
COttingen, 1954, which Is the second part of Cnoris und 
rpiitantiker Geist, COttingen, 1934. 

89. The Phetwmenon of Life, pp. 136-147. Cf, Von ~ MythoJ. 
ogie, pp. 138-152. 

90. Bonn, 1960, pp. 200 f. 
91. The<letett~~, 155d. 
92. 982bl1-22. 
93. 983a14-20. 
94. See, for instance, Nicorrwcheon Etlric8, VI, 8, where the now 

is the mental perception ( authew) of the "unchangeable 
primary or limiting tenns" for which "there exists no logo/' 
(114~27). Cf. 1143b5. 

95. Seventh Letter, 34lb-343a, paraphrase. 
96. On July 2, 1885. 
97. No. 160. 
98. Nietzsche, PfuUingen, 1961, vol.ll, p. 484. 
99. Philosophical lnoe#igation8, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, New 

York, 1953, nos. 119, 19, 109. 
100. Phaedrw, 274e-277c. 
101. PhyBic!, 209bl5. 
102. 286a, b. 
103. 275d-277a. 
104. Phflebw, 38e-39b. 
105. Ibid., 39b-c. 
106. 342. 
107. Ibid., 344b. 
108. Ibid., 343b. 
109. Ibid., 341e. 
110. Critique of Pure Bea.ron, B33. For: "Nicht dadurch, don lch 

blos8 denke, erkenne ich lrgend eln Ob;ekt, .o~ nur 
d4durch, dau ieh e1ne gegebene Anschauung . • . bestlmme, 
kann ich irgend einefl Cegennand erkennen" ("I do not know 
an object merely in that I think, but ouly insofar as I determine 
a given intuition, can I !mow an object") (B406). 

111. I am quoting from an early lecture-course of Heldegger's on 
Plato's Sophl.n (1924-25) according to a literal transcript, 
pp. 8, and 155, 160. See also Comford's commentary on the 
Sophl.n In Plato'• TheOI'fl of Knowledge, p. 189 and n. 1, 
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where noein is sald to stand for the act oi •intuition ( nolda) 
which seu directly, without •. • dlscurrive reasonlni. • 

112. 38 c-e. 
113. P. SO of chap. I of the present volwne. 
114. Arist.otle, Metaphvricl, 1003 a 21. 
115. Ibid., 984 b 10. 
116. Thomas Aquinas, De Veritate, qu. I, art. 1. 
117. Critique of Pure Rearon, B82, BSS. 
118. Seln rmd Zeit, Tiiblngen, 1949, no. 44 (a), p. 217. 
119. See Aristotle, Pomrlor Analytic~, 100b5-17. 
120. An Imrocluction ta Aletaphf/SIU (1903), trans. T. E. Hulme, 

Indianapolis, New York, 1955, p. 45. 
121. Ibid. 
122. Critique of Pure Rearon, B84 and 8189-8191. 
123. An Introduction to Metophvricl, p. 45. 
124. ProtreptikOt, Dilring ed., B87. 
125. 1072b27. 
126. 1072821. 
127. This mistranslation mars W. D. Ross's Aristotle, Meridian 

Books, New York, 1959, but is mercifully absent from his 
translation of the Metaphvriclin Richard McKeon's The &lie 
W orks of A.riltotle. 

128. Philoloph11 of Hlst01J1, Introduction, p. 9. 
129. Hegel• Phllo.ophv of Right, trans. T. M. Knox, London, 

Oxford, New York, 1967, addition to para. 2, p. 225. 
130. Wegmarken, p. 19. 
131. Nlcomachean Ethier, 1175al2. 
132. TrtJCiolu8, 401. It seems to me obvious that Wlttgenstein's 

early language theory is solidly rooted in the old metaphysical 
axiom of truth as tu/equaffo rei et lnUllectw; tho trouble with 
this dellnition has always been that such an equation Is pos
sible only as intuition, namely, as an internal Image that copies 
the sensorially given visible object. -ne logical picture of a 
fact," which according to Wittgenstein Is a "thought" ( 1 am 
foUowlng Bertrand Russell's Introduction to the Tractolu8 in 
the bilingual edition, London, 1961, p. xiJ), is a co.ntradiction 
In terms unless one takes "picture" as a metaphorical eocpres
sion. There certainly exists a "relation which holds between 
language and the wodd," but whatever this relation may be, 
It Is oertainly not a "pictorial" one. If It were a pictorial rela
tion, every proposition; UD!ess It renden and repeats an 
accidental error in sensory perception (something looks lilce 
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a tree but turns out to be a man on closer inspection), would 
be true; however, I can malce a great many propositions about 
a "fact" that say something quite meaningful without being 
necessarily true: "the sun turns about the earth" or "in Sep
tember 1939 Poland invaded Germany" -the one being an 
error, the other being a lie. There are, on the other band, 
propositions that are inherently unacceptable, as for instance 
"the triAngle laughs, • cited In the tm:t, which is neither a true 
nor a false statement, but a meaningless one. The only internal 
linguistic criterion for propositions is sense or nonsense. 

In view of these rather obvious dilliculties and in view 
of the fact that Wittgensteln bJmself later rejected his "picture 
theory of propositions," it is rather interesting to find out 
bow it occurred to him in the first place. There are, I think, 
two versions of this. He bad been "reading a magazine in 
which there was a schematic picture depicting the poS$lble 
sequence of events in an autornobUe accident The picture 
there served as a ·proposition; that is, as a description of a 
possible state of aJlairs. It bad this function owing to a 
correspondence between the parts of the picture and things 
in reality. It now occurred to Wittgenstein that one might 
reverse the analogy and say that a proposition serves as a 
picture, by virtue of a simUar correspondence between U4 parts 
and the world. The way in which the parts of the proposition 
are combined-the structure of the proposition-depicts a 
possible combination of elements in reality." (See G. H. von 
Wright's "Biographical Sketch" in Norman Malcolm's Ludwig 
Wlttgensteln: A Memoir, London. 1958, pp. 7-8.) What 
seems decisive here Is that he did not talce off from reality b ut 
from a schematic reconstructi<m o.f some event which itself bad 
already been subjected to a process of thought, that is, be 
started from an illustration of a thought. In the Philosoplrictll 
Inoestlgatlcru ( 663), there is an observation that reads lilce a 
refutation of this theory: "If I say 'I meant him,' very lilcely 
a picture comes to my mind . . . but the picture is only lilce 
an illustration to a story. From It alone It would mostly be 
impossible to conclude anything at all; only when one lcnows 
the story does one lcnow the significance of the picture. • 

The second version of the origin of the "picture theory of 
propositions" Is to be found In the Tractatw itself ( 4.0311) 
and sounds even more plausible. Wittgenstein, who replaced 
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his earlier theory with the theory of language-games, seems 
to have been influenced by another game. frequently played 
in his time in society, the game of tableaux vivants: the rules 
demandeol that somebody had to guess what proposition was 
expressed by the tableau vivant enacted by a number of 
persons. •one name stands for one thing, another for another 
thing, and they are combined with one another. In this 
way the whole group-like a tableau vivant-presents a state 
of affairs"; it actually is supposed to spell out a certain 
proposition. 

I mention these things to indicate Wittgenstein's style of 
thinking. They may help explain "the puzzling thing about 
his later philosophy . . . that it is so piecemeal" and "has 
no master plan.• (See the excellent presentation of David 
Pears, Ludwig Wittgenstein, New York, 1970, pp. 4 f.) The 
Tractatus also starts from a haphazard observation, from 
which, however, its author was able to develop a consistent 
theory that saved him from further haphazard observations 
and enabled him to write a continuous work. In spite of its 
frequent abruptness, the Tractatus is entirely consistent The 
Philosophlcallnoeatlgatlons shows how this ceaselessly active 
mind actually functioned, if it was not, almost accidentally, 
guided by a single assumption, for instance, by the thesis 
that "there must . . . be something in common between the 
structure of the sentence and the structure of the fact. • 
(Russell, op. cit., p. x, rightly calls this "the most fundamental 
thesis of Mr Wittgenstein's theory.") The most conspicuous 
property of the Philosoplilcal Investigations is its breath
lessness: it is as though somebody had actualized the stop
and-think inherent in thought to the point where it halted 
the whole thinking process and Interrupted every thought· 
train by recoiling on itself. The English translation somehow 
mltlgates this by rendering the ever-repeated "Denk d&'" by a 
variety of words, such as "suppose," "imagine.• 

133. Philosophical Investigations, nos. 466-471. 

Chapter Ill 

1. Timlleus, 90c (seen. 35 below) . 
2. See the very instructive Theory and Practice, by Nicholas 

Lobkowicz, p. 7o. 
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3. Svmpoalum, 204a. 
4. Pindar, Nemea, 6; The Odes of Plndar, trans. Richmond Latti-

more, Chlcago, 1947, p. 111. 
5. I, 131. 
6. Sophist, 219b. 
7. Republic, 518c. 
8. The Dllcoursu, bk. II, Introduction. 
9. Bruno SneU, "Pindar's Hymn to Zeus," op. cit., pp. 77-79. 

10. Nemea, 4, l.rthmla, 4, both Lattimore trans. 
11. l.rthmla, 4, Lattimore trans. 
12. Thucydides, II, 41. 
13. Protreptikos, Dilring ed., B19 and BllO. Cf. Eudemian 

Eth~. 1216all. 
14. Protreplikos, DUring ed., B109. 
15. De Finibus Bonorum et Malorum, II, 13. 
16. Heraclitus, B29. 
17. Svmposlum, 20&. 
18. Ibid., 208d. 
19. Anaxlmander seems to have been the 6rst to equate the divine 

with the apeiron, the Non-Limited, whose nature it was to be 
forever-ageless, immortal, and imperishable. 

20. Frag. 8. 
21. Charles H. Kahn, in his fascinating study "The Creek Verb 'to 

be' and the Concept of Being," exam.ines "the pre-philosophical 
use of this verb whlch . . . serves to express t.he concept 
of Being in Creek" (p. 245). In Foundations of Langwge, 
vol. 2, 1966, p. 255. 

22. B30. 
23. Snell, op. cit., p. 40. 
24. Kahn, op. cit., p. 260. 
25. Frag. 3. 
26. Protreplikoa, DUring ed., BllO. 
27. Phllebus, 28c. 
28. Symposium, 212a. 
29. Nlcomachean Ethics, 1178b3, 1178b22, 1177b33 (the last 

from Martin Ostwald trans., Iodianapolis, New York, 1962). 
30. Timaew, 90d, a. 
31. Quoted from Jeremy Bernstein's "The Secrets of the Old 

On&-II," The New Yorker, March 17, 1973. 
32. Francis MacDonald Coroford, Plato and Parmenidea, New 

York, 1957, Introduction, p. 27. 
33. ProtreptiJcru, Diiring ed., B6S. 
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34. Comford, P/4to' 1 Theory of lCnowl.dge, p. 189. 
35. TIIIIGew, 90c. 
38. Plllkbeu, 59b, c. 
~. "Pbllosophle der Weltgerchlchte, • Htgel S~. 

voll, p. 291. 
38. lH Henan NllttmJ, blc. U, first lines; On 11M N011vr11 of t1te 

Ulllomf, trans. Ronald Latham, Penguin, H81'11100dsworth, 
1951, p. eo. 

39. I C1WO tho quotations from Herder and Goethe to tho lnterest
lnl study of navigation, shipwreck, and spectator u "es
lttentlal metaphors" in Hans Blumeobers, "Boobachtuogen an 
Metapbem," in .Atclllo fUr Begri61gucAiclafll, voL XV, Heft 2, 
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The second volume of The Life of the Mind will be devoted 
to the faculty of the Will and, by implication, to the problem 
of Freedom, which, as Bergson said, "has been to the modems 
what the paradoxes of the Eleatics were to the anci.ents. ~ The 
phenomena we have to deal with are overlaid to an extraordi
nary extent by a coat of argwnentative reasoning, by no means 
arbitrary and hence not to be neglected but which parts com
pany with the actual experiences of the willing ego in favor of 
doctrines and theories that are not necessarily interested in 
"saving the phenomena." 

One reason for these difficulties is very simple: the faculty 
of the Will was unlcnown to Greek antiquity and was dis
covered as a result of experiences about which we hear next to 
nothing before the first century of the Christian era. The prob
lem for later centuries was to reconcile this faculty with the 
main tenets of Greek philosophy: men of thought were no 
longer willing to abandon philosophy altogether and say, with 
Paul, "we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling-bloclc to Jews 
and folly to Gentiles," and let it go at that. This, as we shall 
see, only Paul himself was ever prepared to do. 

But the end of the Christian era by no means spells the end 
of these difficulties. The main strictly Christian difficulty, viz., 
bow to reconcile faith in an all-powerful and omniscient God 
with the claims of free will. survives in various ways deep into 
the modem age, where we often meet almost the same lcind of 
argwnentation as before. Either free will is found to clash with 
the Jaw of causality or, later, it can hardly be reconciled with 
the laws of History, whose meaningfulness depends on prog
ress or a necessary development of the World Spirit These 
difficulties even persist when all strictly traditional-meta
physical or theological-interests have withered away. John 
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Stuart Mill, for instance, sums up an oft-repeated argument 
when he says: "Our internal consciousness telb us that we 
have a power, which the whole outward experience of the 
human race tells us that we never use." Or, to use the most 
extreme example, Nietzsche calls "the entire doctrine of the 
Will the most fateful faZrificaticn in psychology hitherto . . • 
essentially invented for the sake of punishment.• 

The greatest difficulty faced by every discussion of the Will 
is the simple fact that there is no other capacity of the mind 
whose very existence has been so consistently doubted and 
refuted by so eminent a series of philosophers. The latest is 
Gilbert Ryle, to whom the Will is an "artificial concept" corre
sponding to nothing that has ever existed and creating useless 
riddles like so many of the metaphysical fallacies. Unaware, 
apparently, of his distinguished predecessors, be sets out to 
refute "the doctrine that there exists a Faculty ... of the 
'Will,' and, accordingly, that there occur processes, or opera
tions, corresponding to what it describes as volitions. • He is 
aware of "the fact that Plato and Aristotle never mentioned 
[volitions) in their frequent and elaborate discussions of the 
nature of the soul and the springs of conduct, • because they 
were still unacquainted with this "special hypothesis [of later 
times) the acceptance of which rests not on the discovery but 
on the postulation of [certain) ghostly thrusts. • 

It is in the nature of every critical examination of the fa<> 
ulty of the Will that it should be undertaken by "professional 
thinkers» (Kant's De11ker oon Gewerbe), and this gives rise to 
the suspicion that the denunciations of the Will as a mere 
illusion of consciousness and the refutations of its very exis
tence, which we 6nd supported by almost Identical arguments 
in philosophers of widely differing assumptions, mJght be due 
to a basic coniDct between the experiences of the thlnlcing ego 
and those of the willing ego. 

Although it is always the same mind that thinks and wilb, 
as It is the same self that unites body, soul, and mind, it Is by 
no means a matter of course that the thinking ego's evaluation 
can be trusted to remain unbiased and "objective" when it 
COllies to other mental activities. For the truth of the matter is 
that the notion of free will serves not only as a necessary 
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postulate of every ethics and every system of laws but is no 
less an "immediate datum of consciousness" (in the words of 
Bergson) than the 1-think In Kant or the cogito in Descartes, 
whose existence wiU hardly ever doubted by traditional phi
losophy. To anticipate: what aroused the philosophers' distrust 
of this faculty was its inevitable connection with Freedom: "'f 
I must necessarily will, why need I speak of will at all?' as 
Augustine put it The touchstone of a free act Is always our 
awareness that we could also have left undone what we actu
ally did-something not at all true of mere desire or of the 
appetites, where bodily needs, the necessities of the life proc
ess, or the sheer force of wanting something close at hand may 
override any considerations of either Will or Reason. Willing, 
it appears, has an infinitely greater freedom than thinking, 
which even in its freest, most speculative form cannot escape 
the law of non-contradiction. This undeniable fact hiU never 
been felt to be an unmixed blessing. By men of thought, more 
often than not, it has been felt to be a curse. 

In what follows, I shall take the internal evidence of an I· 
will as sufficient testimony to the reality of the phenomenon, 
and since I agree with Ryle-and many others-that this phe
nomenon and all the problems connected with it were un
known in Greek antiquity, I must accept what Ryle rejecb, 
namely, that this faculty WIU indeed "discovered" and can be 
dated. In brief, I shall analyze the Will in terms of its history, 
and this in itself has its dilllculties. 

Are not the human faculties, as distinct from the conditions 
and circumstances of human life, coeval with the appearance 
of man on earth? If this were not the case, how could we ever 
understand the literature and thoughts of bygone ages? To be 
sure, there is a "history of ideas, • and it would be rather easy 
to trace the idea of Freedom historically: how it changed from 
being a word indicating a political status-that of a free citizen 
and not a slave-and a physical fact-that of a healthy mao, 
whose body was not paralyzed but able to obey his mind-into 
a word indicating an inner disposition by virtue of which a 
man could feel free when he actually was a slave or unable to 
move his limbs. Ideas are mental artifacts, and their history 
presupposes the unchanging identity of man the artificer. We 

Copyrighted material 



6 

The Life of the Mind I Willing 

shall return to this problem later. In any event, the fact is that 
prior to the rise of Christianity we nowhere find any notion of 
a mental faculty corresponding to the "idea" of Freedom, as 
the faculty of the Intellect corresponds to truth and the faculty 
of Reason to things beyond human knowledge, or, as we said 
here, to Meaning. 

We shall begin our examination of the nature of the willing 
capability and its function in the life of the mind by investigat
ing the post-classical and pre-modem IJterature testifying to 
the mental experiences that caused its discovery as well as to 
those that the discovery itself caused-a IJterature covering 
the period from Paufs Letter to the Romans to Duns Sootua' 
questioning of Thomas Aquinas' position. But first I shall deal 
bri.elly with Aristotle, partly because of "the philosopher• 's de
cisive inlluence on medieval thought, and partly because hiJ 
notion of proalrem, in my opinlon a kind of forerunner of the 
Will, can serve as a paradigmatic example cif how certain 
problems of the soul were raised and answered before the 
discovery of the Will. 

However, this secti~mbracing chapters II and III-will 
be preceded by a rather lengthy preliminary consideration of 
the arguments and theories which, since the revival of philos
ophy in the seventeenth century, have overlaid but also rein
terpreted many of these authentic experiences. After an, it is 
with these theories, doctrines, and arguments in mind that we 
approach our subject. 

The final section will begin with an examination of Nietz.. 
sche's and Heidegget's •conversion" to the philosophy of 
antiquity as a consequence of their re-evaluation and repudia
tion of the willing faculty. We then shall ask ourselves whether 
men of action were not perhaps in a better position to come to 
terms with the problems of the Will than the men of thought 
dealt with in the first volume of this study. What will be at 
stalce here Is the Will as the spring of action, that is, as a 
•power of 8p011laneowly beginning a series of successive 
things or states" (Kant). No doubt every man, by virtue of hiJ 
birth, is a new beginning, and hiJ power o.f beginning may 
well correspond to this fact of the human condition. It is in 
IJne with these Augustinian reflections that the Will has some-
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times, and not only by Augustine, been considered to be the 
actualization of the principium indioiduatil}flis. The question 
is how this faculty of being able to bring about something new 
and hence to "change the world" can function in the world of 
appearances, namely, in an environment of factuality which is 
old by definition and which relentlessly transforms all the 
spontaneity of its newcomers into the "has been" of facts-fieri; 
factus rum. 
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1 Time and mental activities 

I concluded the first volume of The Life of the Mind with 
certain time speculations. This was an attempt to clarify a very 
old question, first raised by Plato but never answered by him: 
Where is the topos noetos, the region of the mind io which the 
philosopher dwells?• I reformulated it in the course of the 
ioquiry as: Where are we when we think? To what do we 
withdraw when we withdraw from the world of appearan~ 
stop all ordinary activities, and start what Parmenides, at the 
begioning of our philosophical tradition, had so emphatically 
wged on us: "Look at what, though absent [from the senses], 
is so reliably present to the miod.»• 

Framed io spatial terms, the question received a negative 
answer. Though known to us only io ioseparable union with a 
body that is at home in the world of appearances by virtue of 
having arrived one day and knowing that one day it will de
part, the iovisible thiokiog ego is, strictly speaking, Nowhere. 
It bas withdrawn from the world of appearances, lncludiog its 
own body, and therefore also from the self, of which it is no 
longer aware. This to the poiot that Plato can ironically call 
the philosopher a man in love with death, and Valery can say 
•ranttlt fe peme et tanttlt fe mis,n implyiog that the thiokiog 
ego loses all sense of reality and that the real, appeariog self 
does not think. From this it follows that our question-Where 
are we when we thiok?-was asked outside the thiokiog ex
perience, hence was ioappropriate. 

When we then decided to ioquire ioto the time experience 
of the thinking ego, we found our question no longer out of 
place. Memory, the mind's power of having present what is 
Irrevocably past and thus absent from the senses, bas always 
been the most plausible paradigmatic example of the miod' s 
p<>Wer to make iovisibles present. By virtue of this power, the 

1. Notet ""'on pqes 219-239. 
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mind seems to be even stronger than reality; it pits its strength 
against the inherent futility of everything that is subject to 
change; it collects and re-collects what otherwise would be 
doomed to ruin and oblivion. The time region in which this 
salvage takes place is the Present of the thinking ego, a kind of 
lasting "todayness" (hodiernus, "of this day," Augustine 
called God's eternity),• the "standing now" (nunc stans) of 
medieval meditation, an "enduring present" (Bergson's prC
Ient qui dure),• or "the gap between past and future," as we 
called it in explicating Kafka's time parable. But only if we 
accept the medieval interpretation of that time experience as 
an intimation of divine eternity are we forced to conclude that 
not just spatiality but also temporality is provisionally sus
pended in mental activities. Such an interpretation shrouds our 
whole mental Ufe in an aura of mysticism and strangely over
looks the very ordinariness of the experience itself. The con
stitution of an "enduring present" is "the habitual, normal, 
banal act of our intellect,"• performed in every kind of re
liection, whether its subject matter is ordinary day-to-day 
occurrences or whether the attention is focused on things for
ever invisible and outside the sphere of human power. The 
activity of the mind always creates for itself un present qui 
dure, a "gap between past and future." 

(Aristotle, it seems, was the first to mention this suspension 
of time's motion in an enduring present, and this, interestingly 
enough, in his discussion of pleasure, hedoM, in the tenth 
book of the Nicomachean Ethics. "Pleasure," he says, "is not in 
time. For what takes place in a Now is a whole" -there is no 
motion. And since according to him the activity of thinking, 
"marvelous in purity and certainty; was the "most pleasant" of 
all activities, clearly he was talking about the motionless 
Now,• the later nunc stans. For him, the most sober of the 
great thinkers, this seems to have been no less a moment of 
rapture than it was for the medieval mystics except, of course, 
that Aristotle would have been the last to indulge in hysterical 
extravagances.) 

I have said before that mental activities, and especially the 
activity of thinking, are always "out of order" when seen from 
the perspective of the unbroken continuity of our business in 
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the world of appearances. There the chain of "now{' rolls on 
relentlessly, so that the present is understood as precariously 
binding past and future together : the moment we try to pin it 
down, it is either a "no more" or a "not yet • From that per
spective, the enduring present looks like an extended "now"
a contradiction in terms-as though the thinking ego were 
capable of stretching the moment out and thus producing a 
kind of spatial habitat for itself. But this seeming spatiality of 
a temporal phenomenon is an error, caused by the metaphors 
we traditionally use in terminology dealing with the phenome
non of Time. As Bergson first discovered, they are all terms 
"borrowed from spatial language. 1£ we want to reflect on 
time, it is space that responds." Thus "duration is always ex
pressed as extension, "1 and the past is understood as some
thing lying behind us, the future as lying somewhere ahead of 
us. The reason for preferring the spatial metaphor is obvious: 
for our everyday business in the world, on which the thinking 
ego may reflect but in which it is not involved, we need time 
measurements, and we can measure time only by measuring 
spatial distances. E ven the common distinction between spa
tial juxtaposition and temporal succession presupposes an ex
tended space through which the succession must occur. · 

Such preliminary and by no means satisfactory considera
tions of the time concept seem to me necessary for our discus
sion of the willing ego because the Will, if it exists at all-and 
an uncomfortably large number of great philosophers who 
never doubted the existence of reason or mind held that the 
Will was nothing but an illusion-is as obviously our mental 
organ for the future as memory is our mental organ for the 
past. (The strange ambivalence of the English language, in 
which "will" as an auxiliary designates the future whereas the 
verb "to will" indicates volitions, properly speaking, testifies to 
our uncertainties in these matters.) ln our context, the basic 
trouble with the Will is that it deals not merely with things 
that are absent from the senses and need to be made present 
through the mind's power of re-presentation, but with things, 
visibles and invisibles, that have never existed at all 

The moment we tum our mind to the future, we are no 
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longer concerned with "objects'" but with projects, and it Is not 
decisiv6 whether they are formed spontaneously or as antici
pated reactions to future circumstances. And just as the past 
always presents itself to the mind In the guise of certainty, the 
future's main characteristic is its basic uncertainty, no matter 
how high a degree of probability prediction may attain. In 
other words, we are dealing with matters that never were, that 
are not yet, and that may well never be. Our Last Will and 
Testament, providing for the only future of whi.ch we can be 
reasonably certain, namely our own death, shows that the 
Will's need to will is no less strong than Reason's need to 
think; in both instances the mind transcends its own natural 
limitations, either by asking unanswerable questions or by pro
jecting itself into a future which, for the willing subject, will 
never be. 

Aristotle laid the foundations for philosophy's attitude 
toward the Will, and throughout the centuries their resiliency 
has withstood the most momentous tests and challenges. Ac
cording to Aristotle, 8 all matters that may be or may not be, 
that have happened but may not have happened, are by 
chance, kata symbebekos-or, in the Latin translation, acci
dental or contingent-as distinguished from what necessarily 
is as it is, what is and cannot not be. This second, which he 
called the "hypokeimenon," lies below what is added by 
chance, i.e .. , whatever does not belong to the very essence-as 
color is added to objects whose essence is independent of 
these "secondary qualities." Attributes that may or may not 
attach to what underlies them-their substratum or substance 
(the Latin translations of hypokelmenon)-are accidental. 

There can hardly be anything more contingent than willed 
acts, which-on the assumption of free will-could all be de
fined as acts about which I know that I could as well have left 
them undone. A will that is not free Is a contradiction in 
terms-unless one understands the faculty of volition as a 
mere auxiliary executive organ for whatever either desire or 
reason has proposed. In the framework of these categories, 
everything that happens in the realm of human affairs is acci
dental or contingent (prakton cfestl to endechomemm kal 
all<is echein," "what is brought into being by action Is that 
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which could also be otherwise .. ): Aristotle's very words al
ready indicate the realm's low ontological status-a status 
never seriously challenged till Hegel's discovery of Meaning 
and Necessity in History. 

Within the sphere of human activities, Aristotle admitted 
one important exception to this rule, namely, making or fabri
cation-polein, as distinct from praltein, acting or praxis. To 
use Aristotle's example, the craftsman who mak.es a "brazen 
sphere" joins together matter and form, brass and sphere, both 
of which existed before be began his work, and produces a 
new object to be added to a world consisting of man-made 
things and of things that have come into being independent of 
human doings. The human product, this "compound of matter 
and form" -for instance, a house made of wood according to a 
form pre-existing in the craftsman's mind (nous}- elearly was 
not made out of nothing, and so was understood by Aristotle to 
pre~xist "potentially" before it was actua!W!d by human 
hands. Th.is notion was derived from the mode of being pecu
liar to the nature of living things, where everything that ap
pears grows out of something that contains the finished prod
uct potentially, as the oak exists potentially in the acorn and 
the animal in the semen. 

The view that everything real must be preceded by a po
tentiality as one of its causes implicitly denies the future as an 
authentic tense: the future is nothing but a consequence of the 
past, and the difference between natural and man-made things 
is merely between those whose potentialities necessarily grow 
into actualiti.es and those that may or may not be actua!W!d. 
Under these circumstanoes, any notion of the Will as an organ 
for the future, as memory is an organ for the past, was entirely 
superlluous; Aristotle did not have to be aware of the Will's 
existenoe; the Greeks "do not even have a word for" what 
we consider to be "the mainspring of action." (Theleln means 
"to be ready, to be prepared fo.r something," boulesthoi is "to 
view something as [more] desirable, • and Aristotle's own 
newly coined word, which comes closer than these to our notion 
of some mental state that must preoede action, is priHiirem, 
the "choice" between two possibilities, or, rather, the prefer
ence that makes me choose one action instead of another.) 10 
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Authors well read in Greek literature have always been aware 
of this lacuna. Thus Gilson notices as a well-known fact "that 
Aristotle speaks neither of liberty nor of free will . • . the 
term itself is lacking;" and Hobbes Is already quite explicit 
on the point.12 It is still somewhat difficult to spot, because 
the Greek language of course knows the distinction between 
intentional and unintentional acts, between the voluntary 
(hek6n) and the involuntary (akOn), that is, legally speaking, 
between murder and manslaughter, and Aristotle is careful to 
point out that only voluntary acts are subject to blame and 
praise, u but what he understands by voluntary means no 
more than that the act was not haphazard but was performed 
by the agent in full possession of his physical and mental 
strength-"the source of motion was in the agent"H-and the 
distinction covers no more than injuries committed In igno
rance or as mishaps. An act In which I am under the threat of 
violence but am not physically coerced-as when I give my 
money, pulling it out with my own hands, to the man who 
threatens me with a gun-would have qualified as voluntary. 

It is of some Importance to note that this curious lacuna in 
Greek philosophy-"the fact that Plato and Aristotle never 
mentioned [volitions] in their frequent and elaborate discus
sions of the nature of the soul and the springs of oonduct"•• 
and that therefore it cannot be "seriously maintained that the 
problem of freedom ever became the subject of debate in the 
philosophy of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle""-is in perfect 
acoord with the time concept of antiquity, which identified 
temporality with the circular movements of the heavenly 
bodies and with the no less cyclical nature of life on earth: 
the ever-repeated change of day and night, summer and 
winter, the oonstant renewal of animal species through 
birth and death. When Aristotle holds that "coming-into-being 
necessarily Implies the pre-existence of something which is 
potentially but is not actually,"" he is applying the cyclical 
movement in which everything that is alive swings-where in
deed every end is a beginning and every beginning an end, so 
that "coming-to-be continues though things are constantly be
Ing destroyed"11-to the realm of human affairs, and this to the 
point that he can say that not only events hut even opinions 
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(dora!) "as they occur among men, revolve not only onoe or a 
few times but in6nitely often."•• Th.is strange view of human 
alfalrs was not peculiar to philosophic speculation. Tbucydi
des' claim to leave to posterity a klema es aei-a sempiter
nally useful paradigm of how to inquire into the future by 
virtue of a clear knowledge of the greatest event yet known in 
history-rested implicitly on the same conviction of a rewr
rent movement of human affairs. 

To us, who think in terms of a rectilinear time concept, with 
its emphasis on the uniqueness of the "historical moment,~ the 
Greek pre-philosophical praise of greatness and stress on the 
extraordinary, which, "whether for evil or for good" (Thu
cydides), beyond all moral considerations, deserves to be 
saved from oblivion, llrst by the bards and then by the his
torians, seems to be incompatible with their cyclical time 
concept. But until the philosophers discovered Being as ever
lasting, birthless as well as deathless, time and change in time 
constituted no problem. Homer's ·circling yeari" provided no 
more than the background against which the noteworthy story 
had appeared and was being told. Traces of this earlier non
speculative view can be found throughout Greek literature; 
thus Aristotle hlmself, in his discussion of eudaimcnla (in the 
Nlcomachean Ethics), is thinking in Homeric terms when he 
points to the ups and downs, the accidental circumstances 
(tychai) that "revolve many times in one person's lifetime," 
whereas his eudaimonia is more durable because it resides in 
certain activities (energeiai kat' areten) worth remembering 
because of their excellence and about which therefore "obliv
Ion does not grow" (genesthai).20 

No matter what historical origins and inlluences-Baby
lonian, Persian, Egyptian-we may be able to trace for the 
cyclical time concept, its emergence was logically almost in
evitable once the philosophers had discovered an everlasting 
Being. hirthless and deathless, within whose framework they 
then had to explain movement, change, the constant coming 
and going of living beings. Aristotle was quite explicit about 
the primacy of the assumption "that the whole heaven was not 
generated and cannot be destroyed, as some allege, but is 
single and forever, having no beginning and no end of its 
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whole existence, containing and embracing in itself infinite 
time .... ' -rhat everything returns" Is indeed, as Nietzsche ob
served, •tJJe closest [pos$ible] approximation of a world of 
Becoming to a world of Being."22 Hence it is not surprising 
that the Greeks had no notion of the faculty of the Will, our 
mental organ for a future that in principle is indetenninable 
and therefore a pos$ible harbinger of novelty. What is so very 
surprising is to find such a strong inclination to denounce the 
Will as an illusion or an entirely superHuous hypothesis after 
the Hebrew-Christian credo of a divine beginning-~In the 
beginning God created the heavens and the earth" -bad be
come a dogmatic assumption of philosophy. Especially as this 
new creed also stated that man was the only creature made in 
God's own image, hence endowed with a like faculty of be
ginning. Yet of all the Christian thinkers, only Augustine, it 
seems, drew the consequence: "(Initium) ut esset, CTeatw est 
homo" (!bat a beginning be made man was created").'" 

The reluctance to recognize the Will as a separate, autono
mous mental faculty finally ceded during the long centuries of 
Christian philosophy, which we shall be examining later in 
greater detail. Whatever its indebtedness to Greek philosophy 
and especially to Aristotle, it was bound to break with the 
cyclical time concept of antiquity and its notion of everlasting 
recurrence. The story that begins with Adam's expulsion £rom 
Paradise and ends with Christ's death and resurrection is a 
story of unique, unrepealable events: •Once Christ died for 
our sins; and rising from the dead, He dieth no more .... • The 
story's sequence presupposes a rectilinear time concept; it bas 
a definite beginning, a turning-point- the year One of our 
calendar""-and a dellnite end. And it was a story of supreme 
Importance to the Christian, although it hardly touched the 
course of ordinary secular events: empires could be expected 
to rise and fall as in the past. Moreover, since the Christian's 
after-life was decided while he was still a -pilgrim on earth," 
he himself had a future beyond the determined, necessary end 
of his life, and it was in close connection with the preparation 
for a future life that the Will and its necess?..ry Freedom in all 
their complexity were first discovered by Paul 
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Hence one of the difficulties of our topic is that the prob
lems we are dealing with have their "historical origin" in theol
ogy rather than in an unbroken tradition of philosophical 
thought 20 For whatever may be the merits of post-antique as
sumptions about the location of human freedom in the 1-will, 
it is certain that in the frame of pre-Christian thought free
dom was localized in the l-ean; freedom was an objective 
state of the body, not a datum of consciousness or of the mind. 
Freedom meant that one could do as one pleased, forced 
neither by the bidding of a master nor by some physical neces
sity that demanded laboring for wages in order to sustain the 
body nor by some somatic handicap such as ill health or the 
paralysis of one's members. According to Greek etymology, 
that is, according to Greek self-interpretation, the root of the 
word for freedom, eleutheria, is eleuthein hopiis ero, to go as I 
wish,27 and there is no doubt that the basic freedom was 
understood as freedom of movement. A person was free who 
could move as he wished; the l -a111, not the 1-will, was the 
criterion. 

2 The Will and the modem age 

In the centext of these preliminary censiderations, we may 
be permitted to skip the complexities of the medieval era and 
try to have a brief look at the next important tuming·point in 
our intellectual history, the rise of the modem age. Here we 
are entitled to expect an even stronger interest in a mental 
organ for the future than in the medieval period, because the 
modem age's main and entirely new concept, the notion of 
Progress as the ruling force in huma.n history, placed an un
precedented emphasis on the future. Yet medieval speculations 
on the subject still exerted a strong in8uence at least in the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries. And, so strong was the sus
picion of the willing faculty, so sharp the reluctance to grant 
human beings, unprotected by any divine Providence or guid· 
ance, absolute power over their own destinies and thus burden 
them with a fonnldable responsibility for things whose very 

Copyrighted material 



m 
Tlw Ufe of tlw Mifld I WllUng 

existence would depend exchmvely on themselves, so great, In 
Kant's words, was the embarrassment of "speculative reason in 
dealing with the question of the freedom of the will • . • 
[namely with] a power of 1pont1Jneowly beginning a series of 
successive things or states""-as distinguished from the faculty 
of choice between two or more given objects (the liberum 
llf'bltrium, strictly speaking)-tbat it was not till the last stage 
of the modem age that the Will began to be substituted for 
Reason as man's highest mental faculty. This coincided with 
the last era of authentic metaphysical thought; at the tum of 
the nineteenth century, still in the vein of the metaphysics that 
bad started with Pannenides' equation of Being and Thinking 
(to gllf' auto esti noefn te kal elnai), suddenly, right after Kant, 
it became fashionable to equate Willing and Being. 

Thus Schiller declared that "there is no other power in man 
but his Will," and Will as "the ground of reality has power 
over both, Reason and Sensuality," whose oppositio.n-the 
opposition of two necessities, Truth and Passion-provides for 
the origin of freedom.• Thus Schopenhauer decided that the 
Kantian thing-in-itseH, the Being behind the appearances, the 
world's "inmost nature," its "core, • of which "the objective 
world ••• [is] merely the outward side,• is Will, ao while 
Schelling on a much higher level of speculation apodictically 
stated: "In the final and highest instance there is no other 
Being than WiJ1."11 This development, however, reached its 
culmination In Hegel's philosophy of history (which for that 
reason I prefer to treat separately) and came to a surprisingly 
rapid end at the close of the same century. 

Nietzsche's philosophy, centered on the Will to Power, 
seems at first glance to constitute the climax of the Will's 
ascendancy In theoretical reflection. I think that this interpre
tation of Nietzsche is a misunderstanding caused partly by the 
rather unfortunate circumstances surrounding the first uncritl· 
cal editions of his posthumously published writings. We owe 
to Nietzsche a number of decisive insights into the nature of 
the willing faculty and the willing ego, to which we sball 
return later, but most of the passages about the Will in his 
work testi£y to an outspolcen hostility toward the "theory ~ 
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'freedom of the Will,' a hundred times refuted, [which] owes 
its permanence" precisely to its being "refutable": "Somebody 
always comes along who feels strong enough to refute it once 
more."~~ 

Nietzsche's own final refutation is contained in his "thought 
of Eternal Return, • the "basic concept of the Zarathustra," 
which expresses "the highest possible formula of aflirmatioo."" 
As such, it stands historically in the series of "theodicies," 
those strange justifications of God or of Being which, ever 
since the seventeenth century, philosophers felt were needed 
to reconcile man's mind to the world in which he was to spend 
his life. Tile "thought of Eternal Return" implies an uncondi
tional denial of the modem rectilinear time concept and its 
progressing course; it is nothing less than an explicit reversion 
to the cyclical time concept of antiquity. What makes it mod
em is the pathetic tone in which it is expressed, indicating the 
amount of willful intensity needed by modem man to regain 
the simple admiring and alllrming wonder, thaumauin, which 
once, for Plato, was the begiouing of philosophy. Modem phi
losophy, on the contrary, had originated in the Cartesian and 
Leibnizian doubt that Being-.. Why is there something and 
not, rather, nothing?" -could be justi6ed at all. Nietzsche 
speaks of Eternal Recurrence in the tone of a religious convert, 
and it was a conversion that brought him to it, though not a 
religious one. With this thought he tried to convert himself to 
the ancient concept of Being and deny the entire philosophical 
creed of the modem age, which he was the first to diagnose as 
the • Age of Suspicion.· Ascribing his thought to an "inspira
tion," he does not doubt tlw.t "one must go back thousands of 
years to find somebody who would have the right to tell [him], 
'this is also my experience.' .. , 

Although in the early decades of our century Nietzsche 
was read and misread by almost everybody in the European 
intellectual community, his infiuence on philosophy properly 
speaking was minimal; to this day, there are no Nietzscheans 
in the sense that there are still Kantians and Hegelians. His 
first recognition as· a philosopher came with the very inBuential 
rebellion of thinkers against academic philosophy that, unhap
pily, goes under the nam.e of "existentialism." No serious study 
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of Nietzsche's thought existed before Jaspers' and Heldegger's 
books about him; .. yet that does not mean that either Jaspers 
or Heidegger can be understood as a belated founder of a 
Nietzsche school. More important in the present contest, 
neither Jaspers nor Heidegger in his own philosophy put tbe 
Will at the center of the human faculties. 

For Jaspers, human freedom is guaranteed by our not hav
ing the truth; truth compels, and man can be free only because 
he does not know the answer to the ultimate questions: •1 
must will because I do not lcnow. The Being which is inacces
sible to knowledge can be revealed only to my volition. Not
knowing is the root of having to will...,, 

Heidegger in hls early work had shared the modem age's 
emphasis on the future as the decisive temporal entity-"the 
future is the primary phenomenon of an original and authentic 
temporality'" -and had introduced Sorge (a German word 
that appeared for the first time as a phUosophJcal term in 
Being and Time and that means "a caring for; as well as 
-worry about the future") as the key existential fact of human 
existence. Ten years later he broke with the whole modem 
age's philosophy (in the second volume of hJs book about 
Nietzsche), precisely because he had d.iscovered to what an 
extent the age itself, and not just its theoretical products, was 
based on the domination of the Will. He concluded his later 
philosophy with the seemingly paradoxical proposition of 
"willing not-to-will.--a1 

To be sure, in his early phJlosophy Heidegger did not share 
the modern age's belief in Progress, and his proposition "to 
will not-to-will" has nothing in common with Nietzsche's over
coming of the Will by restricting it to willing that whatever 
happens shall happen again and again. But Heidegger's 
famous Kehre, the turning-about of his late philosophy, never
theless somewhat resembles Nietzsche's conversion; in the first 
place, it was a lcind of conversion, and secondly, it had the 
identical consequence of leading him baclc to the earliest 
Greek thinkers. It is as though at the very end, the thlnkers of 
the modern age escaped into a "'and of thought" ( Kant)" 
where their own specifically modern preoccupations-with the 
future, with the Will as the mental organ for it, and with 
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freedom as a problem-had been non-existent, where, In other 
words, there was no notion of a mental faculty that might 
correspond to freedom as the faculty of thinking corresponded 
to truth. 

3 The main obfections to the Will 
in post-medieval philosophy 

The purpose of these preliminary remarks is to facilitate 
our approach to the complexities of the willing ego, and in our 
methodological concern we can hardly alford to overlook the 
simple fact that every philosophy of the Will is the product of 
the thinking rather than the willing ego. Though of course it is 
always the same mind that thinks and wills, we have seen that 
it cannot be taken for granted that the thinking ego's evalua
tion of the other mental activities will remain unbiased; and 
to find thinkers with widely different general philosophies 
raising identical arguments against the WiU Is bound to arouse 
our mistrust. I shall brieRy outline the main objections as we 
find them in post-medieval philosophy before I enter into a 
discussion of Hegel's position. 

There is, first, the ever-recurring disbelief In the very exis
tence of the faculty. The WiU is suspected of being a mere 
illusion, a phantasm of consciousness, a kind of delusion In
herent in consciousness' very structure. "A wooden top,8 In 
Hobbes's words, M ... lashed by the boys ... sometimes 
spinning, sometimes hitting men on the shin, if it were sensible 
of its own motion, would think it proceeded from its own wiU, 
unless it felt what lashed it. "38 And Splnoza thought along the 
same lines: a stone set in motion by some external force 
Mwould believe itself to be completely free and would think 
that it continued in motion solely because of its own wish," 
provided that it was "conscious of its own endeavor" and "ca
pable of thinldng."•o In other words, "men believe themselves to 
be free. simply because they are conscious of their actions, and 
unconscious of the causes whereby those actions are deter
mined." Thus men are subjectively free, objectively necessi-
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tated. Spinoza's correspondents raise the obvious objection: "U 
th.is were granted, all wickedness would be excusable,~ which 
disturbs Spinoza not in the least. He answers: ·wicked men 
are not less to be feared, and not less hannful, when they are 
wicked from necessity."<~ 

Hobbes and Spinoza admit the existence of the Will as a 
subjectively felt faculty and deny only its freedom: "I ac> 
knowledge this liberty, that I can do if I will; but to say I can 
will if I will, I take to be an absurd speech.n For "Uberty or 
Freedom, signilleth properly the absence of . . . exteroal im
pediments of motion. . . . But when the impediment of 
motion is in the constitution of the thing itself, we use not to 
say: it wants the Uberty, but the power to move; as when a 
stone lieth still or a man is fastened to his bed by sickness.• 
These reftections are entirely in accordance with the Greek 
position on the matter. What is no longer in line with classical 
philosophy is Hobbes's conclusion that "Liberty and necessity 
are consistent: as in the water, that hath not only liberty, but a 
necessity of descending by the channel; so likewise in the 
actions which men voluntarily do: which because they pro
ceed from their will, proceed from liberty; and yet, because 
every act of man's will . . . proceedeth from some cause and 
that from another cause, in a continual chain •.. proceed 
from necessity. So that to him that could see the connection of 
those causes, the necessity of all men's voluntary actions 
would appear manifest."U 

With both Hobbes and Spinoza the negation of the Will is 
firmly grounded in their respective philosophies. But we Bod 
virtually the same argument in Schopenhauer, whose general 
philosophy was very nearly the opposite and for whom con
sciousness or subjectivity was the very essence of Being: like 
Hobbes, he does not deny Will but denies that Will is free: 
there is an Ulusory feeling of freedom when I experience voli
tion; when I deliberate about what to do next, and, rejecting a 
number of possibilities, finally come to some deBnite decision, 
it is "with just as free a wlll ... as if water spoke to itself: 1 
can make high waves . . . I can rush down bill . . . I can 
plunge down foaming and gushing . . . I can rise freely as a 
stream of water into the air (. . . in the fountain) . . . but I 
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am doing none of these things now, and am voluntarily remain
ing quiet and clear water in the reflecting pond." .. This ldnd of 
argument is best summed up by John Stuart Mill in the passage 
already quoted: "Our internal consciousness tells us that we 
have a power, which the whole outward experience of the 
human race tells us that we never use~ (italics added)." 

What is so strildng in these objections raised against the 
very existence of the faculty is, first of all, that they are invari
ably raised in terms of the modem notion of consciousnes!>'-a 
notion just as unknown to ancient philosophy as the notion of 
the Will. The Greek synesi$-that I can share knowledge with 
myself (syniemi) about things to which no one else can testify 
-is the predecessor more of conscience than of conscious
ness,•• as is seen when Plato mentions how the memory of 
the bloody deed haunts the homicide.« 

Next, the same objections could easily be raised, but hardly 
ever were, against the existence of the faculty of thought. To 
be sure, Hobbes's reckoning with consequences, if that is to be 
understood as thinldng, is not open to such suspicions, but this 
power of figuring and calculating ahead coincides, rather, with 
the willing ego's deliberations about means to an end or with 
the capacity used in solving riddles and mathematical prob
lems. (Some such equation, clearly, is behind Ryle's refutation 
of "the doctrine that there exists a Faculty . , . of the 'Will' 
and, accordingly, that there occur processes, or operations, 
corresponding to what it describes as 'volitions.'~ In Ryle's own 
words: "No one ever says such things as that ... he per
formed five quick and easy volitions and two slow and difficult 
volitions between midday and lunch-time."" It cannot be 
seriously maintained that enduring thought-products, such as 
Kant's Critique of Pure Reason or Hegel's Phenomenology of 
Mind, could ever be understood in these terms.) The only 
philosophers I know of who dared doubt the existence of the 
faculty of thought were Nietzsche and Wittgenstein. The latter 
in his early thought-experiments held that the thinking ego 
(what he called the "vorstellendes Subjekt," deriving his 
terminology from Schopenhauer) could "in the last resort be 
mere superstition," probably an "empty delusion, but the will
ing subject exists." In justification of his thesis Wittgenstein 
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reiterates the arguments commonly raised In the seventeenth 
century against Splnoza's denial of the Will, to wit, "If the Will 
did not exist, neither would there be ... the bearer of eth
ics."48 As for Nietzsche, it must be said that he had his doubts 
about both willing and thinking. 

The disturbing fact that even the so-called voluntarists 
among the philosophers, those entirely convinced. like 
Hobbes, of the power of the will, could so easily glide to 
doubting its very existence may be somewhat clarified by ex
amining the second of our ever-recurring dilliculties. What 
aroused the philosophers' distrust was precisely the Inevitable 
connection with Freedom-to repeat, the notion of an unfree 
will is a contradiction in terms: "U I must necessarily will, why 
need I speak of will at all? • . . Our will would not be will 
unless it were In our power. Because it is in our power it is 
free.·•• To quote Descartes, whom one may count among the 
voluntarists: "No one, when he considers himself alone, fails to 
experience the fact that to will and to be free are the same 
thing ..... 

As I have said more than once, the touchstone of a free 
act-from the decision to get out of bed in the morning or take 
a walk in the afternoon to the highest resolutions by which we 
bind ourselves for the future-is always that we lmow that we 
could also have left undone what we actually did. Willing. It 
appears, is characterized by an inJlnltely greater freedom than 
thinking. and-again to repeat-this undeniable fact has never 
been felt to be an unmixed blessing. Thus we hear from Des
cartes: "I am conscious of a will so extended as to be subject 
to no limits. • . . It is free will alone .. . which I find to be 
so great in me that I can conceive no other idea to be more 
great; it is . • • this will that causes me to know that . • . I 
bear the image and similitude of Cod," and he immediately 
adds that this experience "consists solely in the fact that . . • 
we act in such a way that we are not in the least conscious that 
any outside force constrai.ns us [in) the power of choosing to 
do a thing or choosing not to do it.""' 

In so saying. he leaves the door wide open on the one 
hand to the doubts of his successors and on the other to the at
tempts of his contemporaries "to malce (God's] pre-ordinances 
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hannonlze with the freedom of our wilJ.""&2 Descartes himself, 
unwilling to become "involved in the great diJBculties [that 
would ensue] if we undertook to reconcile God's foresight and 
omnipotence with human freedom," explicitly appeals to the 
beneB.cial limitations of "our thought [which] Is finite" and 
therefore subject to certain rules, for Instance, the axiom of 
non-contradiction, and the compelling "necessities" of self
evident truth. n 

It is precisely the "lawless" freedom the will seems to en
joy that made even Kant occasionally talk of freedom as per
haps being no more than •a mere thought entity, a phantom of 
the brain.""' Others, like Schopenhauer, found it easier to 
reconcile Freedom and Necessity and thus escape the dilemma 
inherent in the simple fact that man is at the same ti.me a 
thinking and a willing being-a coincidence fraught with the 
most serious consequences-by simply declaring: "man does 
at all times only what he wills, and yet he does this necessarily. 
But this is due to the fact that he . . . Is what he wills. . .. 
Subjectively . . . everyone feels that he always does only 
what be wills. But this merely means that his activity is a pure 
expression of his very own being. Every natural being, even 
the lowest, would feel the same, if it could feel."•• 

Our third diJBculty is linked with that dilemma. In the eyes 
of philosophers who spoke in the name of the thinking ego, it 
bad always been the curse of contingency that condemned the 
realm of merely human affairs to a rather low status in the 
ontological hierarchy. But before the modern age, there had 
existed-not many but a few-well-trodden escape routes, at 
least for philosophers. In antiquity, there was the bios th.e6rtt!
kos: the thinker dwelt in the neighborhood of things necessary 
and everlasting, partaking in their Being to the extent that this 
is possible for mortals. In the era of Christian philosophy, there 
was the vita contemplativa of the monasteries and the univer
sities, but also the consoling thought of divine Providence, 
joined to the expectation of an after-life when what bad 
seemed contingent and meaningless In this world would be
come crystal clear, the soul seeing "face to face" instead of 
"though a glass, darkly; no longer knowing "in part" -for he 
shall "'mow even as also [he is] knowo." Without such hope 
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for a Hereafter, even Kant still deemed human life too miser• 
able, devoid of meaning, to be borne. 

It is obvious that the advancing secularization, or, rather, 
de-Christianization, of the modem world, coupled, as it was, 
with an entirely new emphasis on the future, on progress, and 
therefore on things neither necessary nor sempitemal, would 
expose men of thought to the contingency of all things human 
more radically and more mercilessly than ever before. What 
had been ever since the end of antiquity the "problem of 
freedom• was now incorporated, as it were, in the haphazard
ness of history, "full of sound and fury; "a tale told by an 
idiot . . . signifying nothing,• to which there corresponded 
the random character of personal decisions originating in a free 
will that was guided neither by reason nor by desire. And this 
old problem reappearing in the dress of the new age, the Age 
of Progress, which is reaching its end only now in our own 
time (as Progress rapidly nears the limits given by the human 
condition on earth), found its pseudo-solution in the nine
teenth-century philosophy of hi&tory, whose greatest repre
sentative worked out an ingenious theory of a hidden Reason 
and Meaning in the course of world events, directing men's 
wills in all their contingency toward an ultimate goal they 
never intended. Once this story is complete-and Hegel seems 
to have believed that the beginning of the end of the story was 
coeval with the French Revolution- the backward-directed 
glance of the philosopher, through the sheer effort of the think· 
ing ego, can internalize and recollect (er-innem) the meaning
fulness and necessity of the unfolding movement, so that again 
he can dwell with what is and cannot not-be. Finally, in other 
words, the process of thinking coincides once more with au
thentic Being: thought bas puriHed reality of the merely ac
cidental. 

4 The problem af the new 

II we reconsider the objections raised by philosophers 
against the Will-against the faculty's existence, against the 
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notion of human freedom implicit in it, and against the contih· 
gency adhering to free will, that is, to an act that by definition 
can also be left undone-it becomes obvious that they apply 
much less to what tradition knows as liberum arbitrium, the 
freedom of choice between two or more desirable objects or 
ways of conduct, than to the Will as an organ for the future 
and identical with the power of beginning something new. 
The liberum arbitrium decides between things equally pos
sible and given to us, as it were, in statu nascendi as mere 
potentialities, whereas a power to begin something really new 
could not very well be preceded by any potentiality, which 
then would figure as one of the causes of the accomplished 
act. 

I have previously mentioned Kant's embarrassment •in 
dealing with . . . a power of spontaneously beginning a series 
of successive things or states" -for instance, if •1 at this mo
ment arise from my chair . . : a new series . . . has its abso
lute beginning in this event, although [he adds] as regards 
time this event is only the continuation of a preceding series."'' 
What is so very troublesome is the notion of an absolute 
beginning, for "a series occurring in the world can have only a 
relatively first beginning. being always preceded by some 
other state of things; and this is, of course, also true for the 
person of the thinker inasmuch as I who think never cease to 
be an appearance among appearances, no matter how success
fully I may have withdrawn from them mentally. No doubt 
the very hypothesis of an absolute beginning goes back to the 
Biblical doctrine of Creation, as distinct from the Oriental 
theories of "emanation; according to which pre-existing forces 
developed and unfolded into a world. But this doctrine is a 
sullicient reason in our context only if one adds that God's 
creation is ex mhilo, and of such a creation the Hebrew Bible 
lcnows nothing; It is an addition of later speculations." 

These speculations arose when the Fathers of the Church 
had already begun to account for tbe Christian faith in terms 
of Creek philosophy, that is, when they were confronted with 
Being, for which the Hebrew language has no word. Logically 
spealdng. it seems rather obvious that an equation of the UDI· 
verse with Being ought to imply "nothingness'" as its opposite; 
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still, the transition from Nothing to Something Is loglcaDy so 
difficult that one may tentatively suspect that it W3ll the new 
willing ego which, regardless of doctrines and credos, found 
the idea of an absolute beginning appropriate to lu experience 
of fonning projects. For there Is something fundamentally 
wrong with Kant's example. Only if he, arisi.ng from his chair, 
has something in mind he wishes to do, does this "event" start 
a "new series"; if this is not the case, if he habitually gets up at 
this time or if he gets up in order to fetch something he needs 
for his present occupation, this event is itself "the continuation 
of a preceding series. • 

But Jet us suppose that this W3ll an oversight and that Kant 
had clearly in mind the "power of spo.ntaneously beginning'" 
and therefore was concerned about a possible reconciliation of 
a "new series of acts and states" with the time continuum that 
this "new series" interrupts: the traditional solution of the 
problem even at that date would still have been the Aristot&
lian distinction between potentiality and aetuality, as saving 
the unity of the time concept by assuming that the "new 
series" was potentially contained in the "preceding series. • But 
the lnsufBciency of the Aristotelian explanation is evident: Can 
anybody seriously maintain that the symphony produced by a 
composer was "possible before it was aetual'"P"-unless one 
means by "possible" no more than that it was clearly not im
possible, which of course is entirely different from its having 
existed in a state of potentiality, waiting for some musician 
who would take the trouble to make it actual. 

Yet, as Bergson very well kn.ew, there is another side to the 
matter. In the perspective of memory, that is, looked at retro
spectively, a freely perfonned act loses its air of contingency 
under the impact of now being an acoomplished fact, of hav
ing become part and parcel of the reality in which we live. The 
impact of reality is overwhelming to the point that we are 
unable to «thJnk it away"; the act appears to us now in the 
guise of necessity, a necessity that is by no means a mere 
delusion of consciousness or due only to our limited ability to 
imagine possible alternatives. This is most obvious in the 
realm of action, where no deed can be safely undone, but it is 
also true, though perhaps in a less compelling way, of the 
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countless new objects that human fabrication constantly adds 
to the world and its civilization, art objects as well as use 
objects; it Is almost as impossible to thinlc away the great art 
works of our cultural inheritance as to thinlc away the out
break of the two World Wars or any other events that have 
decided the very structure of our reality. In Bergson's own 
words: "By virtue of its sheer factuality, reality throws its 
shadow behind it into an infinitely distant past; thus it appears 
to have existed in the mode of potentiality in advance of its 
own actualization." ("Par le seul fait de s' accomplir, Ia realite 
projetfe derriere son ombre clans Is passe indefiniment lointain; 
elle paralt ainsl avoir prkctste, sow forme cis possib/s a sa 
propre realisation.") .. 

Seen in this perspective, which Is the perspective of the 
willing ego, it is not freedom but necessity that appears as a 
delusion of consciousness. Bergson's insight seems to me both 
elementary and highly slgniJlcant, but may there not be sig
nificance, too, in the fact that this observation, despite its 
simple plausibility, never played any role in the endless dis
cussions of necessity versus freedom? As far as I know, the 
point was made only once before Bergson. That was by Duns 
Scotus, the lonely defender of the primacy of the Will over the 
Intellect and-more than that-of the factor of contingency in 
everything that is. If there is such a thing as Christian philos
ophy, then Duns Scotus would have to be recognized not only 
as "the most important thinker of the Christian Middle Ages"H 
but perhaps also as the unique one who did not seek a com
promise between the Christian faith and Greek philosophy, 
and who dared, therefore, to make It a badge of true "Chris
tians [to say) that God acts contingently." "Those who deny 
that some being is contingent," said Scotus, "should be ex
posed to tonnents until they concede that it Is possible for them 
not to be tonnented. ••• 

Whether contingency, for classical philosophy the ultimate 
of meaninglessness, burst as a reality upon the early centuries 
of the common era because of Biblical doctrine-which "pitted 
contingency against necessity, particularity against universal
ity, will against intellect," thus securing "a place for the 'con-
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tingent' within philosophy against the latter's original bias"~~
or whether the shattering political experiences of these early 
centuries bad forced wide open the truisms and plausibilities 
of ancient thinking may be open to doubt. What is not open to 
doubt is that the original bias against contingency, particu
larity, and Will-and the predominance accorded to necessity, 
universality, and Intellect-survived the challenge deep into 
tbe modern age. Religious and medieval as well as secular 
and modern philosophy found many diHerent ways of assimi
lating the Will, the organ of freedom and the future, to the 
older order of things. For however we may look at these 
matters, factually Bergson is quite right when he asserts: 
"Most philosophers ... are unable . . . to conceive of radi
cal novelty and unpredictability. . . . Even those very few 
who believed in the Uberum arbitrlum have reduced it te a 
llmple 'choice' between two or several options, as though these 
options were 'possibilities' . .. and the Will was restricted to 
'realizing' one of them. Hence, they still admitted . . . that 
everything is given. They seem never to have bad the slightest 
notion of an entirely new activity. . . . And such an activity is 
after all free action. .... No doubt, even today if we listen to a 
dispute between two philosophers one of whom argues for de
terminism and the other for freedom, "it will always be the 
determinist who appears to be right. . . . [The audience I will 
always agree that he is simple, clear, and true.-

Theoretically, the trouble has always been that free will
whether understood as freedom of choice or as the freedom to 
start something unpredictably new-seems utterly incompat
ible, not just with divine Providence, but with the law of 
causality; the Will's freedom can be assumed on the strength, 
or, rather, the weakness, of interior experience, but it cannot 
be proved. The implausibility of the assumption or Postulate 
of Freedom is due to our outward experiences in the world of 
appearances, where as a matter of fact, Kant notwithstanding, 
we seldom start a new series. Even Bergson, whose whole 
philosophy rests on the conviction that •each of us has the 
immediate knowledge .. . of his free spontaneity,"'6 admits 
that "although we are free whenever we are willing to get back 
into ourselves, it seldom happens that we are willing.~ And 
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~Free acts are exceptional."" (Most of our acts are taken care 
of by habits, just as many of our everyday judgments are taken 
care of by prejudices.) 

The first to refuse consciously and deliberately to come to 
grips with the implausibility of free will was Descartes: "It 
would be absurd to doubt that of which we inwardly experi
ence and perceive as eltisting within ourselves, just because we 
do not comprehend a matter which from its nature we know 
to be incomprehensible."" For "these matters are such that 
anyone ought to experience them in himself rather than be 
convinced by ratiocination; hut you . . . appear not to pay 
heed to what the mind transacts within itself. Refuse then to 
be free, if freedom does not please you" (italics added ).•e To 
which one is tempted to reply that the Cartesian Cogito is cer
tainly nothing but a "transaction of the mind within itself," but 
it never occurred either to Descartes or to those who objected 
to his philosophy to speak of thinking or cogitare as something 
assumed without proof, a mere datum of consciousness. What, 
then, is it that gives the cogito me cogitare its ascendancy over 
the volo me velle-even in Descartes, who was a "voluntarist"? 
Could it be that professional thinkers, basing their specula
tions on the experience Cl/ the thinking ego, were less •pleased" 
with freedom than with necessity? This suspicion appears 
inevitable when we consider the strange assembly of theories 
on record, theories trying either to deny outright the experi
ence of freedom "within ourselves" or to weaken freedom by 
reconciling it with necessity by means of dialectical specula
tions that are entirely "speculative" in that they cannot appeal 
to any experience whatsoever. The suspicion is strengthened 
when one considers how closely all free-will theories are tied 
to the problem of evil. Thus Augustine begins his treatise De 
Ubero arbitrlo voluntatis (The Free Choice Clj the WiU) with 
the question: "Tell me, please, whether God is not the cause of 
evil?" It was a question first raised in all its complexity by Paul 
(in the Letter to the Romans) and then generalized into What 
is the cause of evil? with many variations concerning the exis
tence both of physical harm caused by destructive nature and 
of deliberate malice caused by men. 

The whole problem bas haunted philosophers, and their 
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attempts at solving it have never been very successful; as a 
rule their arguments evade the issue in its stark simplicity. Evil 
Is either denied true reality (it exists only as a deficient mode 
of the good) or is explained away as a kind of optical illusion 
. (the fault is with our limited intellect, which falls to lit some 
particular properly into the encompassing whole that would 
justify it), all this on the unargued assumption that •only the 
whole is actually rea1• ("nur dJJS Gonze hal eigentllche Wlrk
lichkeil"), in the words of Hegel Evi~ not unlike freedom, 
seems to belong to those "things about which the most learned 
and ingenious men can know almost nothing.•• 

5 The clash between thinking and willing: 
the tomdity of mental acHoities 

If one looks at this record with eyes unclouded by theories 
and traditions, religious or secular, it is certainly hard to 
escape the conclusion that philosophers seem genetically un
able to come to terms with certain phenomena of the mind 
and its position in the world, that we can no more trust men of 
thought to arrive at a fair estimate of the Will than we could 
trust them to arrive at a fair estimate of the body. But the 
philosophers' hostility to the body is well known and a matter 
of record ever since Plato at least. It is not motivated primarily 
by the unreliability of sense experienoe-for these errors can 
be corrected-or by the famous unruliness of the passions
for these can be tamed by reason-but by the simple and 
incorrigible nature of our bodily needs and wants. The body, 
as Plato rightly stresses, always "wants to be taken care or 
and even under the best of circumstances-health and leisure 
on one hand, a well-regulated commonwealth on the other-It 
will interrupt with its ever-recurring claims the activity of the 
th.inking ego; in terms of the Cave parable, it will compel the 
philosopher to return from the sky of Ideas to the Cave of 
human affairs. (It is usual to blame this hostility on the Chris
tian antagonism toward the flesh. Not only is the hostility 
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much older; one could even argue that one of the crucial 
Christian dogmas, the resurrection of the flesh, as distin
guished from older speculations about the immortality of the 
soul, stood in sharp contrast not only to common gnostic be
liefs but also to the common notions of classical philosophy.) 

The antagonism of the thinking ego toward the Will is of 
course of a very dill'erent kind The clash here is between two 
mental activities that seem unable to co-exist. When we form a 
volition, that is, when we focus our attention on some future 
project, we have no less withdrawn from the world of appear
ances than when we are following a train of thought. Thinking 
and willing are antagonists only insofar as they affect our psy
chic states; both, it is true, make present to our mind what is 
actually absent, but thinking draws into its enduring present 
what either is or at least bas been, whereas willing, stretching 
out into the future, moves in a region where no such certain
ties exist. Our psychic apparatus-the soul as distinguished 
from the mind-is equipped to deal with what comes toward 
it from this region of the unknown by means of expectation, 
whose chief modes are hope and fear. The two modes of feel
ing are intimately connected in that each of them is prone to 
veer to its seeming opposite, and because of the uncertainties 
of the region these shlftiogs are almost automatic. Every hope 
canies within Itself a fear, and every fear cures itself by turn
ing to the corresponding hope. It is because of their shifting, 
unstable, and disquieting nature that classical antiquity 
counted both among the evil gifts of Pandora's box. 

What the soul demands of the mind in this uncomfortable 
situation is not so much a prophetic gift that can foretell the 
future and thus confirm either hope or fear; far more soothing 
than the fraudulent games of the soothsayers-augurs, astral~ 
gists, and the like-is the no less fraudulent theory that claims 
to prove that whatever is or will be "was to bet in the felici
tous phrase of Gilbert Ryle.TO Fatalism, which indeed "no 
philosopher of the first or second ranlc has defended . . . or 
been at great pains to attack,~ bas nevertheless bad an astound
ingly successful career In popular thinking throughout the cen
turies; "we do all have our fatalist moments," as Ryle says,n 
and the reason is that no other theory can lull so effectively any 

Copyrighted material 



36 

The Ufe of the Mind I Willing 

urge to act, any impulse to make a proJect, In short, any form 
of the 1-will. These existential advantages of fatalism are 
clearly outlined In Cioero's treatise On Fa/6, still the classical 
argumentation of the case. For the proposition «Everything is 
foreordained, • he uses the following example: When you get 
sick, "it is foreordained that you will recover or not recover, 
whether you call a doctor or do not call a doctor,"" and of 
course whether you call in a doctor or not would also be fore
ordained. Hence the argument leads into "Infinite regress. "To 

Under the name of "idle argument," it is rejected because It 
would obviously "lead to the entire abolition of action from 
life." Its great attraction is that through it "the mind Is re
leased from all necessity of motion.''?< In our context, the 
Interest of the proposition lies In the fact that It succeeds in 
totally abolishing the future tense by assimilating It to the 
past. What will or may be ·was t.o be," for "everything that 
will be, if it wiU actually be, cannot be conceived not to be • 
("quicquid futurum est, id lntelllgl non polest, si futurum sit, 
non futurum esse"), as Leibniz put it.7• The formula's soothing 
quality is borrowed from what Hegel called "the quiet of the 
past" ("die Ruhe der Vergangenheit"),7• a quiet guaranteed 
by the fact that what is past cannot be undone and that the 
Will "cannot will hackwards."17 

It Is not the future as such but the future as the Will's 
pro;ect that negates the given. In Hegel and MIIIX, the power 
of negation, whose motor drives History forward, is derived 
from the Will's ability to actualize a project: the project ne
gates the now as well as the past and thus threatens the think· 
ing ego's enduring present. Inasmuch as the mind, withdrawn 
from the world of appearances, draws the absent-what is no 
more as well as what is not yet-into its own presence, It looks 
as though past and future could be united under a common 
denominator and thus be saved together from the flux of time. 
But the nunc staru, the gap between past and future where we 
localized the thinking ego, while it can absorb what is no more 
without any disturbance from the outside world, cannot react 
with the same equanimity to projects formed by the will for 
the future. Every volition, although a mental activity, relates 
to the world of appearances in which its project is to be real· 
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!zed; In ftagrant contrast to thinking, no willing is ever done 
for its own sake or finds its fulfillment In the act itself. Every 
volition not only concerns particulars but-and this Is of great 
importance-loolcs forward to its own end, when willing
something will have changed Into doing-it In other words, the 
normal mood of the willing ego is impatience, disquiet, and 
worry (Scwge), not merely because of the soul's reacting to the 
future in fear and hope, but also because the will's project pre
supposes an l-ean that is by no means guaranteed. The will's 
worrying disquiet can be stilled only by the 1-can-and-I-do, 
that is, by a cessation of its own activity and release of the 
mind from its dominance. 

In short, the will always wills to do scwnethlng and thus 
implicitly holds in contempt sheer thinking, whose whole 
activity depends on "doing nothing." We shall see when we 
examine the history of the Will that no theologian or philos
opher has ever praised the "sweetness" of the willing ego's 
experience, as philosophers were wont to praise that of the 
thinking ego. (There are two Important exceptions: Duns 
Scotus and Nietzsche, both of whom understood the Will as a 
kind of power-"ooluntas est potentia quia ipsa aliquid potest." 
That is, the willing ego is delighted with itself-"condelectarl 
liln~ -to the extent that the 1-will anticipates an I -can; the'I
will-and-1-can is the Will's delight.'8) 

In this respect-let me call it the "tonality" of mental activ
ities-the Will's ability to have present the not-yet is the very 
opposite of remembrance. Remembrance has a natural allinity 
to thought; all thoughts, as I have said, are after-thoughts. 
Thought-trains rise naturally, almost automatically, out of re
remembering, without any break. This is why anamnem, In 
Plato, could become such a plausible hypothesis for the human 
capacity for learning, and why Augustine could so very plaus
ibly equate mind and memoria. Remembrance may aHect the 
soul with longing for the past, but this nostalgia, while it may 
hold grief and sorrow, does not upset the mind's equanimity, 
because it concerns things which are beyond our power to 
change. On the contrary, the willing ego, looking forward and 
not backward, deals with things which are in our power but 
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whose accomplishment is by no means certain. The resulting 
tension, unlilce the rather sti.mu.lating excitement that may ac
company problem-solving activities, causes a kind of disquiet 
In the soul easUy bordering on tunnoil, a mixture of fear and 
hope that becomes unbearable when it is discovered that, In 
Augustine's formula, to will and to be able to perform, velle 
and posse, are not the same. The tension can be overcome only 
by doing, that is, by giving up the mental activity altogether; a 
switch from willing to thinking produces no more than a 
temporary paralysis of the wUl, just as a switch from thinking 
to willing Is felt by the thinking ego to be a temporary paraly· 
sis of the thinking activity. 

Speaking In terms of tonality- that Is, In terms of the way 
the mind aHects the soul and produces its moods, regardless of 
outside events, thus creating a kind of life of the mind-the 
predominant mood of the thinking ego is lef"mlity, the mere 
enjoyment of an activity that never has to overcome the resi~ 
tance of matter. To the extent that this activity is closely con
nected with remembrance, its mood Inclines to melancholy
according to Kant and Aristotle, the mood characteristic of the 
philosopher. The predominant mood of the Will is tenseneu, 
which brings ruin to the "mind's tranquillity,~ Leibniz's "anlml 
tranquillitas," which, according to him, all "serious philos
ophers" Insist on'e and which he himself found In thought· 
tralns proving that this is the UOOst of all possible worlds: 
ln th.is perspective, the only task left for the Will is indeed to 
~will not to will," since every willed act can only interfere with 
the "universal harmony" of the world, in which "everything 
that is, looked at from the viewpoint of the Whole, is the 
best"80 

Thus Leibniz, with admirable consistency, Bnds that the 
sin of Judas lies not In his betrayal of Jesus but in his 
suicide: In condemning himself, he implicitly condemned the 
whole of God's creation; by hating himself, he hated the Cre
ator.s1 We find the same thought In its most radical version In 
one of Master Eckhart's condemned sentences: "Should a man 
have committed a thousand mortal sins, were he rightly ~ 
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posed he ought not to will not to have committed th.em· 
("Wenn (emand tausend Todsiinden begangen hiitte, dilrfte 
er, ware es recht um ihn bestellt, nlcht woUen, 8le nlcht be
gangen zu haben/." We may be permitted to conjecture that 
this startling rejection of repentance on the part of two Chris
tian thinkers in Eckhart was motivated by a superabundance of 
faith, which demanded, Jesus-like, that the sinner forgive him
self as he was asked to forgive others, ·seven times a day," be
cause the alternative would be to declare that it would have 
been better-not only for him but also for the whole of Creation 
-never to be born ("that a millstone were hanged about his 
neck, and he cast into the sea"), whereas in Leibniz we may 
see it as an ultimate victory of the thinking ego over the will
ing ego, because of the latter's futile attempt at willing back
ward which, if successful, could only end in the annihilation of 
everything that is. 

6 Hegefs solution: the philosophy of History 

No philosopher has described the willing ego in its clash 
with the thinking ego with greater sympathy, insight, and con
sequence for the history of thought than Hegel This is a 
somewhat complex business, not only because of Hegel's eso
teric and highly idiosyncratic tCIUlinology, but also because he 
treats the whole problem in the course of his time speculations 
and not in the rather meager though by no means insignilicant 
passages- in the Phenomenology of Mind, the Philosophy 
of Right, the Encyclopedia, and the Philosophy of History
that deal directly with the Will. These passages have been 
assembled and interpreted by Alexandre Koyre in a little
known and very important essay (published in 1934 under the 
misleading title Hegel a Iena),so devoted to Hegel's crucial 
texts on Time-from the early ]enenser Logik and the Jenen
ler Realphilosophie to the Phenomenology, the Encyclopedia, 
and the various manuscripts belonging to the Philosophy of 
History. Koyre's translation and commentaries became ~the 
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souroe and basis" of Alexandre Kojeve's highly inBuential 
interpretation of the Phenorrnmology.s. In the following I 
shall closely follow Koyre's argumentation. 

His central thesis is that Hegel's "greatest originality" re
sides in his "insistence on the future, the primacy ascribed to 
the future over the past. •s. We would not llnd this surprising 
if it were not said about Hegel. Why should not a nineteenth
century thinker, sharing the confidence in Progress of his 
predecessors of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and 
of his contemporaries, too, draw the proper inference and 
ascribe to the future primacy over the past? After all, Hegel 
himself said that "everyone is the son of his own time, and 
therefore philosophy is its time comprehended in thought. w 

But he also said in the same context that "to understand what 
exists is t.he task of philosophy, for what exists is reason," or 
"what is thought is, and what is exists only insofar as it is 
though~ ("Was gedacht l.!t, ist; und was 1st, ist nur, insofem es 
Gedanke ist")." And it is on this premise that Hegel's most 
important and most inlluential contribution to philosophy is 
based. For Hegel is, above all, the S.rst thinker to conceive of a 
philosophy of history, that is, of the past: re-collected by the 
backward-directed glance of the thinking and remembering 
ego, it is "internalized" (er-innert), becomes part and parcel of 
the mind through "the effort of the concep~ rdie A.nstren
gung des Begriffs"), and in this internalizing way achieves the 
"reconciliation" of Mind and World. Was there ever a greater 
triumph of the thinking ego than is represented in this sce
nario? In its withdrawal from the world of appearances, the 
thinking ego no longer has to pay the price of "absent
mindedness" and alienation from the world. According to 
Hegel, the mind, by sheer force of reflection, can assimilate to 
itself-suck into itself, as it were-not, to be sure, all the ap
pearances but whatever has been meaningful in them, leaving 
aside everything not assimilable as irrelevant accident, without 
consequence for either the course of History or the train of 
discursive thought. 

The primacy of the past, however- as Koyre discovered
disappears entirely when Hegel comes to discuss Time, for 
hUn, above all, "human time"87 whose flux man Brst, as it 
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were, unthinkingly experiences as sheer motion, until he hap
pens to reflect on the meaning of outside events. It then turns 
out that the mind's attention is primarily directed toward the 
future, namely, toward the time that is in the process of com
ing toward us (indicated, as I have said, in the German Zu
kunft, from zu kommen, lilce the French avenlr from d venlr), 
and this anticipated future negates the mind's "enduring pres
ent; which it transforms into an anticipated "no-more." In this 
context, "the dominant dimension of time is the future, which 
takes priority over the past." '"Time llods its truth in the 
future since it is the future that will finish and accomplish Be
ing. But Being, finished and accomplished, belongs as such to 
the Past."M This reversal of the ordinary time sequence-past
present-future-is caused by man's denying his present: he 
"says no to his Now and thus creates his own future.a• Hegel 
himself does not mention the Will in this context, nor does 
Koyre, but it seems obvious that the faculty behind the Mind's 
negation is not thinking but willing, and that Hegel's descrip
tion of experienced human time relates to the time sequence 
appropriate to the willing ego. 

It is appropriate because the willing ego when it forms its 
projects does indeed live for the future. In Hegel's famous 
words, the reason "the present [the Now] cannot resist the 
future" is by no means the inexorability with which every 
today is followed by a tomorrow (for this tomorrow, if not 
projected and mastered by the Will, could just as well be a 
mere repetition of what went before-as indeed it frequently 
is}; the today in its very essence is threatened only by the 
mind's interference, which negates it and, by virtue of the 
Will. summons up the absent not-yet, mentally canceling the 
present, or, rather, looking upon the present as that ephemeral 
time span whose essence is not to be: "The Now is empty ... 
it fulfills itself in the future. The future is its reality . ...., From 
the perspective of the willing ego, "the future is directly within 
the present, for it is contained as its negative fact. The Now is 
just as much the being that disappears as it is also the non
being [that] . . . is converted into Being.',., 

To the extent that the self identifies itself with the willing 
ego-and we shall see that this identillcation is proposed by 
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some of the voluntaruts who derive the priMiplum lndioldua
CfooLt from the wi.lling faculty-it exists "in a continual trans
formation of [its own] future into a Now, and it ceases to be 
the day when there is no future left, when there is nothing still 
outstanding [le four Ot) a n'y a plus claoonir, Ot) rlen n'ellf plu.t 
d venlr] , when everything bas arrived and when everything is 
'acoomplisbed.'"" Seen from the perspective of the Will, old 
age consists in the shrinkage of the future dimension, and 
man's death signifies less his disappearance from the world of 
appearances than his final loss of a future. This loss, however, 
coincides with the ultimate acoomplishment of the individual's 
IJ£e, which at its end, having escaped the incessant change of 
time and the uncertainty of its own future, opens Itself to the 
•tranquillity of the past" and thereby to inspection, reSection, 
and the backward glance of the thinking ego in its search for 
meaning. Hence, from the viewpoint of the thinking ego, old 
age, in Heidegger' s words, is the time of meditation or, In the 
words of Sophocles, it is the time of •peace and freedom"H
release from bondage, not only to the passions of the body, 
but to the all-consuming passion the mind lnllicts on the soul, 
the p assion of the will called •ambition. • 

In other words, the past begins with disappearance of the 
future, and, in that tranquillity, the thinking ego asserts itself. 
But this happens only when everything has reached its end, 
when Becoming, in whose process Being unfolds and de
velops, has been arrested. For • restlessness is the ground of 
Being-; .. it Is the price paid for Life, as death, or, rather, the 
anticipation of death, is the price paid for tranquillity. And the 
restlessness of the living does not come from contemplating 
either the cosmos or history; it is not the effect of external 
motion-the incessant movement of natural things or the in
cessant ups and downs of human destinles; It is locallzed in 
and engendered by the mind of man. What in later existential 
thought became the notion of the auto-production of man's 
mind we find in Hegel as the ·auto-constitution of Time·:•• 
man is not just temporal; he Is Time. 

Without him there might be movement and motion, but 
there would not be Time. Nor could there be, if man's mind 
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were equipped only for thinking, for reflecting on the given, 
on what is as it is and could not be otherwise; in that case man 
would live mentally in an everlasting present. He would be 
unable to realize that be himself once was not and that one 
day he will be no more, that is, he would be unable to under
stand what it means for him to exist. ( It Is because of Hegel's 
view that the human mind produces time that his other, more 
obvious, identi1ication of logic and history comes about, and 
this identi1ication is indeed, as Uon Brunschvicg pointed out 
long ago, "one of the essential pillars of his system."") 

But in Hegel the mind produces time only by virtue of the 
will, its organ for the future, and the future in this perspective 
is also the source of the past, insofar as that is mentally 
engendered by the mind's anticipation of a second future, 
when the immediate 1-shall-be will have become an 1-shall
have-been. In this schema, the past is produced by the future, 
and thinking, which contemplates the past, is the result of the 
Will. For the will, in the last resort, anticipates the ultimate 
frustration of the will's projects, which is death; they too, one 
day, will have been. (It may be interesting to note that Heideg
ger, too, says "Die Gewesenheit entspringt in gewlsser Weise 
der Zukunft" - the past, the "having-been," has its origin in a 
certain sense In the future. 07) 

In Hegel, man Is not distingtlished from other animal 
species by being an animal rationale but by being the only 
living creature that knows about his owo death. It Is at this 
ultimate point of the .,.iJJing ego's anticipation that the think
ing ego constitutes itself. In the anticipation of death, the 
will's projects take on the appearance of an anticipated past 
and as such can become the object of reJiection; and It is in 
this sense that Hegel ma.intains that only the mind that "does 
not Ignore death" enables man to "dominate death, • to "en
dure It and to maintain Itself within lt."98 To put it in Koyre's 
words: at the moment in which the mind confronts its owo 
end "the incessant motion of the temporal dialectics is ar
rested and time has 'fulfllled' itself; this 'fulfllled' time falls 
naturally and in its entirety into the past, • which means that 
the "future bas lost its power over it" and It bas become ready 
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for the enduring present of the thinking ego. Thus it turns out 
that "the [future's) true Being is to be the Now."" But In Hegel 
this nunc staru is no longer temporal; it is a "nunc aeterrUU~tU; 
as eternity for Hegel is also the quintessential nature of Time, 
the Platonic "image of eternity," seen as the "eternal movement 
of the mind."•oo Time itself is eternal in "the union of Present, 
Future and Past. "101 

To oversimplify: That there exists such a thing as the Life 
of the mind is due to the mind's organ for the future and its 
resulting "restlessness"; that there exists such a thing as the life 
of the M lnd is due to death, which, foreseen as an absolute 
end, halts the will and transforms the future into an antici
pated past, the will's projects into objects of thought, and the 
soul's expectation into an anticipated remembrance. Thus 
summarized and oversimplified, the doctrine of Hegel sounds 
so modem, the primacy of the future In its time speculations 
so well attuned to his century's dogmatic faith In Progress, 
and its shift from thinking to willing and back again to th.ink
ing so Ingenious a solution of the modem philosopher's 
problem of how to come to terms with the tradition in a mode 
acceptable to the modem age, that one is inclined to dismiss 
the Hegelian construct as an authentic contribution to the 
problems of the willing ego. Yet in his time speculations 
Hegel bas a strange predecessor to whom nothing could have 
been more alien than the notion of Progress nor anything of 
less Interest than discovering a law that ruled over historical 
events. 

That is Plotinus. He, too, holds that the human mind, 
man's "soul" (psycht), is the originator of time. Time is gener
ated by the soul's "over-active" nature (polypragmOn, a term 
suggesting busybodiness); longing for its own future immor
tality, it "seeks for more than its present stage" and thus al
ways "moves on to a 'next' and an 'after' and to what Is not the 
same but is something else and then else again. So moving, we 
made a long stretch of our journey [toward our future eter
nity) and constructed time, the image of eternity." Thus, 
"time is the life of the soul"; since "the spreading out of life 
involves time, • the soul "produoes the succession [of time] 
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along with its activity" in the form of "discursive thought," 
whose discursiveness corresponds to the "soul's movement of 
passing from one way of being to another"; hence time is "not 
an accompaniment of Soul . . . but something which . . . is 
in it and with it."102 In other words, for Plotinus as for Hegel, 
time is generated by the mind's innate restlessness, its stretch
ing out to the future, its projects, and its negation of "t.b.e 
present state." And in both cases the true fulfillment of time is 
eternity, or, in secular terms, existentially speaking, the mind's 
switch from willing to thinking. 

However that may be, there are many passages in Hegel 
that indicate that his philosophy is less inspired by the works 
of his predecessors, less a reaction to their opinions, less an 
attempt to "solve" problems of metaphysics, less bookish, in 
brief, than the systems of almost all post-ancient philosophers, 
not only those who came before him but those who came after, 
too. ln recent times this peculiarity has been often recog
nized.•o3 It was Hegel who, by constructing a sequential his
tory of philosophy that corresponded to factual, political 
history-something quite unknown before him-actually 
broke with the tradition, because he was the first great thinker 
to take history seriously, that is, as yielding truth. 

The realm of human affairs, in which everything that is has 
been brought Into being by man or men, had never been so 
looked on by a phUosopher. And the change was due to an 
event-the French Revolution. "The revolution," Hegel admits, 
"'may have got its first impulse from philosophy," but its "world· 
historical significance" consists in that, for the first time, man 
dared to turn himself upside down, "to stand on his head and on 
thought, and to build reality according to it." "Never since the 
sun bad stood in the firmament and the planets revolved 
around him bad it been perceived that man's existence centers 
in his head, that is, in thought. . . . This was a glorious men
tal dawn. All thinking beings shared in the jubilation of this 
epoch . . . a spiritual enthusiasm thrilled through the world, 
as if the reconciliation between the Divine and the Secular was 
now first accomplished. "104 What the event had shown 
amounted to a new dignity of man; "making public the ideas 
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of how something ought to be [will cause] the lethargy of 
smugly sedate people [die gesetzten Leute], who always ac
cept everything as it Is, to disappear."•o• 

Hegel never forgot that early experience. As late as 
1829/30, he told his students: "In such times of political tum
about philosophy finds its place; this is when thought precedes 
and shapes reality. For when one form of the Spirit no longer 
gives satisfaction, philosophy sharply takes note of it in order 
to understand the dissatisfaction."•~ In short, be almost ex
plicitly contradicted his famous statement about the owl of 
Minerva In the Preface to the Philosophy of Right. The "glori
ous mental dawn" of his youth inspired and informed all of his 
writing up to the end. In the French Revolution, principles 
and thoughts had been realized; a reconcilialicn had occurred 
between the "Divine," with which man spends his time while 
thinking. and the "secular," the affairs of men. 

This reconciliation is at th.e center of the whole Hegelian 
system. If it was possible to understand World History-and 
not just the histories of particular epochs and nations-as a 
single succession of events whose eventual outcome would be 
the moment when the "Spiritual Kingdom . . . manifests 
itself in outward existence," becomes "embodied" in "secular 
life, "10T then the course of history would no longer be hap
hazard and the realm of human affairs no longer devoid of 
meaning. The French Revolution had proved that '"I'ruth in its 
living form [could be] exhibited in the affairs of the world."1oa 
Now one could indeed consider every moment in the world's 
historical sequence as an "it was to be" and assign to philos
ophy the task of "comprehending this plan" from its begin
ning, its "concealed fount" or "nascent principle ..• in the 
womb of time," up to its "phenomenal, present existence."108 

Hegel identifies this "Spiritual Kingdom" with the "Kingdom 
of the Will"110 because the wills of men are necessary to bring 
the spiritual realm about, and for this reason be asserts that 
"the Freedom of the Will per se [that is, the freedom the Will 
necessarily wills] . . . is itself absolute . . . it is • . . that by 
which Man becomes Man, and is therefore the fundamental 
principle of the Mind. "111 As a matter of fact, the only guar
antee-if such it is-that the ultimate goal of the unfolding of 
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the World Spirit in the world's affairs must be Freedom is im
plicit in the freedom that is Implicit in the Will. 

"The insight then to which . . . philosophy Is to lead us, 
is, that the real world is as it ought to be,"m and since for 
Hegel philosophy is concerned with "what is true eternally, 
neither with the Yesterday nor with the Tomorrow, but with 
the Present as such, with the 'Now' in the sense of an absolute 
presence;ua since the mind as perceived by the tbinldng ego 
is "the Now as such,n then philosophy bas to reconcile the con· 
llict between the thinking and the willing ego. It must unite 
the time speculations belonging to the perspective of the Will 
and its concentration on the future with Thinking and its per
spective of an enduring present. 

The attempt is far from being successful. As Koyre points 
out in the concluding sentences of his essay, the Hegelian 
notion of a "systemn clashes with the primacy he accords to the 
future. The latter demands that time shall never be terminated 
so long as men exist on earth, whereas philosophy In the 
Hegelian sense-the owl of Minerva that starts its flight at 
dusk-demands an arrest in real time, not merely the suspen
sion of time during the activity of the thinldng ego. In other 
words, Hegel's philosophy could claim objective truth only on 
condition that history were factually at an end, that mankind 
bad no more future, that nothing could still occur that would 
bring anything new. And Koyre adds: "It is possible that 
Hegel believed this , . . even that he believed . . . that this 
essential condition [for a philosophy of history] was already an 
actuality ... and that this bad been the reason why he him
self was able-had been able-to complete u.•m (That In fact 
is the conviction of Kojeve, for whom the Hegelian system is 
the truth and therefore the dellnite end of philosophy as well 
as history.) 

Hegel's ultimate failure to reconcile the two mental activ
ities, thinking and willing, with their opposing time concepts, 
seems to me evident, but he himself would have disagreed: 
Speculative thought is precisely "the unity of thought and 
time'";'" it doe$ not deal with Being but with Becoming, and 
the object of the thlnldng mind is not Being but an "Intuited 
Becoming.""' The only motion that can be Intuited is a 
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movement that swings in a circle forming ~a cycle that returns 
into itself ... that presupposes its beginning, and reaches its 
beginning only at the end. w This cyclical time concept, as we 
saw, is in perfect accordance with Greek classical philosophy, 
while post-classical philosophy, following the discovery of the 
Will as the mental mainspring for action, demands a recti
linear time, without whi.ch Progress would be unthinkable. 
Hegel finds the solution to this problem, viz., how to transform 
the circles into a progressing line, by assuming that something 
exists behind all the individual members of the human species 
and that this something, named Mankind, is actually a kind of 
somebody that he called the "World Splrit,w to him no mere 
thought-thing but a presence embodied (incarnated) in Man
kind as the mind of man is incarnated in the body. This World 
Spirit embodied in Mankind, as distinguished from individual 
men and particular nations, pursues a rectilinear movement 
inherent in the succession of the generations. Each new gen
eration forms a "new stage of existence, a new worldw and thus 
bas "to begin all over again,~ but "It commences at a higher 
lever because, being human and endowed with mind, namely 
Recollection, it "has conserved [the earlier] experiencew (italics 
added).111 

Such a movement, in which the cyclical and the rectilinear 
notions of time are reconciled or united by forming a Spiral, is 
grounded on the experiences of neither the thinking ego nor 
the willing ego; it is the non-experienced movement of the 
World Spirit that constitutes Hegel's GeisterTeich, "the reahn 
of spirits . . . assuming definite shape in existence, [by virtue 
of] a succession, where one detaches and sets loose the other 
and each takes over from the predecessor the empire of the 
spiritual world. ~,u No doubt this is a most ingenious solution 
of the problem of the Will and its reconciliation with sheer 
thought, but it is won at the expense of both- the thinking 
ego's experience of an enduring present and the willing ego's 
insistence on the primacy of the future. In other words, it is no 
more than a hypothesis. 

Moreover, the plausibility of the hypothes!J depends en
tirely on the assumption of the existen.ce of 01NI World Mind 
ruling over the plurality of human wills and directing them 
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toward a "meaningfulness" arising out of reason's need, that is, 
psychologically speaking, out of the very human wish to live in 
a world that is as it ought to be. We encounter a similar 
solution in Heidegger, whose insights into the natwe of will
ing are incomparably more profound and whose lack of sym
pathy with that faculty is outspoken and constitutes the actual 
turning-about (Kehre) of the later Heidegger: not uthe 
Human will is the origin of the will to will," but "man is willed 
by the Will to will without experiencing what this Will is 
about"11

' 

A few technical remarks may be appropriate in view of the 
Hegel revival of the last decades in which some highly quali
fied thinkers have played a part The ingenuity of the triadic 
dialectical movement- from Thesis to Antithesis to Synthe
sis-is especially impressive when appued to the modem no
tion of Progress. Although Hegel himself probably believed in 
an arrest in time, an end of History that would permit the 
Mind to intuit and conceptualize the whole cycle of Becoming, 
this dialectical movement seen in itself seems to guarantee an 
infinite progress, inasmuch as the first movement from Thesis 
to Antithesis results in a Synthesis, which immediately estab
lishes itself as a new Thesis. Although the original movement 
is by no means progressive but swings back and returns upon 
itself, the motion from Thesis to Thesis estabusbes itself be
hind these cycles and constitutes a rectilinear line of progress. 
H we wish to visualize the kind of movement, the result would 
be the following figure: 

Infinite Progress 

SynJ_ Thesis 

Synthesj_ ~Antithesis 
Synthes/ ~Antithesis 

Synthesi! ~Antithesis 
n.esC ~Antithesis 
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The advantage of the schema as a whole is that it assures 
progress and, without breaking up time's continuum, can still 
acoount for the undeniable histori.cal fact of the rise and fall of 
civilizations. The advantage of the cyclical element in particu
lar is that it permits us to look upon each end as a new begin
ning: Being and Nothingness "are the same thing, namely 
Becoming. ... One direction is Passing Away: Being passes 
over into Nothing; but equally Nothing is its own opposite, a 
transition to Being. that Is, Arising."120 Moreover, the very 
infinity of the movement, though somehow in conflict with 
other Hegelian passages, is in perfect accord with th.e willing 
ego's time concept and the primacy it gives the future over th.e 
present and the past The Will, untamed by Reason and its 
need to think, negates the present (and the past) even when 
the present confronts it with the actualization of its own proj· 
ect. Left to itself, man's Will "would rather will Nothingness 
than not will," as Nietzsche remarked,121 and the notion of an 
in6nite progress implicitly "denies every goal and admits ends 
only as means to outwit itself."U2 In other words, the famous 
power of negation inherent in the Will and conceived as the 
motor of History (not only in Marx but, by Implication, al
ready in Hegel) is an annihilating force that could just as well 
result in a process of permanent annihilation as of In6oite 
Progress. 

The reason Hegel could construe the World-Historical 
movement in terms of an ascending line, traced by the "cun
ning of Reason" behind the backs of acting men, Is to be 
found, in my opinion, in his never-questioned assumption that 
the dialectical process itself starts from Being. takes Being for 
granted (in contradistinction to a Creatio ex nihilo) in its 
march toward Not-Being and Becoming. The initial Being 
lends all further transitions their reality, their existential char
acter, and prevents them from falling Into the abyss of Not
Being. It Is only because it follows on Being that "Not-Being 
contains [its] relation to Being; both Being and its negation 
are simultaneously asserted, and this assertion Is Nothing as it 
exists in Beconililg. • Hegel justifies his starting-point by In· 
voking Parmenides and the beginning of philosophy (that is, 
by "identifying logic and history"), thus tacitly rejecting 
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«Christian metaphysics," but one needs only to experiment 
with the thought of a dialectical movement starting from Not
Being in order to become aware that no Becoming could ever 
arise from it; the Not-Being at the beginning would annihilate 
everything generated. Hegel is quite aware of this; he knows 
that his apodictic proposition that "neither in heaven nor on 
earth is there anything not containing both Being and Noth
ing" rests on the solid assumption of the primacy of Being, 
which in turn simply corresponds to the fact that sheer noth
ingness, that is, a negation that does not negate something 
speci6c and particular, is unthinkable. All we can thin.k is "a 
Nothing from which Something is to proceed; so that Being is 
already contained in the Beginning."123 
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7 The faculty of choice: proairesis, 
the forerunner of the WiU 

In my discussion of Thinking, I used the tenn •metaphysi
cal fallacies," but without trying to refute them as though 
they were the simple result of logical or scientific error. In
stead, I sought to demonstrate their authenticity by deriving 
them from the actual experiences of the thinking ego In its 
conBict with the world of appearances. As we saw, the think
ing ego withdraws temporarily from that world without ever 
being able wholly to leave it, because of being incorporated 
in a bodily self, an appearance among appearances. The d.iJ!i
culties besetting any discussion of the Will have an obvious 
resemblance to what we found to be true of these fallacies, 
that is, they are IJicely to be caused by the nature of the faculty 
itself. However, while t.he discovery of reason and its peculiar
ities coincided with the discovery of the mind and the begin
ning of philosophy, the faculty of the Will became manifest 
much later. Our guiding question therefore will be: What 
experiences caused men to become aware of the fact that they 
were capable of forming volitions? 

Tracing the history of a faculty can easily be mistaken for 
an eHort to foUow the history of an idea-as though here, for 
instance, we were concerned with the history of Freedom, or 
as though we mistook the Will for a mere "idea, • which then 
indeed could turn out to be an ~artificial concept'" (Ryle) 
invented to solve artificial problems.• Ideas are thought
things, mental artifacts presupposing the identity of an arti
Bcer, and to assume that there is a history of the mind's 
faculties, as distinguished from the mind's products, seems 
like assuming that the human body, which is a toolmaker's and 
tool-user's body-the primordial tool being the human hand
is just as subject to change through the invention of new tools 
and implements as is the environment our hands continue to 
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reshape. We know this Is not the case. Could it be different 
with our mental faculties? Could the mind acquire new fac
ulties in the course of history? 

The fallacy underlying these questions rests on an almost 
matter-of-course identification of the mind with the brain. It is 
the mind that decides the existence of both use-objects and 
thought-things, and as the mind of the maker of use-objects is 
a toolmaker's mind, that Is, the mind of a body endowed with 
hands, so the mind that originates thoughts and reifles them 
into thought-things or ideas is the mind of a creature endowed 
with a human brain and brain power. The brain, the tool of 
the mind, is indeed no more subject to change through the 
development of new mental faculties than the human hand is 
changed by the invention of new implements or by the enor
mous tangible change they effect in our environment. But the 
mind of man, its concerns and its faculties, is affected both by 
changes in the world, whose meaningfulness it examines, and, 
perhaps even more decisively, by its own activities. All of 
these are of a reflexive nature-none more so, as we shall see, 
than the activities of the willing ego-and yet they could never 
function properly without the never-changing tool of brain 
power, the most precious gift with which the body has en
dowed the human animal. 

The problem we are confronted with is well known in art 
history, where it is called "the riddle of style," namely, the 
simple fact "that different ages and different nations have rep
resented the visible world in such different ways." It is surpris
ing that this could come about in the absence of any physical 
differences and perhaps even more surprising that we do not 
have the slightest difficulty in recognizing the realities they 
point to even when the "conventions" of representation 
adopted by us are altogether different.> In other words, what 
changes throughout the centuries is the human mind, and al
though these changes are very pronounced, so much so that 
we can date the p.roducts according to style and national ori
gin with great precision, they are also strictly limited by the 
unchanging nature of the instruments with which the human 
body Is endowed. 

In the line of these reSections, we shall begin by asking 
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ourselves how Greek philosophy dealt with phenomena and 
data of human experience that our post-classical "conventions~ 
have been accustomed to ascribe to the Will as the mainspring 
of action. For the purpose, we tum to Aristotle, and that for 
two reasons. There is, first, the simple historical fact of the 
decisive inBuence that the Aristotelian analyses of the soul 
exerted on all philosophies of the Will-except in the case of 
Paul, who, as we shall see, was content with sheer descriptions 
and refused to "philosophize" about his experiences. There is, 
second, the no less indubitable fact that no other Greek philos
opher came so close to recognizing the strange lacuna we have 
spoken of in Greek language and thought and therefore can 
serve as a prime example of how certain psychological prob
lems could be solved before the Will was discovered as a 
separate faculty of the mind. 

The starting-point of Aristotle's reflections on the subject is 
the anti-Platonic insight that reason by itself does not move 
anything.s Hence the question guiding his examinations is : 
"What is it in the soul that originates movement?"• Aristotle 
admits the Platonic notion that reason gives commands (ke
leuef) because it knows what one should pursue and what one 
should avoid, but he denies that these commands are neces
sarily obeyed. The incontinent man (his paradigmatic example 
throughout these inquiries) follows his desires regardless of 
the commands of reason. On the other hand, at the recom
mendati.on of reason, these desires can be resisted. Hence they, 
too, have no obligatory force inherent in them: by themselves 
they do not originate movement. Here Aristotle is dealing 
with a phenomenon that later, after the discovery of the Will, 
appears as the distinction between will and inclination. The 
distinction becomes the cornerstone of Kantian ethics, but it 
makes its first appearance in medieval philosophy-for in
stance, in Master Eckhart's distinction between "the inclina
tion to sin and the will to sin, the inclination being no sin," 
which leaves the question of the evil deed itself altogether out 
of account: "If I never did evil but had only the will to evil 
, •. it is as great a sin as though I had killed all men even 
though I had done nothing."$ 
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Still, In Aristotle desire retains a priority In originating 
movement, which comes about through a playing together of 
reason and desire. It is desire for an absent object that stimu
lates reason to step in and calculate the best ways and means 
to obtain it. This calculating reason he calls "nous praktlkos, n 

practical reason, as distinguished from nous the6retikos, specu
lative or pure reason, the former being concerned only with 
what depends exclusively on men (eph' Mmln), with matters 
in their power and therefore contingent (they can be or not-be), 
while pure reason is concerned only with matters that are be
yond human power to change. 

Practical reason is needed to come to the aid of desire 
under certain conditions. "Desire is inBuenced by what is just 
at hand,n thus easily obtainable-a suggestion carried by tbe 
Vel)' word used for appetite or desire, orexis, whose primary 
meaning, from oregO, Indicates tbe stretching out of one's 
hand to reach for something nearby. Only when the fullillment 
of a desire lies in the future and has to take the time factor 
Into account Is practical reason needed and stimulated by it 
In the case of incontinence, it is the force of desire for what is 
close at hand that leads to incontinence, and here p.ractical 
reason will intervene out of concern for future consequences. 
But men do not only desire what is close at hand; they are 
able to imagine objects of desire to secure which they need to 
calculate the appropriate means. It is this future imagined 
object of desire that stimulates practical reason; as far as the 
resulting motion, the act itself, is concerned, the desired object 
is the beginning, while for the calculating process the same 
object is the end of the movement 

It appears that Aristotle himself found this outline of the 
relation between reason and desire unsatisfactory as an ade
quate explication of human action. It still relies, though with 
modillcations, on Plato's dichotomy of reason and desire. In 
his early Protreptikos, Aristotle had interpreted it thus: "One 
part of the soul is Reason. This is the natural ruler and judge 
of things concerning us. The nature of the other part is to 
follow it and submit to Its rule.n• We sbaJl see later that to 
issue commands is among the chief characteristics of the Will. 
In Plato reason could take this function on itself because of 
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the assumption that reason is concerned with truth, and truth 
indeed is compelling. But reason itself, while it leads to truth, 
is persuasive, not imperative, in the soundless thinlting dia
logue between me and myself; only those who are not capable 
of thinking need to be compelled. 

Within man's sou~ reason becomes a "ruling" and com
manding principle only because of the desires, which are blind 
and devoid of reason and therefore supposed to obey blindly. 
This obedience is necessary for the mind's tranquillity, the 
undisturbed harmony between the Two-in-One that is guaran
teed by the axiom of non-contradiction-do not contradict 
yourself, remai.n a friend of yourself: "all friendly feelings to
ward others are an extension of the friendly feelings a person 
has for himself."" In the event that the desires do not submit 
to the commands of reason, the result in Aristotle is the "base 
man," who contradicts himself and is "at varianoe with him
self' (diaphereln). Wicked men either "run away from life 
and do away with themselves,n unable to bear their own com
pany, or "seek the company of others with whom to spend 
their days; but they avoid their own company. For when they 
are by themselves they remember many events that make 
them uneasy . . . but when they are with others they can 
forget .... Thel.r relations with themselves are not friendly 
••. their soul is divided against itself . . . one part pulls in 
one direction and the other in another as if to tear the indi
vidual to pieces. ... Bad people are full of regrets.'" 

This description of internal conHict, a conHict between rea
son and the appetites, may be adequate to explain conduct
in this case the conduct, or, rather, misconduct, of the inconti
nent man. It does not explain action, the subject matter of 
Aristotelian ethics, for action Is not mere execution of the com
mands of reason; it is itself a reasonable activity, though an 
activity not of "theoretical reason" but of what in the treatise 
On the Soul is called "nous praktikos,~ practical reason. In the 
ethical treatises it is called phrontm, a ltind of insight and un
derstanding of matters that are good or bad for men, a sort of 
sagacity-neither wisdom nor cleverness-needed for human 
&Hairs, which Sophocles, following common usage, ascribed to 
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old age• and which Aristotle conceptualized. Phronesis is re.. 
quired for any activity involving things within human power 
to achieve or not to achieve. 

Such practical sense also guides production and the arts, 
but these have "an end other than themselves," whereas 
"action is itself an end. "to (The distinction is the difference be
tween the flute-player, for whom the playing is an end itself, 
and the 8ute-maker, whose activi.ty is only a means and has 
come to an end when the 8ute is produced.) There is such a 
thing as eupra:rla, action well done, and the doing of some
thing well, regardless of Its consequences, is then counted 
among the aretai, the Aristotelian excellences (or virtues). 
Actions of this sort are also moved not by reason but by desire, 
but the desire is not for an object, a ~what" that I can grasp, 
seize, and use again as a means to another end; the desire is 
for a "how," a way of performing, excellence of appearance 
in the community-the proper realm of human affairs. Much 
later but quite in the Aristotellan spirit, Plotinus had this to 
say, as paraphrased by a recent interpreter: "What actually Is 
in man's power in the sense that it depends entirely upon him 
. . . is the quality of his conduct, to kaliis•; man, if compelled 
to 6ght, Is stiU free to 6ght bravely or in a cowardly way."" 

Action in the sense of how men want to appear needs a 
deliberate planning ahead, for which Aristotle coins a new 
term, J"OOiresis, choice in the sense of preference between 
alternatives-on.e rather than another. The archai, beginnings 
and principles, of this choice are desire and logos: logos pro
vides us with the purpose for the sake of which we act; 
choice becomes the starting-point of the acti.ons themselves.11 

Choice is a median faculty, inserted, as it were, into the earlier 
dichotomy of reason and desire, and its main function is to 
mediate between them. 

The opposite of deliberate choice or preference is pathM, 
passlo.n or emotion, as we would say, in the sense that we are 
motivated by something we su.lfer. (Thus a man may commit 
adultery out of passion and not because he has deliberately 
preferred adultery to chastity; he "may have stolen but not be 
a thlef .• 11) The faculty of choice is necessary whenever men 
act for a purpose (heneka tino.f), insofar as means have to be 
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chosen, but the purpose itself, the ultimate end of the act for 
the sake of which it was embarked on in the first place, is not 
open to choice. The ultimate end of human acts is eudaimonla, 
happiness in the sense of '1iving well," which all men desire; 
all acts are but dilierent means chosen to arrive at it (The 
relationship between means and ends, whether in action or in 
fabrication, Is that all means are equally justillable by their 
ends; the specifically moral problem of the means-end rela
tionship-whether all means can be justified by ends-is never 
even mentioned by Aristotle.) The element of reason in choice 
is called "deliberation," and we never deliberate about ends 
but about the means to attain them.'• "No one chooses to be 
happy but to make money or run risks for the purpose of being 
happy."U 

It is in the Eudemian Etllics that A,ristotle explains in a 
more concrete way why he found it necessary to insert a new 
faculty into the old dichotomy and thus settle the old quarrel 
between reason and desire. He gives the example of inoonti
nence: all men agree that incontinence is bad and not some
thing to be desired; moderation or s6-phrosyni-that which 
saves (sozein) practical reason (phronesis)-is the naturally 
given criterion of all acts. U a man follows his desires, which 
are bli.nd to future consequences, and thus indulges in inconti
nence, it is as though "the same man were to act at the same 
time both voluntarily [that is, intentionally] and involuntarily 
[that is, contrary to his intentions]," and this, Aristotle re
marks, "is impossible."a 

Proairesis is the way out of the contradiction. U reason and 
desire remained without mediation, in their crude natural 
antagonism, we would have to conclude that man, beset by 
the conflicting urges of both faculties, "forces himself away 
from his desire" when he remains continent and "forces him
self away from his reason" when desire overwhelms him. But 
no such being-forced occurs in either case; both acts are done 
intentionally, and "when the principle is from within, there Is 
no force."" What actually happens Is that, reason and desire 
being in conflict, the decision between them is a matter of 
"preference," of deliberate choice. What intervenes Is reason, 
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not 11008, which is concerned with things that are forever and 
cannot be otherwise than they are, but dloncla or phrontiU, 
which deal with things in our power, as distinguished from 
desires and imaginations that may stretch out to things we can 
never achieve, as when we wish to be gods or immortal. 

Proalresis, the faculty of choice, one is tempted to con
clude, is the precursor of the Will It opens up a first, small 
restricted space for the human mind, which without it was 
delivered to two opposed compelling forces: the force of self
evident truth, with which we are not free to agree or disagree, 
on one side; on the other, the force of passions and appetites, 
in which it is as though nature overwhelms us unless reason 
"forces• us away. But the space left to freedom is very small. 
We deliberate only about means to an end that we take for 
granted, that we cannot choose. Nobody deliberates and 
chooses health or happiness as his aim, though we may think 
about them; ends are inherent in human nature and the same 
for all. 18 As to the means, "sometimes we have to find what 
[they] are, and sometimes how they are to be used or through 
whom they can be acquired."10 Hence, the means, too, not just 
the ends, are given, and our free choice concerns only a "ra
tionaln selection between them; proalresis is the arbiter I» 
tween several possibilities. 

In Latin, Aristotle's faculty of choice is liberum arbltrlum. 
Whenever we come upon it in medieval discussions of the 
Will, we are not dealing with a spontaneous power of begin
ning something new, nor with an autonomous faculty, deter
mined by its own nature and obeying its own laws. The most 
grotesque example of it Is Buridan's ass: the poor beast would 
have starved to death between two equidistant, equally nice
smelling bundles of hay, as no deliberation would give him 
a reason for preferring one to the other, and he only survived 
because he was smart enough to forgo free choice, trust his 
desire, and grasp what lay within reach. 

The liberum arbitriam is neither spontaneous nor auton()
mous; we find the last vestiges of an arbiter between reason 
and desire still surviving in Kant, whose "good will" finds itself 
in a strange predicament: it is either "good without qualiBt:a-
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tions," in which case it enjoys complete autonomy but has no 
choice, or it receives its law-the categorical imperative-from 
"practical reason," which tells the will what to do and adds: 
Don't make an exception of yourself, obey the axiom of non· 
contradiction, which, since Socrates, has ruled the soundless 
dialogue of thought. The Will in Kant is in fact "practical 
reason"20 much in the sense of Aristotle's nous praktikos; it 
borrows its obligatory power from the compulsion exerted on 
the mind by self-evident truth or logical reasoning. This is why 
Kant asserted time and again that every --rhou-shalt" that 
does not come from outside but rises up in the mind itself 
implies a ''Thou-canst • What is at stake is clearly the convic
tion that whatever depends on us and concerns only ourselves 
is within our power, and this conviction is what Aristotle and 
Kant basically have in common, although their estimation of 
the importance of the realm of human affairs is greatly at 
variance. Freedom becomes a problem, and the Will as an 
independent autonomous faculty is discovered, only when 
men begin to doubt the coincidence of the Thou-shalt and the 
l-ean, when the question arises: Are things that concern only 
me within my power? 

8 The Apostle Paul and 
the impotence of the Will 

The &rst and fundamental answer to the question I raised 
at the beginning of this chapter-what experiences caused 
men to become aware of their capability of forming voli
tions?- is that these experiences, Hebrew in origin, were not 
political and did not relate to the world, either to the world of 
appearances and man's position within it or to the realm of 
human affairs, whose existence depends upon deeds and 
actions, but were exclusively located within man himself. 
When we deal with experiences relevant to the Will, we are 
dealing with experiences that men have not only with them
selves, but also inslde themselves. 
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Such experiences were by no means unknown to Greek 
antiquity. In the previous volume, I spoke at some length of 
the Socratic discovery of the two-in-one, which we today 
would call "consciousness" and which originally had the func
tion of what we today call "conscience." We saw how this two
in-one as a sheer fact of consciousness was actualized and 
articulated in the "soundless dialogue" that since Plato we 
have called "thinking." This thinking dialogue between me 
and myself takes place only in solitude, in a withdrawal from 
the world of appearances, where ordinarily we are together 
with others and appear as one to ourselves as well as to them. 
But the inwardness of the thinking dialogue that makes of 
philosophy Hegel's "solitary business" (although it is aware of 
itself- Descartes' cogito me cogitare, Kant's Ich denke, silently 
accompanying everything I do) is not thematically concerned 
with the Self but, on the contrary, with the experiences and 
questions that this Self, an appearance among appearances, 
feels are in need of examination. This meditating examination 
of everything given can be disturbed by the necessities of life, 
by the presence of others, by all kinds of urgent business. But 
none of the factors interfering with the mind's activity rises 
out of the mind Itself, for the two-in-one are friends and part· 
ners, and to keep intact th.is "harmony" is the thinking egos 
foremost concern. 

The Apostl.e Paul's discovery, which he describes in great 
detail in the Letter to the Romans (written between A.D. 54 and 
58), again concerns a two-in-one, but these two are not friends 
or partners; they are in constant struggle with each other. 
Precisely when he "wants to do right (to kalon)," he finds that 
"evil lies close at hand" (7:21), for "if the Jaw had not said, 
'You shall not covet,' • he "should not have known what it is to 
covet" Hence, it is the command of the law that occasioned 
"all kinds of covetousness. Apart from the law sin lies dead" 
(7:7, 8). 

The function of the law is equivocal: it is "good, in order 
that sin might be shown to be sin" (7:13), but since it speaks 
in the voice of command, it "arouses the passions" and "revives 
sin." "The very commandment which promised life proved to 
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be death to me" (7 :9-10). The result is that "' do not under
stand my own actions. ["' have become a question to my
self."] For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I 
bate" (7: 15). And the point of the matter is that this inner con
flict can never be settled in favor of either obedience to the law 
or submission to sin; this inner "wretchedness," according to 
Paul, can be' healed only through grace, gratuitously. It was 
this insight that "Bashed about" the man of Tarsus named 
Saul, who had been, as he said, an "extremely zealous" Pharisee 
(Galatians 1:14), belonging to the "strictest party of our reli
gion" (Acts 26:4). What he wanted was "righteousness" 
(dikaiosynii), but righteousness, namely, to "abide by all things 
written in the book of the law, and do them" (Galatians 3:10), 
is impossible; this is the "curse of the law," and "if righteous
ness were through the law, then Christ died to no purpose" 
(Galatians 2:21). 

That, however, is only one side of the matter. Paul became 
the founder of the Christian religion not only because, by his 
own declaration, he was "entrusted with the gospel to the 
uncircumcised" (Galatians 2:7), but also because wherever he 
went he preached the "resurrection of the dead" (Acts 24:21). 
The center of his concern, in sharp and obvious distinction 
from that of the gospels, is not Jesus of Nazareth, his preach
ing and his deeds, but Christ, crucified and resurrected. 
From this source he derived his new doctrine that became "a 
stumbling-block to Jews and folly to Gentiles" (I Corinthians 
1:23). 

It is the concern with eternal life, ubiquitous in the Roman 
Empire at the time, that separates the new era so sharply from 
antiquity and becomes the common bond that syncretistically 
united the many new Oriental cults. Not that Paul's concern 
with individual resurrection was Jewish in origin; to the He
brews, immortality was felt to be neoessary only for the people 
and granted only to them; the individual was content to sur
vive in his progeny, content also to die old and "sated with 
years." And in the ancient world, Roman or Greek, the only 
immortality asked for or striven for was the non-oblivion of 
the great name and the great deed, and therefore of the institu
tions-the poU, or civitas-which could guarantee a continuity 
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of remembrance. (When Paul said that "the wages of sin ls 
death• [Romans 6:23], he might have been recalling the words 
of Cicero, who had said that although men must die, commu
nities [civitates] are meant to be eternal and perish only as a 
consequence of their sins.) Lying behind the many new beliefs 
ls clearly the common experience of a declining, perhaps a 
dying, world; and the "good newsN of Christianity in its 
eschatological aspects said clearly enough: You who have b&
lleved that men die but that the wnrld is everlasting need only 
turn about, to a faith that the world comes to an end but that 
you yourself will have everlasting life. Then, of course, the 
question of "righteousness; namely, of being worthy of this 
eternal life, takes on an altogether new, personal importance. 

Concern with personal, individual immortality appears in 
the gospels, too, all of them written during the last third of the 
flrst century. Jesus is commonly asked, "What shall I do to 
inherit eternal life?" (e.g., Luke 10:25}, but Jesus seems not to 
have preached resurrection. Instead, he said that if people 
wnuld do as he told them-"go and do likewise'" or "follow 
me·-then "the kingdom of Cod is in the midst of you• (Luke 
17:21) or "has come upon you" (Matthew 12:28}. If peo
ple pressed him further, his answer was always the same: 
FulBll the Jaw as you know it and "sell all that you have and 
distribute it to the poor· (Luke 18:22}. The thrust of Jesus' 
teaching is contained in this "and," which drove the well
known and accepted Jaw to its inherent extreme. This is what 
be must have meant when he said, "I have come not to abolish 
[the law] but to fulfill [itt (Matthew 5:17). Hence, not "Love 
your neighbors," but "Love your enemies"'; "to him who strikes 
you on the cheek, offer the other also·; "from him who' takes 
away your cloak do not withhold your coat as well." In short, 
not "What you don't want to be done to you, don't do to 
others," but • As you wish that men would do to you, do so 
to them" (Luke 6:27-31)-oertainly the most radical possible 
version of "Love your neighbor aa yourself.• 

Paul was certainly aware of the radical turn the old de
mand to fu1flll the law had taken in the teaching of Jesus of 
Nazareth. And he may well have suddenly understood that in 
this lay the law's only true fn)611ment, and then have found out 
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that such fulfillment was beyond human power: it led to an 
1-will-but-cannot, even though Jesus himself seems never to 
have told any of his followers that they could not do what they 
willed to do. Still, in Jesus, there is already a new stress on the 
inner life. He would not have gone so far as Eckhart, more than 
a thousand years later, and asserted that having the will to do 
was enough to "earn etemallife," for "before God to will to do 
according to my capacity and to have done are the same.n Yet 
Jesus' stress on the "Thou shall not covet," the only one of the 
Ten Commandments that relates to an inner life, points in that 
direction-"every one who looks at a woman lustfully has aJ. 
ready committed adultery ... in his heart" (Matthew 5:28}. 
Similarly, in Eckhart, a man who has the will to kill without 
ever killing anybody has committed no less a sin than were 
he to have murdered the whole human race.21 

Of perhaps even greater relevance are Jesus' preacltings 
against hypocrisy as the sin of the Pharisees and his suspicion 
of appearances: "Why do you see the speck that is in your 
brother's eye but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?'" 
(Luke 6:41}. And they "like to go about in long mbe.s, and love 
salutations in the market places" (Luke 2.():46), which poses a 
problem that must have been familiar to men of the Law. The 
trouble Is that whatever good you do, by the very fact of its 
appearing either to others or to yourself becomes subject to 
self-doubt.22 Jesus knew about that: "Do not let your left hand 
know what your right band is doing" (Matthew 8:3), that is, 
live in hiding, in biding even from yourself, and do not bother 
to be good-"No one is good but Cod alone" (Luke 18:19). Yet 
this lovely carelessness could hardly be maintained when to do 
good and to be good bad become the requirement for over
coming death and being granted etemallife. 

Hence, when we come to Paul, the accent sltifts entirely 
from doing to believing, from the outward man living in a 
world of appearances (himself an appearance among appear· 
ances and therefore subject to semblance and illusion) to an 
inwardness which by definition never unequivocally manifests 
itself and can be scrutiuized only by a Ccd who also never 
appears unequivocally. The ways of this God are inscrutable. 
For the Gentiles, His chief property is His invisibility; for Paul 
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himself, what Is the most Inscrutable Is that "Sin Indeed was In 
the world before the law was given but sin is not counted 
where there Is no law~ (Romans 5: 13), so that it is entirely pos
sible "that Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness have 
attained it . . . but that Israel wbo pursued the righteousness 
which is based on the law did not succeed In fuiBlling that Ia~ 
(Romans 9:30-31). That the law cannot be fulfilled, that the 
will to fullill the Jaw activates another will, the will to sin, and 
that the one will is never without the other-that is the subject 
Paul deals with In tbe Letter to the Romans. 

PauL It Is true, does not discuss it i.n terms of two wills but 
in terms of two laws-the law of the mind that lets him delight 
In the law of God "in his Inmost self" and th.e law of his 

·"members" that tells him to do what In his Inmost self he 
hates. Law itself Is understood as the voice of a master de
manding obedience; the Thou-shalt of the law demands and 
expects a voluntary act of submission, an I-will of agreement. 
The Old Law said: thou shalt do; the New Law says: thou shalt 
will. It was the experience of an imperative demanding 
voluntary submission that led to the discovery of the Will, and 
inherent In this experience was the wondrous fact of a freedom 
that none of the ancient peoples-Greek, Roman, or Hebrew
had been aware of, namely, that there is a faculty in man by 
virtue of which, regardless of necessity and compulsion, he 
can say "Yes" or "No," agree or disagree with what is factually 
given, Including his own self and his existence, 1111d that this 
faculty may determine what he is go.lng to do. 

But this faculty is of a curiously paradoxical nature. It is 
actualized by an imperative that says not merely "Thou shalt" 
-as when the mind speaks to the body and, as Augustine put 
it later, the body immediately and, as It were, mindlessly 
obeys-but says "Thou shalt will," and this already implies 
that, whatever I may in fact eventually do, I can answer: I 
will, or I will not. The very commandment, the Thou-shalt, 
puts me before a choice between an 1-will and an I-will-not, 
that is, theologically speaking, between obedience and disobedi
ence. (Disobedience, it will be remembered, later becomes the 
mortal sin par e:tcellence, and obedience, the very foundation 
of Christian ethics, the "virtue above all virtues" (Eckhart], 
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and one, incidentally, that, unlike poverty and chastity, can 
hardly be derived from the teaching and preaching of Jesus of 
Nazareth.) If the will did not have the choice of saying "No," it 
would no longer be a will; and if there were not a counter-wiU 
within me that is aroused by the very commandment of the 
Thou-shalt, if, to speak in Paul's terms, "sinq did not dwell 
"within me" (Romans 7 :20), I would not need a will at all 

I have spoken earlier of the reflexive nature of mental activ
ities: the coglto me cogltare, the volo me velle (even judgment, 
the least reflexive of the three, recoils, acts back upon itself). 
Later we shall be seeing that this reflexivity is nowhere 
stronger than in the willing ego; the point is that every I-will 
arises out of a natural inclination toward freedom, that is, out 
of the natural revulsion of free men toward being at someone's 
bidding. The will always addresses itself to itself; when the 
command says, Thou shalt, the will replies, Thou shalt will as 
the command says-and not mindlessly execute orders. That is 
the moment when the internal contest begins, for the aroused 
counter-will has a like power of command. Hence, the reason 
"all who rely on works of the law are under a curse" (Gala
tians 3: 10) is not only the 1-will-and-cannot but also the fact 
that the I-will inevitably is countered by an I-nill, so that even 
if the law is obeyed and fuUllled, there remains this inrter 
resistance. 

In the fight between the I-will and the I-nill, the outcome 
can depend only on an act- if works no longer count, the 
Will is helpless. And since the conflict is between oelle and 
nolle, persuasion nowhere enters, as it did in the old conflict 
between reason and the appetites. For the phenomenon itself, 
that "I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is 
what I do" (Romans 7:19), is of course not new. We find 
almost the same words in Ovid: "I see what is better and 
approve of it; I follow what is worse,""" and this is probably a 
translation of the famous passage in Euripides' Medea (lines 
1078-80): "I know indeed what evil I intend to do; but stronger 
than my deliberations (bouleumota] is my thymos [what 
makes me move], which is the cause of the greatest evils 
among mortals." Euripides and Ovid might have deplored the 
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weakness of reason when confronted with the passionate drive 
of the desires, and Aristotle might have gone a step farther 
and detected a self-contradiction ln the choosing of the worse, 
an act that provided him with hJs deBnltlon of the "base man; 
but none of them would have ascribed the phenomenon to a 
free choice of the Will. 

The Will, split and automatically producing its own coun
ter-will, is in need of being healed, of becoming one again. 
Like thinking, willing has split the one into a tw~rin-one, but 
for the thinking ego a "healing" of the split would be the worst 
thing that could happen; it would put an end to thlnklng 
altogether. Wei~ it would be very tempting to conclude that 
divine mercy, Paul's solution for the wretchedness of the Wi~ 
actually abollshes the Will by muaculously depriving it of its 
counter-will. But this is no longer a matter of volitions, 
since mercy cannot be striven for; salvation "depends not upon 
man's will or exertion, but upon God's mercy,~ and He "bas 
mercy upon whomever he wills, and he hardens the heart of 
whomever he wills" (Romans 9:16, 18). Moreover, just as "the 
law came in" not merely to make sin identifiable but to "in· 
crease the trespass, • so grace "abounded" where "sin in· 
creased"-fellx culpa indeed, for how could men know the 
glory if they were unacquainted with wretchedness; how 
would we know what day was if there were no night? 

In brief, the will is ixnpotent not because of something 
outside that prevents willing from succeeding, but because the 
will hinders itself. And wherever, as in Jesus, it does not 
hinder itself, it does not yet exist.. For Paul, the explanation is 
relatively simple: the conflict is between ftesh and spirit, and 
the trouble is that men are both, carnal and spiritual. The ftesh 
will die, and therefore to live according to the ftesh means 
certain death. The chief task of the spirit is not just to rule 
over the appetites and make the ftesh obey but to bring about 
its mortification-to crucify it "with its passions and desires" 
(Galatians 5:24), which in fact is beyond human power. We 
saw that from the perspective of the thlnking ego a certain 
suspicion of the body was only natural. Man's carnality, 
though not necessarily the source of sin, interrupts the mind's 
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thinldng activity and offers a resistance to the soundless, swift 
dialogue of the mind's exchange with itself, an exchange whose 
very "sweetness" consists in a spirituality in which no material 
factor intervenes. This is a far cry from the aggressive hostility 
to the body that we find in Paul, a hostility, moreover, that, 
quite apart from prejudices against the flesh, arises out of the 
very essence of the Will. Its mental origin notwithstanding, the 
will grows aware of itself only by overcoming resistance, and 
"flesh" in Paul's reasoning (as in the later disguise of "inclina
tion") becomes the metaphor for an internal resistance. Thus, 
even in this simplistic scheme, the discovery of the Will has 
already opened a veritable Pandora's box of unanswerable 
questions, of which Paul himself was by no means unaware 
and which from then on were to plague with absurdities imy 
strictly Christian philosophy. 

Paul knew how easy it would be to infer from his presenta
tion that we are "to continue in sin that grace may abound" 
(Romans 6: 1) ("why not do evil that good may come?-as 
some people slanderously charge us with saying" [Roinans 
3:8]) although he hardly foresaw how much discipline and 
rigidity of dogma would be required to protect the Church 
against the pecca fortiter. He was also quite aware of the 
greatest stumbling-block for a Christian philosophy: the obvi
ous contradiction between an all-knowing, all-powerful· God 
and what Augustine later called the "monstrosity" of the WilL 
How can God permit this human wretchedness? Above all, 
how can He "still lind fault," since no one •can resist his will" 
(Romans 9:19)? Paul was a Roman citizen, spoke and wrote 
koine Greek, and was obviously well informed about Roman 
law and Greek thought Yet the founder of the Christian reli
gion (if not of the Church) remained a Jew, and there could 
perhaps be no more forceful proof of it than his answer to the 
unanswerable questions his new faith and the new discoveries 
of his own inwardness had raised. 

It is almost word for word the answer Job gave when he 
was led to question the inscrutable ways of the Hebrew God. 
Like Job's, Paul's reply is very simple and entirely unphilo
sophical: "But, who are you, a man, to answer back to God? 
Will what is molded say to its molder, 'Why have you made me 
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thus?' Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the 
same lump one vessel for beauty and another for menial use? 
What if God, desiring . . • to make known his power, has 
endured . . . the vessels of wrath made for destruction, in 
order to make known the riches of his glory for the vessels of 
mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory • . . i"' 
(Romans 9:20-23; Job 10). 1n the same vein, God, cutting ofl all 
interrogation, had spoken to Job, who had dared to question 
Him: «I will question you and you shall declare to me. Where 
were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? . .. Shall 
a fault-finder contend with the Almighty?'' And to this there 
eruts indeed only Job's answer: •1 have uttered what I did not 
understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not 
know• (Job 42:3). 

Unlike his doctrine of the resurrection of the dead, Paul's 
argumentum ad hominem, as it were, cutting short all ques
tions with a Who-are-you-to-ask? failed to survive the early 
stages of the Christian faith. Historically speaking, that is, since 
of course we cannot know how many Christians in the long 
centuries of an lmitatia Christi remained untouched by the 
ever-repeated attempts to reconcile absolute Hebrew faith in 
the Creator-God with Greek philosophy. The Jewish commu
nities, at any rate, were warned against any kind of specula
tion; the Talmud, provoked by Gnosticism, told them: it 
were better for the man never to be born who thinks about 
four matters: what is above and what is below, what was 
before and what will be afterward."24 

Like a faint echo of this faithful awe before the mystery of 
all Being, centuries later we hear Augustine repeating what 
must have been a well-known joke at the time: •1 answer the 
man who says: What did God do before He made heaven and 
earth? .•. : He was preparing Hell for those who pry into 
such deep matters.• But Augustine did not let the matter rest 
at that Several chapters further on (in the Confessians), after 
denouncing unjokingly those who ask such questions as men 
attacked ~y a criminal disease that makes them thirst for 
more than they can hold, • gives the logically correct and eru
tentially unsatisfactory answer that, since the Creator-God is 
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eternal, He must have created time when He created Heaven 
and Earth, so that there could be no "before• prior to the 
Creation. "Let them see that there could be no time without a 
created being. .... 

9 Epictetus and the omnipotence of the Will 

In the Letter to the Romans, Paul describes an inner ex
perience, the experience of the 1-will-and-1-cannot. This ex
perience, followed by the experience of God's mercy, is over
whelming. He explains what happened to him and tells us how 
and why the two occurrences are interconnected. In the course 
of the explanation he develops the first comprehensive theory 
of history, of what history is all about, and he lays the founda
tions of Christian doctrine. But he does so in terms of facts; he 
does not argue, and this is what distinguishes him most sharply 
from Epictetus, with whom otherwise he had much in common. 

They were just about contemporaries, came from roughly 
the same r~gion in the Near East, lived i.n the Hellenized 
Roman Empire, and spoke the same language (the Koine), 
though one was a Roman citi.zen and the other a freedman, a 
former slave, one was a Jew and the other a Stoic. They also 
have in common a certain moral rigidity which sets them apart 
from their surroundings. They both declare that to covet your 
neighbor's wife means to have committed adultery. They 
denounce in almost the same words the intellectual establish
ment of their time-the Pharisees in Paul's case, the philos
ophers (Stoics and Academicians) in Epictetus'-as hypocrites 
who do not conduct themselves in accordance with their teach
ing. "Show me a Stoic if you can!" exclaims Epictetus. "Show 
me one who Is sick and yet happy, in peril and yet happy, 
dying and yet happy, in exile and happy, In disgrace and 
happy. . . . By the gods I would fain see a Stoic.~ This scorn 
is more outspoken and plays an even greater role in Epictetus 
than In Paul. Finally, they share an almost instinctive contempt 
for the body-this "bag," in Epictetus' words, which day by day 
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1 stuff, and then empty: "what could be more tlresome?""'
and insist on the distinction between an "imnost self" {Paul) 
and "outward things. ... 

In each, the actual con~t of inwardnw Is described ex:
cluslvely In tenos of the promptings of the Will, which Paul 
belleved to be Impotent and Eplctetus declared to be al
mighty: "Where lies the good? In the will. Where lies evil? In 
the will. Where lies neither? In what Is not within the will's 
control."" At first glance, this Is old Stoic doctrine but with
out any of the old Stoa's pbllosopbical underpinnings; from 
Eplctetus, we do not hear about the Intrinsic goodness of 
nature acoording to which (kata physfn) men ought to live 
and think-think away, that is, all apparent evil as a necessaey 
component of an ali-<Xlmprebensive good. In our contex:t the 
interest of Epictetus lies precisely in the absenco of such meta
physical doctrines from his teaching. 

He was primarily a teacher and, since be taught and did 
oot write,10 be apparently thought of himself as a follower of 
Socrates, forgetting, like most of Socrates' so-called followers, 
that Socrates had nothing to teach. Anyhow, Epictetus con
sidered himself a philosopher and be defined philosophy's sub
ject matter as "th.e art of living one's life."11 This art consisted 
mainly In having an argument ready for every emergency, for 
every situation of acute misery. His starting-point was the 
ancient omnu homines beati esse oolunt, all men wish to be 
happy, and the only question for philosophy was to find out 
how to arrive at this matter-of-<XlUrse goal Except that Epie> 
tet\U, In agreement with the mood of the time and in contrast 
to the prH::hri.stian era, was convinced that life, as it Is given 
on earth, with the inevitable ending in death, and hence befet 
by fear and trembling, was incapable of giving real happiness 
without a special effort of man's wilL Thus "happiness'" 
changed Its meaning; it was no longer understood as etulof.. 
monla, the octioity of eu zen, living well, but as eurola blou, 
a Stoic metaphor Indicating a free-flowing Ufe, undisturbed by 
storms, tempests. or obstacles. Its characteristics were serenity, 
gaUnl, the stillness after the slono, and tranquillity, eudia, 
fair weather"~metaphors unknown to classical antiquity. 
They all relate to a mood of the soul that Is best described in 
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negative terms (like atMa:rla) and indeed consists In some
thing wholly negative: to be "happy" now meant primarily 
"not to be miserable." Philosophy could teach "the processes of 
reason," the arguments, "like weapons bright and ready for 
use, "'a to be directed against the wretchedness of real life. 

Reason discovers that what makes you miserable is not 
death threatening from the outside but the fear of death 
within you, not pain but the fear of pain-"it is not death or 
pain which Is a fearful thing, but the fear of pain or death."U 
Hence the only thing to be rightly afraid of Is fear itself, and 
while men cannot escape death or pain, they can argue them
selves out of the fear within themselves by eliminating the 
impressions fearful things have imprinted on their minds: "if 
we kept our fear not for death or exile, but for fear itself, then 
we should practice to avoid what we think eviL.,. (We need 
only recall the many instances that testify to the role played in 
the household of the soul by an overwhelming fear of being 
afraid, or imagine how reckless human courage would be if 
experienced pain left no memory bebind-Epictetus' "impres
sion" -in order to realize the down-to-earth psychological 
value of these apparently far-fetched theories.) 

Once reason has discovered this inward region where man 
Is coofronted only by the "impressions" outward things make 
on his mind rather than by their factual existence, Its task has 
been accomplished. The philosopher Is no longer the thinker 
examining whatever may come his way but the man who has 
trained himself never to "tum to outward things," no matter 
where he happens to be. Epictetus gives an illuminating ex
ample of the attitude. He lets his phi.losopher go to the games 
like everybody else; but unlike the "vulgar" crowd of other 
spectators, he is "concerned" there only with himself and his 
own "happiness"; hence, he forces himself to "wish only that to 
happen which does happen, and only him to win who does 
win."" This turning away from reality while still in the midst 
of it, in contrast to the withdrawal o£ the thinking ego into the 
solitude of the soundless dialogue between me and myself, 
where every thought is an after-thought by de&nition, has the 
most far-reaching consequences. It means, for instance, that 
when one Is going somewhere one pays no attention to one's 
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goal but is interested only In one's -own activity" of walking. 
-or when deliberating Is interested [only I in the act of delibera
tion, and not in getting that for which he Is planning."" ln 
terms of the game parable, it is as though these spectators, 
looking with blinded eyes, were mere ghostlilce apparitions in 
the world of appearances. 

It may be helpful to compare this attitude with that of the 
philosopher In the old Pythagorean parable about the Olympic 
Games; the best were those who did not participate in the 
struggle for fame or gain but were mere spectators, Interested 
in the games for their own sake. Not a trace of such disinter
ested interest is left here. Only the self is of interest, and the 
selfs unchallengeable ruler is argumentative reason, not the 
old nous, the Inner organ for truth, the Invisible eye of the 
mind directed toward the Invisible In the visible world, but a 
dynamis logilre, whose greatest distinction is that it takes 
-cognizance of itself and of all things else" and ~as the power 
to approve or disapprove its own action."11a At first glance 
this may look like the Socratic two-in-one actualized in the 
thinking process but In reality it Is much closer to what we 
today would call consciousness. 

Epictetus' discovery was that the mind, because it could 
retain outward -impressions" (phantasial), was able to deal 
with all "outside things" as mere "data of consciousness," as 
we would say. The dynamis logllre examines both itself and 
the "impressions" imprinted on the mind. Philosophy teaches 
us how to "deal with impressions aright"; it tests them and 
"distinguishes them and makes use of none which is untested." 
Looking at a table does not enable us to decide whether the 
table is good or bad; vision does not tell us, nor do any of our 
other senses. Only the mind, which deals not with real tables 
but with impressions of tables, can tell us. ("What tells us that 
gold is a goodly thing? For the gold does not tell us. Clearly It 
is the faculty that deals with impressions."'' ) The point is 
that you don't have to go outside yourself if your concern is 
wholly for that self. Only Insofar as the mind can draw things 
into itself are they of any value. 

Once the mind has withdrawn from outside things into the 
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inwardness of its own impressions, it discovers that in one 
respect it is entirely independent of all outside inBuences: 
"Can anyone prevent you from agreeing to what is true? No 
one. Can anyone compel you to accept the false? No one. Do 
you see that in this sphere your faculty is free from let and 
hindrance and constraint and compulsionr•o That it is in the 
nature of truth to "necessitate" the mind is an old insight: 
·oosper hyp' autes tes aletheias anagkasthentes," "necessitated 
as it were by truth itself," as Aristotle says when talldng of self
evident theories standing in need of no special reasoning. 41 

But in Epictetus this truth and its dynamis logike have noth
ing at all to do with knowledge or cognition, for which "the 
processes of logic are unfruitful"42-literally good for nothing 
(akarpa). Knowledge and cognition concern "outside things," 
independent of man and beyond his power; hence, they are 
not, or should not be, of concern to him. 

The beginning of philosophy is "an awareness [synaistht
si&] of one's own weakness in regard to necessary things." We 
have no "innate conception" of things we ought to know, such 
as •a right-angled triangle," but we can be taught by people 
who know, and those who do not yet know know that they 
don't know. It is quite different with things which actually con
cern us and on which the kind of life we lead depends. In this 
sphere everybody is born with an it-seems-to-me, dokel mol, an 
opinion, and there our difficulty begins: "in the discovery of 
conflict in men's minds with one another" and the "attempt to 
discover a standard, just as we discover the balance to deal 
with weights and the rule to deal with things straight and 
crooked. This is the beginning of philosophy."" 

Philosophy, then, sets the standards and norms and teaches 
man how to use his sensory faculties, bow "to deal with im
pressions aright;' and how "to test them and calculate the 
value of each." The criterion of every philosophy is therefore 
its usefulness in the business of leading a life free from pain. 
More specifically, it teaches certain lines of thought that can 
defeat the innate impotence of men. In this general philo
sophical framework it ought to be reason, argumentative rea
soning, that is given primacy over all the mental faculties; but 
this is not the case. In his violent denunciation of men who 

Copyrighted material 



78 

TM Life of 1M Mind I Willing 

were "phllosophers only with their lips; Epictetus points to 
the appalling gap between a man's teach.ings and his actual 
conduct, and by implication hints at the old insight that reason 
by itself neither moves nor achieves anything. The great 
achiever is not reason but the Will. "Consider who you are" is 
an exhortation addressed to reason. it seems, but what is then 
discovered Is that ~man • • . has nothing more sovereign 
[kyri6terru) than will [proalresls) ... all else [is) subject 
to this, and will itself is free from slavery and subjection." 
Reason ( logos), it is true, distinguishes man from the animals, 
which therefore are ~marked for service," while man is "fitted 
for command"; .. yet the organ capable of command is not 
reason but Will. If philosophy deals with the "art of living 
your own life" and if its supreme criterion is usefulness in 
these terms, then "philosophy means very little else but this
to search how it Is practicable to exercise the will to get and 
the will to avoid without hindranoe."<5 

The lirst thing reason can teach the will is the distinction 
between things that depend on man. those that are in his 
power (the Aristotelian eph' hemin), and those that are not. 
The power of the will rests on its sovereign decision to conoem 
itself only with things within man's power, and these reside 
exclusively in human inwardness.•• Hence, the will·s lirst de
cision is not-t<>-will what it cannot get and to cease nilling what 
it cannot avoid-in short, not to concern itself with anything 
over which it bas no power. ("What matters it whether the 
world is composed of atoms or of Infinite parts or of lire and 
earth? Is it not enough to know . . . the limits of the will to 
get and the will to avoid . . . and to dismiss those things that 
are beyond us?"") And since "It is impossible that what 
happens should be other than it is,"•a since man, in other 
words, is entirely powerless in the real world, he bas been 
given the miraculous faeulti.es of reason and will that permit 
him to reproduce the outside-complete but deprived of its 
reality-inside his mind, where he is undisputed lord and 
master. There he rules over himself and over the objects of his 
concern, for the will can be hindered only by itself. Everything 
that seems to be real, the world of appearances, actually needs 
my consent in order to be real for me. And this consent cannot 
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be forced on me: if I withhold it, then the reality of the world 
disappears as though it were a mere apparition. 

This faculty of turning away from the outside toward an 
invincible inside obviously needs "training" (gymnazeln) and 
constant arguing, for not only does man live his ordinary life 
in the world as it ls; but his inside itself, so long as he Is alive, 
is located within some outside, a body that is not in his power 
but belongs to the "outside things." The constant question is 
whether your will is strong enough not merely to distract your 
attention from external, threatening things but to fasten your 
imagination on different "impressions" in the actual presence 
of pain and misfortune. To withhold consent, or bracket out 
reality, is by no means an exercise in sheer thinking; it has to 
prove itself in actual fact. •1 must die. I must be imprisoned. I 
must suffer exJie .. But: must I die groaning? Must I whine as 
well? Can anyone hinder me from going into exile with a 
smile?" The master threatens to chain me: "What say you? 
Chain me? My leg you will chain-yes, but not my will-no, 
not even Zeus can conquer that."•e 

Epictetus gives many examples, wbich we do not need to 
enumerate here; they make tedious reading. like exercises in a 
schoolbook. The upshot is always the same. What bothers men 
is not what actually happens to them but their own "judg
ment" (dogma, in the sense of belief or opinion): "You will be 
harmed only when you tbink you are harmed. No one can 
harm you without your consent "GO "For instance, what does it 
mean to be slandered? Stand by a stone and slander it: what 
effect will you produce?"•• Be stonelik.e and you will be invul
nerable. Ataraxia, invulnerability, is all you need in order to 
feel free once you have discovered that reality itself depends 
on your consent to recognize It as such. 

Like almost all Stoics, Epictetus recognized that the body's 
vulnerability puts certain limits on this inner freedom. Un
able to deny that it is not mere wishes or desires that make 
us unfree, but the "fetters attached to us in the shape of the 
body," .. tbey therefore bad to prove that these fetters are not 
unbrealcable. An answer to the question What restrains us 
from suicide? becomes a necessary topic of these writings. 
Epictetus, at any rate, seems to have quite clearly realized that 
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this ldnd of unlimited inner freedom actually presupposes that 
"one must remember and hold fast to this, that the door Is 
open."l>l For a philosophy of total world-alienation, there is 
much truth in the remarkable sentence with which Camus 
began his first book: "ll n'y a qu'un prob!eme phllosophlque 
111'aiment sbieu:r: c'est le suicide."" 

At Srst glance, this .doctrine of invulnerability and apathy 
(apatheia)-how to shield yourself against reality, how to lose 
your ability to be affected by it, for better or worse, in joy or in 
sorrow-seems so obviously open to refutation that the enor
mous argumentative as well as emotional inBuence of Stoicism 
on some of the best minds of Western mankind seems well
nigh incomprehensible. In Augustine, we lind such a refuta
tion in its shortest and most plausible form. The Stoics, he 
says, have found the trick of how to pretend to be happy: 
"Since a man cannot get what he wants, he wants what he can 
get" ("Ideo igitur id vult quod potest, quoniam quod vult non 
potest").oo Moreover, he goes on, the Stoics assume that "all 
men by nature wish to be happy" but they do not believe in 
lmmortality, at least not in bodily resurrection, that is, not in a 
future deathless life, and this is a contradiction in terms. For 
"if all men really will to be happy they must necessarily also 
will to be lmmortal. . . . In order to Uoe happily you must 
first be alive" ("Cum ergo beati esse omnes homines oellnt, ri 
oere oolunt, profecto et esse immortales oolunt. • • • Ut enim 
homo beate oioot, oportet ut oloot")." In other words, mortal 
men cannot be happy, and the Stoics' insistence on the fear of 
death as the main source of unhappiness testifies to this; the 
most they can achieve is to become "apathetic," to be un
affected by either life or death. 

This refutation, however, so plausible on this level of argu
ment, misses a number of rather important points. There is 
flrst the question of why a will should be necessary in order 
not to will, why it should not be possible simply to Jose the 
faculty under the sway of the superior insights of right rea
soning. After all, don't we all know how relatively easy it has 
always been to lose at least the habit, if not the faculty, of 
thinldng? Nothing more is needed than to live in constant dis
traction and never leave the company of others. It may be 
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argued that it is harder to break men of the habit of wanting 
what is beyond their power than of the habit of thinking, but 
for a sufficiently "trained" man, it ought not to be necessary to 
repeat the not-willing over and over-sinoe the me thele, the 
"do not will" where you cannot prevent, is at least as important 
to this schooling as the mere appeal to will power. 

Closely connected with the foregoing, and even more puz. 
zling, is the fact that Epictetus is by no means content with 
the will"s power not-to-will. He does not just preach indiHer· 
ence to everything that is not within our power; he insistently 
demands that man will what happens anyhow. I have already 
cited the game parable In which the man whose sole concern 
is with the feeling-well of the self is admonished to wish "only 
that to happen which does happen, and only him to win who 
does win." In a different context Epictetus goes much farther 
and praises (unnamed) "philosophers" who said "that 'if the 
good man knew coming events beforehand he would help on 
nature, even if it meant working with disease, and death and 
maiming.' " OT To be sure, in his argument he falls back on the 
old Stole notion of heimannene, the doctrine of fate which 
holds that everything happens in harmony with the nature of 
the universe and that every particular thing, man or animal, 
plant or stone, has its task allotted to it by the whole and is 
justified by it. But not only is Epictetus very explicitly uninter
ested in any question relating to nature or the universe; but 
also nothing in the old doctrine indicates that man"s will, 
totally ineffectual by deBnition, would be of avail in the 
"ordering of the universe." Epictetus is interested in what hap
pens to him: "I will a thing and it does not happen; what is 
there more wretched than I? I will it not and it happens; what 
is more wretched than I~ In short, in order "to live well" it 
Is not enough to "ask not that events should happen as you 
will"; you must "let your will be that events should happen 
as they do."~~• 

It is only when will power bas reached this climactic point, 
where It can will what is and thus never be "at odds with 
outward things," that it can be said to be omnipotent Under
lying all the arguments for such omnipotenoe is the matter-of-
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course assumption that reality for me gets Its realness from my 
consent; and underlying that assumption, guaranteeing its 
practical effectiveness, Is the simple fact that I can commit 
sulcide when I truly llnd life unbearable--the door is always 
open." And here this solution does not Imply, as it does, for 
instance, in Camus, a kind of cosmic rebellion against the 
human condition; to Epictetus, such a rebellion would be en· 
tirely pointless, since ·u is impossible that what happens 
should be other than it is."00 It is unthinkable because even an 
absolute negation depends on the sheer inexplicable thereness 
of all that is, including myself, and Epictetus nowhere de
mands an explanation or jusU6cation of the inexplicable. 
Hence, as Augustine will later argue," those who believe they 
choose non-being when they conunit sulcide are in error; they 
choose a form of being that will come about one day anyhow 
and they choose peace, which of course is only a form of being. 

The sole force that can hinder this basic, active consent 
given by the will is the will itself. Hence the criterion for right 
conduct is: "Will to be pleased, you with yourself" (•thelesoo 
aresal autos seaut6"). And Epictetus adds: "Will to appear 
noble to the god" ("thelesoo kaloa phanenoi t il the6"),e' but 
the addendum is actually redundant, for Epictetus does not 
believe in a transcendent Cod but holds that the soul is god· 
like and that the god is "within you, you are a fragment of 
him. •ea The willing ego, it turns out, is no less split in two 
than the Socratic two-in-one of Plato's dialogue of thought. 
But, as we saw with Paul, the two in the willing ego are far 
from enjoying a friendly, harmonious intercourse with each 
other, although in Epictetus their frankly antagonistic relation
ship does not subject the self to the extremes of despair that we 
hear so much of in Paul's lamenta.tion. Epictetus characterizes 
their relation as an ongoing "struggle" (ag6n), an Olympic 
contest demanding an ever-attentive suspicion of myself by 
myself: "In one word, [the philosopher, who always looks to 
himself for benefit and harm] keeps watch and guard on him
self aa his own enemy [hila ech.throo heautou], lying in wait 
for him.,... We need only remind ourselves of Aristotle's in
sight ("all friendly feelings toward others are an extension of 
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the friendly feelings a person has for himself') to gauge the 
distance the human mind has traveled since antiquity. 

The philosopher's self, ruled by the willing ego that tells 
him that nothing can hinder or constrain it but the will itself, 
is engaged in a never-ending fight with the counter-will, 
engendered, precisely, by his own will. The price paid for the 
Will's omnipotence is very high; the worst that, from the view
point of the thinking ego, could happen to the two-in-one, 
namely, to be "at vari.ance with yourself," has become part and 
parcel of the human condition. And the fact that this fate is no 
longer assigned to Aristotle's "base man" but, on the con
trary, to the good and wise man who has learned the art of 
conducting his own life in no matter what external circum
stances may well cause one to wonder whether this "cure" of 
human misery was not worse than the disease. 

Still, in this lamentable business there is one decisive dis
covery that no argument can eliminate and that at least ex
plains why the feeling of omnipotence as well as of human 
freedom could come out of the experi.ences of the willing ego. 
A point we touched on marginally in our discussion of Paul, 
namely, that all obedience presumes the power to disobey, is 
at the very center of Epictetus' considerations. There the heart 
of the matter is the Will's power to assent or dissent, say Yes 
or No insofar, at any rate, as I myself am concerned. This is 
why things that in their pure existence-Le., "impressions" of 
outside things-depend only on me are also in my power; not 
only can I will to change the world (though the proposition is 
of doubtful interest to an individual subject totally alienated 
from tl1e world In which it finds itself), I can also deny reality 
to anything and everything by virtue of an I-,viJl-not. This 
power must have bad something awful, truly overpowering, 
for the human mind, for there has never been a philosopher or 
theologian who, after having paid due attention to the Implied 
No in every Yes, did not squarely turn around and demand an 
emphatic consent, advising man, as Seneca did in a sentence 
quoted with great approbation by Master Eckhart, "to accept 
all occurrences as though he himself had desired them and asked 
for them.· To be sure, if in this universal agreement one sees 
no more than the willing ego's last and deepest resentment of 
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its existential impotence in the world as it factually is, he will 
also see only another argument here for the illusionary character 
of the faculty, an ultimate confirmation of its being an "artilicial 
concept." Man in that case would have been gjven a truly 
"monstrous" faculty (Augustine), compelled by its nature to 
demand a power it is able to exercise only in the illusion-ridden 
region of sheer phantasy-the inwardness of a mind that has 
successfully separated itself from all outward appearance in its 
relentless quest for absolute tranquillity. And as the last and 
ironic ~eward for so much effort, it will have obtained an un
comfortably intimate acquaintance with the "painful store
house and treasure of evils," in tl)e words of Democritus, or 
with the "abyss" which, according to Augustine, lies hidden "in 
the good heart and in the evil heart. "N 

10 Augustine, the first philosopher of the Will 

If it Is due to Scripture that there is 
a philosophy which is Christian, 
it is due to the Greek tradition that 
Chrlstianity possesses a philosophy. 

Etienne Gilson 

Augustine, the first Christian philosopher and, one is 
tempted to add, the only philosopher the Romans ever had," 
was also the first man of thought who turned to religjon be
cause of philosophical perplexities. Like many educated 
people of the time, he had been brought up as a Christian; yet 
what he himself eventually described as a conversion-the 
subject matter of his Confessions-was utterly different from 
the experience that changed the extremely zealous Pharisee 
Saul into Paul, the Christian Apostle and follower of Jesus of 
Nazareth. 

In the Confessions, Augustine tells how his heart had first 
been set "on fire" by Cicero"s Hortensiua, a book (now lost) 
that contained an exhortation to philosophy. Augustine kept 
quoting from it till the end of his life. He became the 6.rst 
Christian philosopher because throughout his life he held fast 
to philosophy. His treatise On the Trinity, a defense of the 
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crucial dogma of the Christian Church, is at the same time the 
most profound and the most articulated development of his 
own very original philosophical position. But its starting-point 
remained the Roman and Stoic quest for happiness-"Certain 
it is, said Cicero, that we all want to be happy."01 In his youth 
he had turned to philosophy out of inner wretchedness and as 
a man he turned to religion because philosophy had failed 
him. This pragmatic attitude, the demand that philosophy be 
"life's leader" (Cicero),08 is typically Roman; it had a more 
lasting infiuence on the formation of Augustine's thought than 
did Plotinus and the Neoplatonists, to whom he owed what
ever he knew of Creek philosophy. Not that the general hu
man wish to be happy had escaped the attention of the Creeks 
-the Roman proverb seems to have been a translation from 
the Creek-but this desire was not what made them do philos
ophy. Only the Romans were convinced that "there is no rea
son for man to philosophize unless in order to be happy."08 

We find this pragmatic concern for private happiness 
throughout the Middle Ages; it underlies the hope for eternal 
salvation and the fear of eternal damnation and clarifies many 
otherwise rather abstruse speculations whose Roman origins 
are difficult to detect. That the Roman Catholic Church, de
spite the decisive infiux of Creek philosophy, remained so pro
foundly Roman was due in no small measure to the strange 
coincidence that her first and most inBuential philosopher 
should also have been the first man of thought to draw his 
deepest inspiration from Latin sources and experiences. In 
Augustine, the striving for eternal life as the summum bonum 
and the interpretation of eternal death as the summum malum 
reached the highest level of articulation because he combined 
them with the new era's discovery of an inward life. He under
stood that the exclusive interest in this inner sell meant that "I 
have become a question for myself' ("quaestio mihl factiJ8 
sum")-a question that philosophy as it was then taught and 
learned neither raised nor answered. TO The famous analyses of 
the concept of Time in the eleventh book of the Confessicns 
are a paradigmatic illustration of the challenge of the new and 
problematic: time is something utterly familiar and ordinary 
so long as no one asks What is Tirne?-at which moment it 
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turns into an "intricate riddle" whose challenge Is that it is 
both entirely ordintuy and entirely "hidden."'1 

There is no doubt that Augustine belongs among the great 
and original thinkers, but he was not a "systentatlo thinker; 
and it is true that the main body of his work Is "littered with 
lines of thought that are not worked through to their conclu
sion and with abandoned Utertuy enterprlses''10-besides being 
shot through with repetitions. What is rentarkable under the 
cirmcumstances is the continuity of the chief topics tbat finally, 
at the end of his life, he subjected to a searching examina
tion titled Rmachltionea, or "Recantations; as though the 
Bishop and Prince of the Church were his own Inquisitor. Per
haps the mnst crucial of these ever-recurring topics was the 
"Free Choice of the WiD" (the Liberum orbitrium ooluntotls), 
as a faculty distinct from desire and reason, although he de
voted but one whole treatise to it under that title. This was an 
early work, whose first part is still entirely in the vein of his 
other early philosophical writings despite its having been 
written after the dramatic event of his conversion and baptism. 

It rather speaks, I think, for the quality of the man and the 
thinker that it took him ten years to write down in minute 
detail what to him was the most momentous event of his life
and this not just for remembrance"s or piety's sake but for the 
sake of its mental implications. As his most recent biographer, 
Peter Brown, puts it a bit simplistically, "he was very delinitely 
not a type croyant, such as had been common among educated 
men in the Latin world before his time";73 for Augustine, it 
was not a matter of abandoning the uncertainties of philosophy 
in favor of revealed Truth but of Snding the philosophical 
implications of his new faith. In that tremendous eflort he 
relied Srst of all on the Letters of the Apostle Paul, and the 
measure of his success can perhaps best be gauged by the fact 
that his authority throughout the subsequent centuries of 
Christian philosophy became equal to that of Aristotle-for the 
Middle Ages "the philosopher." 

Let us start with Augustine's early interest in the faculty of 
the Will as expounded in the first part of the early treatise 
(the two concluding parts were written almost ten years later, 
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roughly at the same time as the Con/1!8sfcn8). Its leading 
question is an inquiry into the cause of evil: "for evil could not 
have come into being without a cause" and God cannot be the 
cause of evil because "God is good." The question, current 
even then, had "disturbed [him] exceedingly since his youth 
.. . and indeed driven (him] into heresy," namely, into ad
hering to the teachings of Mani." What follows Is strictly 
argumentative reasoning (though in dialogue form) as we found 
it in Epictetus, and the telling points at this late time sound 
like a summing up for educational purposes until we reach 
the conclusion, where the disciple is made to say: "I question 
whether free will . . . ought to have been given to us by Him 
who made us. For it seems that we would not have been able 
to sin, if we did not have free will. And it is to be feared that 
In this way God may appear to be the cause of our evil deeds." 
At this point Augustine reassures the questioner and post· 
pones the discussion. 75 Thirty years later, in a different way, 
in the City of God, he takes up the question of the "purpose of 
the Will" as the "purpose of Man." 

The question whose answ~r he postponed for so many 
years is the starting-point for Augustine's own philosophy of 
the Will. But a close interpretation of Paul's Letter to the Rcr 
mans was the original occasion of his framing it. In the Confes
&lcns, as well as in the last two sections of On Free Choice 
of the Will, he draws the philosophical inferences and articu
lates the consequences of the strange phenomenon (that it is 
possible to will and, in the absence of any outside hindrance, 
still be unable to perform) which Pau.l had described in terms 
of antagonistic laws. But Augustine does not speak of two 
laws but of "two wills, one new and the other old, one carnal 
and the other spiritual," and describes in detail, like Paul, how 
these wills struggled "within" him and how their "discord 
undid [his] soul."76 In other words, he is careful to avoid his 
own earlier Manichaean heresy, which taught tbat two antagcr 
nistic principles rule the world, one good and one evil, one 
carnal and one spiritual. For him now, there is only one law, 
and the first insight therefore is the most obvious but also the 
most startling one: "Non hoc est velle quod posse," "to will 
and to be able are not the same."" 
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It Is startling because the two faculties, willing and per
foiDling, are so closely connected: "Will must be present for 
power to be operative"; and power, needless to say, must be 
present for the will to draw on. "If you act ... it can never 
be without willing" even if "you do a thing unwillingly, under 
compulsion." "When you do not act" it may be that "will is 
lacking" or that "the power is lacking."'' This is all the more 
surprising as Augustine agrees with the Stoics' main argument 
for the predominance of the Will, namely, that "nothing is so 
much in our power as the will itself, for there is no interval, 
the moment we will-there it Is,"'' except that he does not 
believe that the Will is enough. "1be law would not command 
if there were no will, nor would grace help if will were 
enough." The point here is that the Law does not address 
itself to the mind, in which case it wou.ld simply reveal and not 
command; it addresses itself to the Will because "the mind Is 
not moved until it wills to be moved." And this is why only the 
Will, and neither reason nor the appetites and desires, is "in our 
power; it is free."&o 

This proof of the freedom of the Will draws exclusively on 
an ioner power of affirmation or negation that has nothing to 
do with any actual posse or polestas-the faculty needed to 
perform the Will's commands. The proof obtains its plausibil
ity from a comparison of willing with reason, on the one hand, 
and with the desires, on the other, neither of which can be said 
to be free. (We saw that Aristotle introduced his proairesi& to 
avoid the dilemma of saying either that the "good man• forces 
himself away from his appetites or that the "base man" forces 
himself away from his reason.) Whatever reason tells me is 
compelling as fa.r as reason is concerned. I may be able to say 
"No" to a truth disclosed to me, but I cannot possibly do this 
on rational grounds. The appetites rise in my body automati
cally, and my desires are aroused by objects outside myself; I 
may say "No" to them on the advice given by reason or the law 
of God, but reason itself does not move me to resistance. 
(Duns Scotus, very much inBuenced by Augustine, later 
elaborates on the argument. To be sure, carnal man, in the 
sense Paul understood him, cannot be free; but spiritual man is 
not free either. Whatever power the intellect may have over 
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the mind Is a necessitating power; what the intellect can never 
prove to the mind is that it should not merely subject itself to 
it but al!o will to do so.81) 

The faculty of Choice, so decisive for the liberum arbl
trium, here applies not to the deliberative selection of means 
toward an end but primarily-and, in Augustine, exclusively
to the choice between velle and nolle, between willing and 
n.illing. This nolle has nothing to do with the w.ill-not-to-will, 
and it cannot be translated as I-will-not because this suggests 
an absence of will. Nolle is no less actively transitive than 
velle, no less a faculty of will: if I w.ill what I do not desire, I 
nill my desires; and in the same way I can nill what reason 
tells me is right In every act of the will, there is an 1-will and I
niU involved. These are the two wills whose ·discord" Augus
tine said "undid [his) soul." To be sure, "he who wills, wills 
something," and this something is presented to him "either 
from without through the body's senses or comes into the 
mind in hidden ways," but the point is that none of these 
objects determine the will. 82 

What is it then that causes the w.ill to will? What sets the 
will in motion? The question is inevitable, but the answer 
turns out to lead into an in£nite regress. For if the question 
were to be answered, "will you not inquire again for the cause 
of that cause if you B.nd it?" Will you not wish to know "the 
cause of the will prior to the will"? Could it not be inherent in 
the Will to have no cause in this sense? "For either the w.ill is 
its own cause or it is not a will."S. The Will is a fact which in 
its sheer contingent factuality can.not be explained in terms of 
causality. Or-to anticipate a late suggestion of Heidegger's
since the will experiences itself as causing things to happen 
which otherwise would not have happened, could it not be 
that it is n.either the intellect nor our thirst for knowledge 
(which could be stilled by straightforward information), but 
precisely the will that lurks bebi.nd our quest for causes-as 
though behind every Why there existed a latent wish not just 
to learn and to know but to learn the know-how? 

Finally, still traci.ng the di.fBculties that are described but 
not explained in the Letter to the Romans, Augustine comes to 
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Interpret the scandalow side of Paul's docbine of grace: "Law 
came In to increase the trespass; but where sin increased, 
grace abounded all the more: From that it is indeed difficult 
not to conclude: "Let w do evil that good may come. • Or, to 
put it more mildly, that it is worthwhile to have been Incapa
ble of doing good because of the overwhelming joy of grare
as Augustine himself once said.84 His answer in the Confu
$lon8 points to the strange ways of the soul even In default of 
any specillcally religiow experiences. The soul is "more ~ 
lighted at Brading or recovering the things it loves, than if it 
had always had them. . . . The victoriow comman.der tri
umphs . . . and the greater the peril in battle, the greater joy 
In triumph. . . . A friend is sick • . • he is restored, and 
though he walks not with his former strength, there is such 
joy, as there had not been when he was able to walk strongly 
and soundly." And so It is with all things; human life is "full r¥ 
witnesses" to it. '"Ihe greatest joy is ushered in by the greatest 
painfulness" -this is the -allotted mode of being" of all living 
things, from "the angel to the wonn." Even God, since He Is a 
living god, -doth joy more over one sinner that repenteth than 
over ninety and nine persons that need no repentance.·~> This 
mode of being (modus) is equally valid for base and for noble 
things, for mortal things and things divine. 

This is certainly the quintessence of what Paul had to say, 
but expressed in a non-descriptive, conceptual way: without 
appealing to any purely theological interpretation, It effaces 
the edge of Paul's lamentations and latent accusations, from 
which only the Mgumentum ad hominem, the Job-like ques
tion "Who are you to ask such questions and to raise such 
objections?" could save him. 

In Augustine's refutation of Stoicism, we can see a slmilar 
transformation and solidification brought about by means of 
conceptual thought. What was actually scandalous in that doc
trine was not that man could will to say "No" to reality but 
that this No was not enough; In order to Bnd tranquillity, man 
was told, he had to train his will to say "Yes" and to "let your 
will be that events should happen as they do. • Augustine 
understands that this willed submissiveness presupposes a 
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severe limitation of the willing capacity Itself. Although In his 
view every oelle Is accompanied by a nclle, the freedom of the 
faculty Is limited because no created being can will against 
creation, for this would be-even in the case of suicide-a will 
directed not only against a counter-will but against the very 
existence of the willing or nilling subject. The will, the faculty 
of a living being, cannot say "I'd rather not be," or "I would 
prefer nothingness as such." Anybody who says "I'd rather 
not exist than be unhappy" cannot be trusted, since while he is 
saying it he Is still alive. 

Yet this may be so only because being alive always implies 
a wish to go on being; therefore most people prefer "to be 
unhappy than to be nothing at all." But what about those who 
say "If I had been consulted before I existed, I'd have pre
ferred not to exist rather than be unhappy"? They have not 
considered that even this proposition is stated on the firm 
ground of Being; if they would consider the matter prc;>perly, 
they would lind that their very unhappiness makes them, as it 
were, exist less than they wish; it takes some existence from 
them. "The degree of their unhappiness is commensurate with 
the distance from that which Is in the highest degree [quod 
summe est]" and therefore outside the temporal order, which 
is shot through with non-existence-"for temporal things have 
no existence before they exist; while they exist, they are pass
ing away; once they have passed away, they will never exist 
again." All men fear death, and this feeling is ''truer" than any 
opinion that may lead you "to think that you ought to will not 
to exist," for the fact is that "beginning to exist is the same as 
proceeding toward non-existence." In short, "all things by the 
very fact that they are are good," evil and sin included; and 
this not only because of their divine origin and because of a 
belief In a Creator-God, but also because your own existence 
prevents you from either thinking or willing absolute non-exis
tence. In this context it should be noted that Augustine (al
though most of what I have been quoting is drawn from the 
last part of his De Iibera arbitrlo voluntatis) nowhere de
mands, as Eckhart later does, that • A good man ought to 
conform his will to the divine will, so that he will what God 
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wills: hence, if God has willed me to sin. I should not will not 
to have committed my sin; this Is my true repentance ..... 

What Augustine infers from this theory of Being is not Will 
but Praise: •Give thanks that you are•; "praise all things for 
the very fact that they are. • Avoid saying not only - 'It would 
be better If [sinners) had not existed.' but also 'They ought to 
have been made differently: • And the same is true for every
thing. since "all things have been created in their proper 
order," and if you "dare to find fault with a desert," do so only 
because you can compare it "with what is better.• It is "as if a 
man who grasped by his reason perfect roundness became 
disgusted• because he could not lind it in nature. He should 
be grateful for having the idea of roundness.87 

In the previous volume, I spoke of the ancient Greek 
notion that all appearances, inasmuch as they appear, not only 
imply the presence of sentient creatures capable of perceiving 
them but also demand recognition and prlli$e. This notion was 
a kind of philosophical justification of poetry and the arts; 
world-alienation, which preceded the rise of Stoic and Chris
tian thought, succeeded in obliterating it from our tradition of 
philosophy-though never entirely from the reftections of 
poets. (You can still lind it, very emphatically expressed. in 
W. H . Auden-who speaks of "That singular command I I do 
not understand, I Bless what there ts far being. I Whlch bas to 
be obeyed, for I What else am I made for, I Agreeing or dis
agreeing?"88-in the Russian poet Oslp Mandelstam. and, 
of course, in the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke.) Where we lind 
it in a strictly Christian context, it already bas an uncomfort
ably argumentative Havor, as though it were simply a neces
sary inference from the unquestioned faith in a Creator-God, 
as though Christians were duty-bound to repeat God's words 
after the Creation-"And God saw everything . . . and . . . it 
was very good.• In any event, Augustine's observations on the 
impossibility of n.illing absolutely because you cannot nil1 your 
own existence while you are nilling-bence cannot nil! abso
lutely even by committing suicide-are an effective refutation 
of the mental tricks Stoic philosophers bad recommended to 
enable men to withdraw from the world while still living in it. 
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We return to the question of the Will in the Confessions, 
which are almost entirely non-argumentative and rich in what 
we today would call "phenomenological" descriptions. For a]. 
though Augustine starts by conceptualizing Paul's position, he 
goes far beyond that, also far beyond his own first conceptual 
conclusions-that "to will and to be able to perform are not 
the same," that "the law would not command if there were no 
will. nor would grace help if will were enough," that it is our 
mind's allotted mode of being to perceive only through the 
succession of opposites, of day becoming night and night be
coming day, and we learn about justice only by experienc
ing injustice, about courage only through cowardice, and so 
on. Reflecting on what had actually happened during the "hot 
contention wherein he had engaged with himself' before his 
conversion, he discovered that Paul's interpretation of a 
struggle between Besh and spirit was wrong. For "more easily 
did my body obey the weakest willing of my soul, in moving 
Its limbs at its nod, than my soul had obeyed itself in carrying 
out this great will that could be done in the will alone."89 

Hence the trouble was not the dual nature of man, half carnal 
and half spiritual; it was to be found in the faculty of the Will 
itself. 

"Whence is this monstrosity? and why is it? .. . The mina 
commands the body, and is obeyed instantly; the mind com
mands itself and is resisted?" ("Uncle hoc monstrum, et quare 
istud? lmperat animu~ carpari, et paretur statim; imperat ani
mus sibi et resistitur?") The body has no will of its own and 
is obedient to the mind although that Is dllferent from the body. 
But the moment "the mind commands the mind to will, and 
the mind is not something diHerent, yet it does not [will]. 
Whence is this monstrosity and why? I say it commands that 
itself would will a thing, and would not give that command 
unless it wiUed, and it does not that which Is commanded." 
Perhaps, he continues, this can be explained by a weakness in 
the will, a lack of commitment: The mind perhaps "willeth not 
entirely, and therefore does not command entirely ... and 
therefore what it commands 18 not. • But who does the com
Diallding here, the mind or the will? Does the mind (anlmcu) 
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command the wiD, and does It hesitate, so that the wiD does 
not receive an unequivocal command? The answer 1$ no, for It 
1$ "the will [that] commandeth that there be a will, not an
other will [as would be the case If the mind were divided 
between conflicting wills], but the same wiD itsel£."10 

The split occurs in the wiD itself; the conflict arises neither 
out of a split between mind and will nor out of a split between 
Besh and mind. This is attested by the very fact that the Will 
always speaks in imperatives: "Thou shalt will," says the Will 
to itself. Only the Will itself has the power to issue such com
mands, and "if the will were 'entire,' it would not command 
itself to be: It Is in the Will's nature to double itself, and in 
this sense, wherever there is a will, there are always "two wills 
neither of which is entire [toto] , and what Is present to one of 
them is absent from the other." For th.is reason you always 
need two antagonistic wills to will at all; It is "not monstrous 
therefore partly to will and partly to niD" ("Et ideo sunt duae 
ooluntates, quia una earom tota non est. . . . Non ig.itur man
strum partim velle, partim nolle"). The trouble is that it is 
the same willing ego that simultaneously wills and nills: "'t 
was I who willed, I who nilled, I, I myself; I neither willed 
totally nor nilled entirely -and this does not mean that I was 
of "two minds, one good, the other evil," but that the uproar of 
two wills in one and the same mind "rent me asunder.""' 

The Manicheans explained the conll.ict by the assumption 
of two contrary natures, one good and the other evil. But •if 
there were as many contrary natures as there are wills that 
resist themselves, there would not be two natures only but 
many.- For we Bnd the same conll.ict of wills where no choice 
between good and evil is at stake, where both wills must be 
called evil or both good. Whenever a man tries to come to a 
decision in such matters, "you Bnd one soul Buctuating be
tween various wills." Suppose somebody tries to make up his 
mind between "going to the circus or the theatre, if both be 
open the same day; or, thirdly, to rob another's house .. . or, 
fourthly, to commit adultery .. . aD these meeting together 
in the same junction of time, and all being equally desired, 
which cannot at one time be acted." Here we have four wills, 

Copyrighted material 



95 

Augustine, the first philosopher of the Will 

all bad and all conflicting with each other and "rending" the 
willing ego. And the same is true for "wills that are good."" 

Augustine does not say here how these conflicts are re
solved except that he admits that at a certain moment a goal is 
chosen "whither the one entire will may be borne which before 
was divided Into many." But the healing of the will, and this is 
decisive, does not come about through divine grace. At the 
end of the Confessions he returns once more to the problem 
and relying on certain very different considerations that are 
explicitly argued in the treatise On the Trlnlty (which he was 
to spend fifteen years writing, from 400 to 416), he diagnoses 
the ultimate unifying will that eventually decides a man's con
duct as Looo. 

Love Is the "weight of the soul," its law of gravitation, that 
which brings the soul's movement to its rest Somewhat inHu
enced by Aristotelian physics, he holds that the end of all 
movement is rest, and now be understands the emotions-the 
motions of the soul- In analogy to the movements of the physi
cal world. For "nothing else do bodies desire by their weight 
than what souls desire by their love." Hence, In the ConfeB
sions: "My weight is my love; by it I am borne whithersoever I 
am borne."oa The soul's gravity, the essence of who somebody 
is, and which as such is inscrutable to human eyes, becomes 
manifest In this love. 

Let us retain the following. First: The split within the Will 
is a conBict, and not a dialogue, and it is Independent of the 
content that is willed. A bad will is no less split than a good 
one and vice versa. Second: The wUI as the commander of the 
body is no more than an executive organ of the mind and as 
such quite unproblematic. The body obeys the mind because 
it is possessed of no organ that would make disobedience 
possible. The will, addressing itself to itself, arouses the 
counter-wUI because the exchange Is entirely mental; a contest 
is possible only between equals. A will that would be "entire," 
without a counter-will, could no longer be a will properly 
speaking. Third: Since it is In the nature of the will to com
mand and demand obedience, it is also in the nature of the 
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will to be resisted. Finally: Within the framework of the Con
fessions, no solution to the riddle of this "monstrous" faculty is 
given; how the will, divided against itseH, finally reaches the 
moment when it becomes "entire" remains a mystery. If this is 
the way the will functions, how does it ever arrive at moving 
me to act-to prefer, for instance, robbery to adultery? For 
Augustine's "Huctuations of the soul" between many equally 
desirable ends are quite unlike Aristotle's deliberations, which 
concern not ends but means to an end that is given by human 
nature. No such ultimate arbiter appears in Augustine's main 
analyses except at the very end of the Confessions, when he 
suddenly begins to speak of the Will as a kind of Love, "the 
weight of our soul," but without giving any account of this 
strange equation. 

Some such solution is evidently required, since we know 
that these confiicts of the willing ego are flnally resolved. 
Actually, as I shall show later, what looks like a deus e.t 
machino in the Confessiom is derived from a dilferent theory 
of the Will. But before we turn to On the Trinity, it may be 
useful to stop to see how the same problem is treated in terms 
of consciousness by a modem thinker. 

John Stuart Mill, examining the question of free will, sug
gests that "the confusion of ideas" current in this philosophical 
area "must ... be very natural to the human mind," and 
he describes-less vividly and also less precisely but in words 
strangely similar to those we have just been hearing-the con
Diets the willing ego is subject to. It is wrong, he insists, to 
describe them as "taking place between me and some foreign 
power, which I conquer or by which I am overcome. [For] it 
is obvious that 'I' am both parties in the contest; the conllict is 
between me and myself. . . . What causes Me, or, if you 
please, my Will, to be identified with one side rather than with 
the other, is that one of the Me's represents a more permanent 
state of my feelings than the other does.~ 

Mill needed this "permanence" because he "disputed alto
gether that we are conscious of being able to act in opposition 
to the strongest desire or aversion"; he therefore had to explain 
the pheno.menon of regret. What he then discovered was that 
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"after the temptation has been yielded to [that Is, the 
strongest desire at the IIIOIDeDt], the desiring ·r will come to 
an end, but the conscience-stricken T may endure to the end of 
llle. • Though this enduring. conscience.striclcen "1" pia )'I no 
role In Mill's later considerations, here it suggests the lnterven· 
tion of something. called "conscience• or "character," that sur
vives all single, temporally limited, volitions or desires. 
According to Mill, the "enduring I," which manlfests itself only 
after volition has come to its end, should be similar to what
ever prevented Buridan' s ass from starving between two 
equaUy nice-smelling hay bundles: ~From mere lassitude •.• 
combined with the sensation of hunger" the animal "would 
cease thinlcing of the rival object$ at all." But this Mill could 
hardly admit, as the "enduring I" is of oourse one of the 
"parties in the contest, • and when he sa )'I "the object of moral 
education Is to educate the will; he is assumln.g that it Is 
possible to teach one of the parties to win. Education enten 
here as a dew ex machina: Mill's proposition rests on an unex
amined assumption-such as moral phUosopheu often adopt 
with great confidence and which actually can be neither 
proved nor disproved ... 

That strange confidence cannot be expected from Augw
tlne; it arose much later In order to neut:rallz.e, at least In the 
sphere of ethics and, as it were, by fiat the universal doubt 
that characterizes the modern age-which Nietzsche, rightly, I 
think, called the "era of suspicion. • When men oould no longer 
prof#, they turned their greatest conceptual efforts to fustlfy
ing God and His Creation In theodicies. But of course Augus
tine, too, needed some means of redemption for the Will. 
Divine grace would not help onoe he had discovered that the 
brokenness of the Will was the same for the evil and for the 
good wiD; It is rather difllcult to imagine God's gratuitous graoe 
deciding whether I should go to the theater or commit adul
tery. Augustine finds his solution In an entirely new approach 
to the problem. He now undertakes to Investigate tl~e Will not 

In Isolation from other mental faculties but In i.ts interconnect
edness with them; the leading question now Is: What function 
has the will In the life of the mind as a whole? Yet the pllt? 
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nomenal datum that suggested the answer even before It was 
found and duly outlined is curiously like Milrs "enduring I." 
In Augustine's words, it is "that there is One within me who is 
more myself than my self. "'• 

The dominant Insight of the treatise On the TTinUy Is de
rived from the mystery of the Christian trinity. Father, Son, 
and Holy Ghost, three substances when each is related to 
itself, can at the same time form a One, thus insuring that the 
dogma does not signify a break with monotheism. The unity 
comes about because all three substances are •mutually predi
cated relatively~ to each other without thereby losing their 
existence in their own substance." (This Is not the case, for 
instance, when color and the col~red object are "mutually 
predicated" in their relation to each other, for color has "not 
any proper substance in itself, since colored body is a sub
stance but color is in a substance."") 

The paradigm for a mutually predicated relationship of 
independent "substances" is friendship: two men who are 
friends can be said to be "independent substances" insofar as 
they are related to themselves; they are friends only relatively to 
each other. A pair of friends forms a unity, a One, insofar and 
as long as they are friends; the moment the friendship ceases 
they are again two "substances, • independent of each other. 
This demonstrates that somebody or something can be a One 
when related only to itself and still be so related to another, so 
intimately boand together with it, that the two can appear as a 
One without changing their "substance; losing their substan
tial independence and identity. This is the way of the Holy 
Trinity: God remains One while related only to Himself but 
He is three in the unity with Son and Holy Ghost. 

The point here is that such a mutually predicated relation
ship can occur only among "equals"; hence one cannot apply it 
to the relationship of body and soul, of carnal man and spirit
ual man, even though they always appear together, because 
here the soul is obviously the ruling principle. However, for 
Augustine the mysterious three-in-one must be found some
where in human nature since God created man in His own 
image; and since it is precisely man's mind that distinguishes 
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him from all other creatures, the three-in-one is likely to be 
found in the structure of the mind. 

We llnd the first inklings of this new line of investigation at 
the end of the Confessions, the work that most closely pre
cedes On the Trinity. There for the first time It occurs to him 
to use the theological dogma of the three-in-one as a general 
philosophical principle. He asks the reader to "consider these 
three things that are in themselves . . . [and] are far other 
than the Trinity . • . the three things I speak of are, to Be, to 
Know, and to Will [The three are interconnected.] For I Am, 
and I Know, and I Will; I Am Knowing and Willing; and I 
know myself to Be and to Will; and I Wi.ll to Be and to Know. 
In these three let him discern who can, how i.nseparable is one 
life, one mind, one essence; finally, how inseparable a distinc
tion there is, and yet there is a distinction.'>a' The analogy of 
course does not mean that Being is an analogy of the Father, 
Knowing an analogy of the Son, and Willing of the Holy 
Ghost. What interests Augustine is merely that the mental "'" 
contains three altogether diHerent things that are inseparable 
and yet distinct. 

This triad of Being, Willing, and Knowing occurs only in 
the rather tentative formula of the Confessions: obviously 
Being does not belong here, since it is not a faculty of the 
mind. In On the Trinity, the most important mental triad is 
Memory, Intellect, and Will. These three faculties are •not 
three minds but one mind. . .• They are mutually referred to 
each other . . . and each one is comprehended by" the other 
two and relates baclc to itself: "I remember that I have mem
ory, understanding, and will; and I understand that I under
stand, will, and remember; and I will that I will, remember, 
and understand."" These three faculties arc equal in rank, 
but their Oneness is due to the Will. 

The Will tells the memory what to retain and what to 
forget; it tells the intellect what to choose for Its understand
ing. Memory and Intellect are both contemplative and, as 
such, passive; It Is the Will that makes them function and 
eventually "binds them together." And only when by virtue of 
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one of them, namely, the Will, the three are Hforced into one 
do we speak of thought~ -ccgltatlo, which Augustine, playing 
with etymology, derives from cogere (coactum), to force to
gether, to unite forcefully. ("Atque Ita Pt Ula trinitas ex 
memoria., et intema oislone, et quae utrumque copulat volun
tate. Quia tria [in unum) cogunM, ab ipso coactu cogitatlo 
dicltur."") 

The Will's binding force functions not only In purely 
mental activity; it is manifest also in sense perception. This 
element of the mind is what makes sensation meaningful: In 
every act of vision, says Augustine, we must "distinguish the 
following three things . . . the object which we see . . . and 
this can naturally exist before it is seen; secondly, the vision 
which was not there before we perceived the object . . . and 
thirdly the power that llxes the sense of sight on the object 
.• . namely, the attention of the mind.w Without the latter, a 
function of the Will, we have only sensory "impressions" with
out any actual perceiving of them; an object is 6een only when 
we concentrate our mind on the perception. We can see with
out perceiving. and hear without listening, as frequently hap
pens when we are absent-minded. The "attention of the mind" 
is needed to transform sensation into perception; the Will that 
"&xes the sense on that thing which we see and binds both 
together" is essentially different from the seeing eye and the 
visible object; it Is mind and not body.'oo 

Moreover, by 6xing our mind on what we see or hear, we 
tell our memory what to remember and our intellect what to 
understand, what objects to go after in search of knowledge. 
Memory and intellect have withdrawn from outside appear
ances and deal not with these themselves (the real tree) but 
with images (the seen tree), and these images dearly are 
inside us. In other words, the Will, by virtue of attention, first 
unites our sense organs with the real world in a meaningful 
way, and then drags, as it were, this outside world into our
selves and prepares it for further mental operations: to be 
remembered, to be understood, to be asserted or denied. For 
the inner images are by no means mere illusions. "Concentrat
Ing exclusively on the inner phantuies and turning the mind's 
eye completely away from the bodies which surround our 
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senses," we come "upon so striking a likeness of the bodily 
species expressed from memory" that it is hard to tell whether 
we are seeing or merely imagining. "So great is the power of 
the mind over its body" that sheer imagination •can arouse the 
genital organs.~101 And this power of the mind is due not to 
the Intellect and not to Memory but only to the Will that 
unites the mind's inwardness with the outward world. Man's 
privileged position within the Creation, in the outward world, 
is due to the mind which "imagines within, yet imagines things 
that are from without. For no one could use these things [of 
the outward world) ... unless the images of sensible things 
were retained in the memory, and unless . • • the same will 
[were) adapted both to bodies without and to their images 

'thin· ,.102 WI • 

This Will as the unifying force binding man's sensory ap
paratus to the outside world and then jo.ining together man's 
different mental faculties has two characteristics that were en
tirely absent from the various descriptions we have had of the 
Will up to now. This Will could Indeed be understood as "the 
spring of action"; by directing th.e senses' attention, presiding 
over the images impressed on memory, and providing the In
tellect with material for understanding, the Will prepares the 
ground on which action can take place. This Will, one is 
tempted to say, is so busy preparing action that it hardly has 
time to get caught In the controversy with its own counter-wilL 
• And just as In man and woman there is one 8esh of two, so 
the one nature of the mind [the Will I embraces our intellect 
and action, or our council and execution ... so as it was said 
of those: They shall be two In one 8esh,' so it can be said of 
these [the inward and the outwara man]: 'Two in one 
mind.' •u.a 

Here is a first intimation of certain consequences that Duns 
Scotus much later will draw from Augustinian voluntarisnl: 
the Will's redemption cannot be mental and does not come by 
divine intervention either; redemption comes from the act 
which-often like a "coup t!itat," in Bergson's felicitous 
phrase-interrupts the con8ict between velle and nolle. And 
the price of the redemption is, as we shall see, freedom. Ju 
Duns Scotus expressed it (in the summary of a modem com-
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mentator), "It Is possible for me to be writing at this mo
ment, just as It is possible for me not to be writing." I am still 
entirely free, and I pay for this freedom by the curious fact 
that the Will always wills and nills at the same time: the 
mental activity in its case does not exclude its opposite. "Yet 
my oct of writing excludes its opposite. By one act of the will I 
can determine myself to write, and by another I can decide 
not to write, but I cannot be simultaneously in act in regard to 
both things together."10t In other words, the Will is redeemed 
by ceasing to will and starting to act, and the cessation cannot 
originate in an act of the will-not-to-wiD because this would be 
but another volition. 

In Augustine, as well as later in Duns Scotus, the solution 
of the Will's inner conllict comes about through a transforma
tion of the Will itself, its transformation Into Lace. The Will
seen in its functional operative aspect as a coupling, binding 
agent-can also be defined as Love (ooluntas: 01ncr seu dl
lectlo11l4), for Love is obviously the most successful coupling 
agent In Love, there are again •three things: be that loves, 
and that which is loved, and Love. . . . [Love] is a certain 
life which couples • • . together two things, namely, him that 
loves and that which Is loved. "tO$ In the same way, Will qua 
attention was needed to effect perception by coupling together 
the one with eyes to see and that which is visible; it Is only 
that the uniting force of love Is stronger. For what love unites Is 
"'marvelously glued together" so that there is a cohesion be
tween lover and the beloved-"cohaerunt enim mlrabiliter 
glutino a11Wf'ls."10T The great advantage of the transformation 
is not only Love's greater foroe in uniting what remains sepa
rate-when the Will uniting · the form of the body that Is seen 
and its image which arises in the sense, that Is, the vision • . . 
is so violent that [it keeps the sense fixed on the vision once it 
bas been formed], it can be called love, or desire, or pas
sion"•os_but also that love, as distinguished from will and 
desire, is not extinguished when it reaches Its goal but enables 
the mind •to remain steadfast in order to enjoy" it 

What the will is not able to accomplish Is this steadfast 
enjoyment; will is given as a mental faculty because the mind 
·u not suBicient to itself' and "through its need and want, it 
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becomes excessively intent upon its own actions. '"lot The will 
decides how to use memory and intellect, that is, it "refers 
them to something else, • but it does not know how "to use 
with the joy, not of hope, but of the actual thing. "110 That is 
the reason the will is never satislled, for "satisfaction meanJ 
that the will is at rest,"111 and nothing-certainly not hope
can still the will's restlessness "save endurance," the quiet and 
lasting enjoyment of something present; only "the force of love 
is so great that the mind draws in with itself those things upon 
which it has long reOected with love.''m The whole mind "is 
In those things upon which it thinks with love," and these are 
the things "without which it cannot think of itself."ll8 

The emphasis here is on the mind thinking of itself, and 
the love that stills the will's turmoil and restlessness is not a 
love of tangible tbings but of the "footprints" "sensible things" 
have left on the inwardness of the mind. (Throughout the 
treatise, Augustine is careful to distinguish between thinking 
and knowing, or between wisdom and knowledge. "It is one 
thing not to know oneself, and another thing not to think of 
oneself."114) In the case of Love, the lasting "footprint" that 
the mind has transformed into an intelligible thing would be 
neither the one who loves nor his beloved but the third ele
ment, namely, Love itself, the love with which the lovers love 
each other. 

The difficulty with such "intelligible things" Is that al
though they are as "present to the gaze of the m.ind as • • • 
tangible things are present ... to the senses of the body.~ a 
man "who arrives [at them I does not abide in them . • • and 
thus a transitory thought is formed of a thing that is not transi
tory. And this transitory thought is committed to the memory 
• . . so that there may be a place to which the thought may 
again return.• (The example he gives of lastingness in the 
midst of human transience is drawn from music. It is as if "one 
were to grasp [a melody] passing through intervals of time 
while it stands apart from time in a kind of secret and sublime 
silence"; without memory to record the sequence of sounds, 
one could never even "conceive of the melody as long as that 
singing could be heard .• UO) What Love brings about is last
ingness, a perdurance of which the mind otherwise seems in-
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capable. Augustine has conceptualized Paul's words in the 
Letter to the Corinthians: "Love never ends~; of the three that 
"abide" -Faith, Hope, Love-"the greatest [the most durable, 
as it were] is love~ (I Corinthians 13:8}. 

To summarize: this Will of Augustine's, which is not 
understood as a separate faculty but in its function within the 
mind as a whole, where all single faculties-memory, intellect, 
and will-are "mutually referred to each other,'"111 finds Its 
redemption in being transformed into Love. Love as a kind of 
enduring and conBictless Will has an obvious resemblance to 
Milfs "enduring I," which finally prevails in the will's deci
sions. Augustine's Love exerts its inBuence through the 
"weight"-"the will resembles a weight"111-it adds to the 
soul, thus arresting its Huctuations. Men do not become just by 
knowing what is just but by loving justice. Love is the soul's 
gravity, or the other way round: "the specific gravity of bodies 
is, as it were, their love. •us What is saved, moreover, in this 
transformation of his earlier conception is the Will's power of 
assertion and denial; there is no greater assertion of something 
or somebody than to love it, that is, to say: I will that you 
be--Amo: Volo ut .rif. 

Thus far, we have left to one side all strictly theological 
questions and with them the chief problem free will presents 
to all strictly Christian philosophy. In the first centuries after 
Christ, the existence of the universe could be explained as 
emanation, the outHow of divine and anti-divine forces, requir
ing no personal God behind it. Or, following the Hebrew 
tradition, it could be explained as creation having a divine 
person for its author. The divine author created the world of 
His own free will and out of nothingness. And He created man 
after His image, that is, endowed, too, with a free will From 
then on, the theories of emanation corresponded to the fatalist 
or determinist theories of necessity; the creation theories had 
to deal theologically with the Free Will of God, Who decided 
to create the world, and to reconcile this Freedom with the 
freedom of the creature, man. Insofar as God is omnipotent 
(He can overrule man's will}, and has foreknowledge, human 
freedom seems to be doubly canceled out. The standard argu-
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ment. then, is: God only foreknows; He does not compel. You 
find the argument in Augustine, too, but at his best he pro
poses a very different line of thought. 

Earlier, we took up the basic arguments put forward for 
determinism and fatalism because of their great importance to 
the mentality of the ancient world, especially Roman antiq
uity. And we saw, following Cicero, bow this reasoning always 
ended in contradictions and paradoxes. You remember the so
called idle argument-When you were sick, whether you would 
recover or not recover was predestined, hence why have called 
a doctor; but whether you called a doctor or did not call him 
was also predetermined, and so on. In other words, all your 
faculties become Idle once you think along these lines without 
cheating. The reasoning relies on antecedent causes; that is, it 
relies on the past. But what you actually are interested in is of 
course the future. You want the future to be predictable-·it 
was to be" -but the moment you start arguing along these lines, 
you are up against another paradox: "'f I can foresee that I am 
going to be killed tomorrow in an airplane crash, then I will not 
get out of bed tomorrow. But then I will not be so killed. But 
then I will not have correctly foreseen the future.ft111 The Baw 
in the two arguments, the one relating to the past, the other to 
the future, is the same: the first extrapolates the present into 
the past, the second extrapolates it into the future, and both 
assume that the extrapolator stands outside the sphere in 
which the real event takes place and that be, the outside ob
server, has no power at all to act-he himself is not a cause. In 
other words, since man is himself part and parcel of the tem
poral process, a being with a past and a special faculty for the 
past, called "memory," since be lives in the present and looks 
forward to the future, he cannot jump out of the temporal 
order. 

I pointed out earlier that the argument of determinism 
receives its actual poignancy only if a Foreknowcr is intro
duced who stands outside the temporal order and looks on 
what is happening from the perspective of eternity. By intro
ducing such a Foreknower, Augustine was able to arrive at the 
most dubious and also most terrible of his teachings, the doc
trine of predestination. We are not interested here in this doc-
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trine, a perverse radicalization of Paul's teaching that salvation 
lies not in wo.rks but in faith and is given by God's grace-so 
that not even faith is within man's power. You flnd it in one of 
the last treatises, On Crace and Free WiU, written against the 
Pelagians, who, referring precisely to Augustine's earlier doc
trines of the Will, had emphasized •the merits of the ante
cedent good will" for the reception of grace, which was given 
wholly gratuitously only in the forgiveness of sins.120 

The philosophical arguments, not for predestination but 
for the possible co-existence of God's omniscience and man's 
free will, occur in a discussion of Plato's Tfmaet~S. Human 
knowledge is of "various kinds"; men know 

in different ways things which as yet are not, things which are, and 
things which have been. [But] not in our fashion does He look for
ward to what is future, nor does He look at what is present nor look 
back at what is past, but in a manner far and profoundly dilferent 
from the way of our thoughts. For He does not pass from this to 
that [following in thought what has changed from past to present 
to future), but He sees altogether unchangeably; so that aU things 
which [for u.s) emerge temporally- the future which is not yet as 
well as the present that already is and the past which is no more
are comprehended by Him in a stable and sempiternal presence: 
nor does He see differently with the eyes of the body and differ
ently with the mind, for He is not composed of mind and body: nor 
[does He see) in different fashion the now, the before, the later; for 
His knowledge, unlike ours, is not a knowledge of three different 
times, present, past, and future through whose variations our 
knowledge is affected. . . . Nor Is there any intention that passes 
from thought to thought in Whose bodyless intuition all things 
which He knows are present together at once. For He knows all 
times with no temporal notions, just as He moves aU temporal things 
with no temporal movements.m 

In this context, one can no longer speak of God's Foreknowl
edge; for Him, past and future do not exist. Eternity, under
stood in human tenns, is an everlasting present. ·u the present 
were always present . . . it would no longer be time but 
eternity ,..,22 

I have quoted this argument at some length because if one 
can assume that there is a pm-son for whom the temporal order 
does not exist, the co-existence of God's omniscience and 
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man's free will ceases to be an i.nsoluble problem. At the very 
least it can be approached as part of the problem of man's 
temporality, that is, in a consideration of all our faculties as 
related to time. This new view, explicated in the CUy of God, 
is prepared for in the famous eleventh book of the Confes
Gkms, to which we now briefly tum. 

Regarded in temporal categories, "the present of things 
past is in memory, the present of things present is in a mental 
intuition [ contuUus- a gaze that gathers things together and 
"pays attention" to them], and the present of things future is 
in expectation."12S But these threefold presents of the mind 
do not in themselves constitute time; they constitute time only 
because they pass into each other "from the future through 
the present by which it passes to the past"; and the present is 
the least lasting of them, since it has no "space" of its own. 
Hence time passes "from that which does not yet exist, by that 
which has no space, into that which no longer eldsts.••:u 
Time, therefore, cannot possibly be constituted by "the move
ments of the heavenly bodies"; the movements of bodies are 
"in time" only insofar as they have a beginning and an end; 
and time.that can be measured is in the mind itself, namely, 
"from the time I began to see until I cease to see." For "we 
measure in fact the interval from some beginning up to some 
kind of end," and this is possible only because the mind re
tains in its own present the expectation of that which is not 
yet, which it then "pays attention to and remembers when it 
passes through." 

The mind performs this temporalizing action in each every
day act: "I am about to recite a psalm . ... The life of this 
action of mine is distended into memory in respect to the part 
I have already recited and into expectation in respect to the 
part I am about to recite. Attention is present, through which 
what was future is conveyed over [traiiclatur], that it may 
become past." Attention, as we have seen, is one of the major 
functions of the Will. the great uniller, which here, in what 
Augustine calls the • distention of the mind," binds together 
the tenses of time into the mind's present. "Attention abides 
and through it what will be present proceeds to become some
thing absent, • namely, the past And "the same holds for the 
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whole of man's life, • which without the mind's distentiou 
would never be a whole; "the same [also] for the whole era of 
the children of men, of which all the lives of men are parts,• 
namely, insofar as this era can be recounted as a coherent 
continuous story. ua 

From the perspective, then, of the temporallty of the hu· 
man faculties, Augustine In the last of the great treatises, the 
City of God, returns once more to the problem of the 
Will.m He states the main diiBculty: God, "though Himself 
eternal, and without beginning, caused time to have a begin· 
nlng; and man, whom He had not made previously, He made 
In time.•uT The creation of the world and of time colncide
"the world was made DOl In time, but simultaneously with 
time" -not only because creation itself implies a beginning but 
a4o because living creatures were made before the making of 
man. -where there is no creature whose changing movement 
admits of succession, there cannot be time at all .•• time 
being impossible without the creature."l28 But what, then, 
was God's purpose In creating man, asks Augustine; why did 
He "will to make him in time; him "whom He had never 
made before"? He calls this question •a depth indeed" and 
speaks of "the unsearchable depth of this purpose• of creating 
"temporal man [hominem temporalem] who has never before 
been, • that is, a creature that does not just live "in time" but is 
essentially temporal, is, as it were, time's essence.12t 

To answer "this very difficult question of the eternal God 
creating new things; Augustine first finds it necessary to re
fute the philosophers' cyclical time concepts, Inasmuch as 
novelty could not occur In cycles. He then gives a very surpris
Ing answer to the question of why it was necessary to create 
Man, apart from and above all other living things. In order1 he 
says, that there may be novelty, a beginning must exist; "and 
this beginning never before existed,• that is, not before Man's 
creation. Hence, that such a beginning "might be, man was 
created before whom nobody was" ('quod initium eo 17lOdQ 
antea nunquam fuit . Hoc ergo ut e.tset, creatus ut homo, ante 
quem nullus fuit").114 And Augustine distinguishes this from 
the beginning of the creation by using the word "lnitium" for 
the creation of Man but "prlncipium" for the creation of the 
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heaven and the earth.'" As for the living creatures, made 
before Man, they were created •in numbers," as species be
ings, unlike Man, who was created in the singular and con
tinued to be "propagated from individuals."111 

It is Man's character of individuality that explains Augus
tine's saying that there was "nobody" before him, namely, 
nobody whom one could call a "person"; this individuality 
manifests itself in the Will. Augustine proposes the case of 
identical twins, both "of a like temperament of body and souL • 
How can we tell them apart? T he only endowment by which 
they are distinguished from each other is their will-"if both 
are tempted equally and one yields and consents to the temp
tation while the other remains unmoved . . . what causes this 
but their own wills in cases • • • where the temperament is 
ideni:ical?"IIIJ 

In other words, and somehow elaborating on these specu
lations: Man is put into a world of change and movement as a 
new beginning because he knows that he bas a beginning and 
will have an end; he even knows that his beginning is the 
beginning of his end-"our whole life is nothing but a race 
toward death.""' In this sense, no animal, no species being. 
bas a beginning or an end. With man, created in God's own 
image, a being came into the world that, because it was a 
beginning nmnlng toward an end, could be endowed with the 
capacity of willing and nilling. 

In this respect, he was the image of a Creator-Cod; but 
since he was temporal and not eternal, the capacity was en
tirely directed toward the future. (Wherever Augustine speaks 
of the three tenses, he stresses the primacy of the future- like 
H egel, as we saw; the primacy of the Will among the mental 
faculties necessitates the primacy of the future in time specu
lations.) Every man, being created in the singular, is a new 
beginning by virtue of his birth; if Augustine had drawn the 
consequences of these speculations, he would have defined 
men, not, like the Creeks, as mortals, but as "natals," and he 
would have defined the freedom of the Will not as the liberum 
arbltrium, the free choice between willing and nilling. but as 
the freedom of which Kant speaks in the Critique of Pure 
Reoson. 
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His "faculty of spontaneously beginning a series in time," 
which "occuning in the world can have only a relatively fust 
beginning" and still is "an absolutely first beginning not in 
time but in causality" must once again be invoked here. "H, for 
instance, I at this moment arise from my chair in complete 
freedom . • . a new series, with all its natural consequences 
In Infinitum, bas its absolute beginning in this event"ll5 The 
distinction between an "absolute" and a "relative" beginning 
points to the same phenomenon we find in Augustine's distinc
tion between the principium of the Heaven and the Earth and 
the lnltlum of Man. And had Kant known of Augustine's phi
losophy of natality he might have agreed that the freedom of a 
relatively absolute spontaneity is no more embarrassing to 
human reason than th.e fact that men are born-newcomers 
again and again in a world that preceded them in time. The 
freedom of spontaneity is part and parcel of the human condi· 
tion. Its mental organ is the WilL 
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11 Thomas Aquinas and the primacy 
of Intellect 

More than forty years ago, Etienne Gilson, the great re
viver of Christian philosophy, speaking at Aberdeen as the 
Gilford Lecturer, addressed himself to the magnificent revival 
of Greek thought in the thirteenth century; the result was a 
classi.cal and, I think, lasting statement-The Spirit of Medieval 
Philosophy-on -the basic principle of aD medieval specula
tion." He was referring to the fides quoerem lnteUectum, An
selm's •faith asldng the intellect for help" and thereby making 
philosophy ancilla theologlae, the handmaid of faith. There 
was always the danger that the handmaid mi.ght become the 
-wstress," as Pope Gregory IX warned the Uni.versi.ty of Paris, 
anticipating Luther's fulminant attacks on this mdt1tfa, this 
folly, by more than two hundred yean. I mention Gilson's 
name, certainly not to invite comparisons-which would be 
fatal to myseH-but, rather, out of a feeling of gratitude and 
also in order to explain why, in what follows, I shall avoid dis
cussing matters that were dealt wi.th long ago in such a mas
terly way and whose result is available-even in paperback. 

Eight hundred years separate Thomas from Augustine, 
time enough not just to make a saint and Father of the Churc:b 
out of the Bishop of Hippo but to confer on him an authority 
equal to that of Aristotle and almost equal to that of the 
Apostle Paul. In the Middle Ages such authority was of the 
utmost importance; nothing could be more damaging to a new 
doctrlne than a frank avowal that it was new; never was what 
Gilson called •tpsedixitism" more dominant. Even when 
Thomas expressly disagrees with an opinion, he needs an 
authoritative quot~ to establish the doctrine againtt which he 
wi.ll then argue. To be sure, this had something to do wi.th the 
absolute authority of God's word, recorded in books, the Old 
and the New Testament, but the point here Is that almolt 
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eoery author that was lcnown-Chrlst:ian, Jewish, Moslem
was quoted as an "authority," either for the truth or for some 
Important untruth. 

In other words, when we study these medieval works we 
must remember that their authors lived in monasteries-with
out which such a thing as a "history of ideas" in the Western 
world would not exist-and that means that these writings 
came out of a world of books. But Augustine's reHections, by 
contrast, had been intimately connected with his experiences; It 
was important to him to describe them in detail, and even 
when he treated such speculative matters as the origin of evil 
(in the early dialogue On Free Choice of the Will), it scarcely 
occurred to him to quote the opinions o.f a host of erudite and 
worthy men on the subject. 

The Scholastic authors use experience only to give an ex
ample supporting their argument; experience itself does not 
Inspire the argument What actually arises from the examples 
Is a curious kind of casuistry, a technique of bringing general 
principles to bear on particular cases. The last author still to 
write clearly of the perplexities of his mind or soul, entirely 
undisturbed by bookish concerns, was Anselm of Canterbury, 
and that was two hundred years before Thomas. This, ci 
course, Is not to say that the Scholastic authors were uncon
cerned with the actual issues and merely inspired by argu
ments, but to say that we are now entering an "age of 
commentators" (Gilson), whose thoughts were always guided 
by some written authority, and it would be a grave error to 
believe that this authority was necessarily or even primarily 
ecclesiastical or scriptural. Yet Gilson, whose mentality was so 
admirably attuned to the requirements of his great subject, 
and who recognized that •it Is due to scripture that there is a 
philosophy which is Christian, [as] It Is due to the Greek 
tradition that Christianity possesses a philosophy; could seri
ously suggest that the reason Plato and Aristotle failed to 
penetrate to the ultimate truth was to be found in tha unfortu
nate fact that they had not •the advantage of reading the first 
lines ci Genesis • . . bad they done so the whole history ci 
philosophy might have been difFerent. "1 

Thomas' geat tmRnisbed masterwork, the Summa Theo-
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loglca, was originally Intended for pedagogical purposes, as a 
textbook for the new universities. It enumerates In a strictly 
systematic manner all possible questions, all possible argu
ments, and presumes to give final answers to each of them. No 
later system I know of can rival th.is codification of presumably 
established truths, the 81.1m of coherent knowledge. Every 
philosophical system aims at offering the restless mind a kind 
of mental habitat, a secure home, but none has ever succeeded 
so well, and none, I think, was so free of contradictions. Any
one willing to make the considerable mental effort to enter 
that home was rewarded by the assurance that In its many 
mansions he would never find himself perplexed or estranged. 

To read Thomas is to Jearn how such domiciles are built. 
First, the Questions are raised In the most abstract but non
speculative manner; then, the points of Inquiry for each ques
tion are sorted out, followed by the Objections that can be 
made to every possible answer; whereupon an •0n the con
trary" Introduces the opposite position; only when this whole 
ground has been laid does Thomas' own answer follow, com
plete with specific replies to the Objections. This schematic 
order never alters, and the reader patient enough to follow the 
sequence of question upon question, answer upon answer, tak
Ing account of each objection and each contrary position, will 
Bnd himself spellbound by the immensity of an intellect that 
seems to know it all. In every iustance, an appeal is mad.e to 
some authority, and this is particularly striking when argu
ments that are being refuted have first been brought forward 
backed by an authoritative quotation. 

Not that the citation of authority is the only or even the 
dominant way of argumentation. It is always accompanied by 
a kind of sheer rational demonstration, usually iron-clad. No 
rhetoric, no kind of persuasion is ever used; the reader is 
compelled as only truth can compel The trust in compelling 
truth, so general in medieval philosophy, is boundless In 
Thomas. He distinguishes three kinds of necessity: absolute 
necessity, which is rational-for instance, that three angles of a 
triangle are equal to two right angles; relative necessity, which 
Is that of utility-for instance, food is necessary for life or a 
horse is necessary for a journey; and coercion imposed by an 
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outside agent. And of these only the last Is "repugnant to the 
will. .. Truth compels; it does not command as the will com· 
mands, and it does not coerce. It is what Scotus later called 
the dictamen rationl.t, the •dictate of reason,~ that Is, a power 
which prescribes in the form of speech (dicere) and whose force 
has its limits in the Umitations of rational intercourse. 

With unsurpassed clarity, Thomas distinguishes between 
two ·appreheoslve" faculties, intellect and reason; these have 
their corresponding intellectually appetitive faculties, will and 
liberum arbitrium or free choice. Intellect and reason deal 
with truth. Intellect, also called •universal reason, • deals with 
mathematical or self-evident truth, first principles needing no 
demonstration to be assented to, whereas reason, or particular 
reason, is the faculty by which we draw particular conclusions 
from universal propositions as in syllogisms. Universal reason 
is by nature contemplative, while the task of particular reason 
Is •to come from one thing to the knowledge of another, and 
so .•. we reason about conclusions, that are known from the 
principles."~ This discursive reasoning process dominates all 
1m writings. (Tbe Age of Enlightenment has bee.n called the 
Age of Reason-which may or may not be an apt description; 
these centuries of the Middle Ages are certainly best called the 
Age of Reasoning.) The distinction would be that truth, per· 
ceived by the intellect only, is revealed to and compels the 
mind without any activity on the mind's part, whereas in the 
discursive reasoning process the mind compels itself. 

The argumentative reasoning process is set in motion by 
the faith of a rational creature whose intellect naturally turns 
to its Creator for help in seeking out "such knowledge of the 
true being" that He is "as may lie within the power of my 
natural reason."• What was revealed to faith in Scripture was 
not subject to doubt, any more than the self-evidence of first 
principles was doubted by Greek philosophy. Truth is compel
ling. What distinguishes this power of compulsion in Thomas 
from the necessitation of Creek alethekl is not that the decisive 
revelation comes from without but that "to the truth promul
gated from wi.thout by revelation, responded the light of rea
son from within. Faith, ex audltu [for instance, Moses 
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llstenlng to the divine voice], at once awoke an answering 
chord."~ 

If one comes to Thomas and Duns Scotus from Augustine, 
the most strilcing change is that neither is interested In the 
problematic structure of the Will, seen as an isolated faculty; 
what is at stake for them is the relation between Will and 
Reason or Intellect, and the dominant question is which of 
these mental faculties is "nobler" and therefore entitled to 
primacy-over the other. It may be of even greater significance, 
especially in view of Augustine's enormous influence on· both 
thinkers, that, of Augustine's three mental faculties-Memory, 
Intellect, and Will-one has been lost, namely, Memory, the 
most specillcally Roman one, binding men back to the past. 
And this loss turned out to be final; nowhere in our philo
sophical tradition does Memory again attain the same rank as 
Intellect and Will. Quite apart from the consequences of this 
loss for all strictly political philosophy,• it is obvious that what 
went out with memory- sedes animi est in memoria-was a 
sense of the thoroughly temporal character of human nature 
and human existence, manifest in Augustine's homo tem
porali.J.• 

The Intellect, which In Augustine related to whatever was 
present in the mind, in Thomas relates back to first principle$, 
that is, to what comes logically before anything else; it Is from 
them that the reasoning process that deals with particulars 
takes ol£.8 The proper object of the Will is the end, yet this 
end is no more the future than the "fust principle" is the past; 
principle and end are logical, not temporal, categories. So far 
as the Will is concerned, Thomas, closely following the Nico
macheon ·Ethics, insists chiefly on the means-end category, and 
as in Aristotle, the end, though the Will's object, is given to the 
Will by the apprehensive faculties, that Is, by the Intellect. 
Hence, the proper "order of action" is this: "First there is the 
apprehension ofthe end . . . then counsel [deliberation] about 
the means; and finally desire for the means. "t At each step, the 
apprehensive power precedes, and has primacy over, the appe
titive movement. 

The conceptual foundation of all these distinctions is that 
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•goodness and Being" differ only in thought; they are "the 
same reaUter," and this to the point where they can be said to 
be "convertible'": "As much as [a man] has of Being, so much 
has he of goodness, while so far as something is lacldng in the 
fullness of [his] Being, so far does this fall short of goodness 
and is said to be evil "10 No being, insofar as it is, can be said 
to be evil, ~ut only insofar as it lacks Being." All this of course 
is no more than an elaboration of Augurtine's position, but the 
position is enlarged and conceptually sharpened. From the 
perspective of the apprehensive faculties, Being appears under 
the aspect of truth; from the perspective of the Will, where the 
end is the good, it appears "under the aspect of desirableness, 
which Being does not express." Evil is not a principle, because 
it is sheer absence, and absence can be stated "in a priva
tive and in a negative sense. Absence of good, taken nega
tively, is not evil . . . for instance, if a man Jacks the swiftness 

of the horse; evil is an absence where something is deprioed 
of a good that belongs to it essentially-for instanoe, the 
blind man, who is deprived of sight "ll Because of its priva
tive character, absolute or radical evil cannot exist No evil 
exists in which one can detect "the total absenoe of good. • For 
·~the wholly eoil could be, it would dutToy itself:u 

Thomas was not the first to regard evil as nothing but 
"privation, • a kind of optical illusion that comes about if the 
whole, of which evil is only a part, is not taken into account. 
Already Aristotle had had the notion of a universe "wherein 
every part has its own perfectly ordered place" so that the in
herent goodness of fire "causes evil to water" by accident.'" And 
it remains the most resilient, and ever-repeated traditional ar
gument against the real existence of evil; even Kant, who coined 
the concept of "radical evil," by no means believed that one 
who "cannot prove a lover" may on that account be "deter
mined to prove a villain," that, to use Augustine's language, 
oelle and nolle J!le interconnected and that the true choloe of 
the Will is between willing and oilling. Still, it is true that this 
old topos of philosophy makes more sense in Thomas than in 
most other systems because the center of Thomas' system, its 
"first principle," is Being. In the context of his philosophy, -w 
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say that Cod created not only the world but the evil in It, would 
be to say that Cod created nothingness," as Gilson pointed out tt 

All created things, whose main distinction is that they are, 
aspire "to Being [each] after its own manner," but only the 
Intellect has "knowledge" of Being as a whole; the senses •do 
not know Being except under the conditions of here and now:•• 
The Intellect "apprehends Being absolutely, and for all time," 
and man, insofar as he is endowed with this faculty, can
not but desire "always to exist." This is the "natural inclina
tion" of the Will, whose ultimate goal is as ·necessary" to It as 
truth Is compelling to the Intellect. The WiU is free, properly 
spealc:ing, only with respect to "particular goods; by which it 
is not "necessarily moved," although the appetites may be 
moved by them. The ultimate goa~ the Intellect's desire to 
exist forever, keeps the appetites under control so that the 
concrete distinction between men and animals manifests itself 
In the fact that man "is not moved at once [by his appetites, 
which he shares with all other living things] ... but awaits 
the command of the Will, which is the superior appetite . . . 
and so the lower appetite is not sufficient to cause movement 
unless the higher appetite consents."•• 

It is obvious that Being. Thomas' first principle, is simply a 
conceptualization of Life and the life instinct-the fact that 
every living thing instinctively preserves life and shuns death. 
This, too, is an elaboration of thoughts we found expressed in 
more tentative formulae by Augustine, but its inherent conse
quence, an equation of the Will with the life instinct-without 
any relation to a possible eternal life-is commonly drawn 
only In the nineteenth century. In Schopenhauer It is explicitly 
stated; and in Nietzsche's will to power, truth itself is under
stood as a function of the life process: what we call truth is 
those propositions without which we could not go on living. 
Not reason but our will to live makes truth compelling. 

We now tum to the question of which of the two mental 
powers, if compared with one another, is "absolutely higher 
and nobler." At first sight the question seems not to make 
much sense, since the ultimate object Is the same; it is Being 
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that appears good and desirable to the Will and true to the 
Intellect. And Thomas agrees: these two powers "include one 
another in their acts, because the Intellect understands that 
the Will wills, and the Will wills the Intellect to understand. 81

' 

Even if we distinguish between the "good" and the "true~ as 
corresponding to d!Herent faculties of the mind, it turns out 
that they are very similar because both are universal in scope. 
As the Intellect Is "apprehensive of universal being and truth," 
so the Will is "appetitive of universal good," and, just as the 
Intellect has reasoning as its subordinate power for dealing 
with the particulars, so the Will has the faculty of free choice 
(liberum arbitrium) as its subservient helper in sorting out the 
appropriate particular means to a universal end. Moreover, 
since both faculties have Being as their ultimate objective-in 
the guise of the True or of the Good-they seem to be equals, 
each of them attended by its proper servant to handle mere 
particulars. 

Hence, the really distinctive line separating higher and 
lower faculties seems to be the line dividing "superior" and 
"subservient" faculties, and that distinction is never ques
tioned. For Thomas-as for nearly all his successors in pbilos
ophy, of whom there are more than avowed Thomists-it was 
a matter of course, actually the very touchstone of pbilosophy 
as a separate discipline, that the universal is "nobler and 
higher in rank" than the particular, and the only proof this 
needed was and remained the old Aristotelian statement that 
the whole is always greater than the sum of its parts. 

The great and rather lonely distinction of John Duns 
Scotus is to have questioned and challenged that assumption: 
Being in its universality is but a thought, what it lacks is 
reality; only particular things (res), which are characterized 
by "thisness" (haecceity) can be said to be real for man. Hence 
Scotus sharply contrasted "intuitive cognition, whose proper 
object is the existing singular perceived as existing, and ab
stractive cognition, whose proper object is the quiddity or 
essence of the known thing."'" Therefore-and this is deci
sive-the mental image·(the seen tree), because it has lost its 
actual existence, is of Jess ontological stature than the actual 
tree, although no knowledge of what a thing is would be pos-
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sible without mental images. The consequence of this reversal 
is that this particular man, for Instance, in his living existence 
is higher In ranlc than, and precedes, the species or the mere 
thought of mankind. (Kierkegaard later raised a vecy Jimilar 
argument against Hegel.) 

The reversal seems a rather obvious consequence for a 
philosophy that drew its main inspiration from the Bible, that 
is, from a Creator-God, who certainly was a person, who 
created men in His own image, that is, necessarily as persons. 
And Thomas is enough of a Christian to hold that "persona 
significat ld quod est peryectissimum In tota natura" ("the per
son signifies what is most perfect In the whole of nature")." 
The Biblical basis, as Augustine showed, is In Genesis, where 
all natural species were created in the plural- •plura slmul 
iussit exsistere" ("He commanded them to he many at once/. 
Only man was created as a singular, so that the human species 
(taken as an animal species) multiplied out of a One: "ex uno 
• . . rnultiplicaoit genus humanum..... In Augustine and in 
Sootus, but not in Aquinas, the Will is the mental organ that 
actualizes this singularity; it is the principlum lndlfliduatioms. 

To return to Thomas, he insists: "If Intellect and Will be 
compared with one another according to the universality of 
their respective objects then . . . the Intellect is absolutely 
higher and nobler than the Will." And this proposition is all 
the more significant because it does not follow from his gen
eral philosophy of Being. This is admitted In a way by Thomas 
himself. For him the primacy of the Intellect over the Will 
does not lie so much in the primacy of their respective ob
jects-Truth over the Good-as in the way the two faculties 
"concur" within the human mind: "Every movement of the 
will [is] .. . preceded by apprehension" -no one can will 
what he does not know-"whereas . . • apprehension is not 
preceded by an act of the will.,.., (Here, of course, he parts 
company with Augustine, who maintained the primacy of the 
Will qua attention even for acts of sense perception.) This 
precedence shows itself In every volition. In "free choice," for 
instance, in which the means to an end are "elected," the two 
powers concur in the election: "cognitive power . . . by 
which we judge one thing to be preferred to another ... and 
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appetitive power [whereby] it is required that the appetite 
should accept the judgment of oounsel."22 

H we look upon the Augustinian and the Thomisti.c posi
tions in purely psychological terms, as their authors frequently 
used to argue them, we have to admit that their opposition is 
somewhat spurious because they are equally plausible. Who 
would deny that no one can will what he does not somehow 
know or, on the contrary, that some volition precedes, and 
decides upon, the direction we want our knowledge or our 
search for knowledge to go? Thomas' true reason for maintain
ing the primacy of the Intellect-like Augustine's final reason 
for electing the primacy of the Will-lies in the undemon
strable answer to the ultimate question of all medieval 
thinkers: In what does "man's last end and happiness con
sbt?"23 We know that Augustine's answer was love; he in
tended to spend his after-life in an undesiring, never-to-be
sundered union of the creature with its creator. Whereas 
Thomas, obviously replying (though without mentioning 
them) to Augustine and the Augustinians, answers: Although 
someone might think that man's last end and happiness con
sists "not in knowing Cod, but in loving Him, or in some other 
act of will toward Him.," he, Thomas, maintains that "it is one 
thing to possess the good which is our end, and another to love 
it; for love was imperfect before we possessed the end, and 
perfect after we obtained possession." For him, a love without 
desire Is unthinkable and therefore the answer is categorical: 
"Man's ultimate happiness Is essentially to know Cod by the 
Intellect; it is not an. act of the Will." Here Thomas is follow
ing his teacher, Albertus Magnus, who had declared that "the 
supreme bliss comes to pass when the Intellect finds itself in 
the state of contemplation."24 It is noteworthy to see Dante in 
full agreement: 

Hence may be seen bow the celestial bliss 
Is founded on the act that seeth God, 
Not that which loves, which comes aher tbis.2& 

At the start of these considerations I tried to stress the 
distinction between Will and desire, and by implication distin
guish the concept of Love in Augustine's philosophy of the 
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Will from the Platonic eros in the Symposirlm, where it indi
cates a deficiency in the lover and a longing for the possession 
of whatever he may be lacking. What I have just quoted from 
Thomas shows, I think, to what an extent his concept of the 
appetitive faculties is still indebted to the notion of a desire to 
possess in a hereafter whatever may be lacking in earthly hle. 
For the Will, basically understood as desire, stops when the 
desired object is brought into its possession, and the notion 
that "the Will is blessed when it is in possession of what it 
wilJs"26 is simply not true- this is precisely the moment when 
the Will ceases to will. The Intellect, which, according to 
Thomas, is "a passive power,"21 is assured of its primacy over 
the Will not only because it "presents an object to the appe
tite," and hence is prior to it, but also because it survives the 
Will, which is extinguished, as it were, when the object has 
been attained. The transformation of Will into Love-in 
Augustine as well as in Duns Scotus-was at least partly in
spired by a more radical separation of the Will from appetites 
and desires as well as by a different notion of "man's last end 
and happiness." Even in the hereafter man stU! remains man, 
and his "ultimate happiness" cannot be sheer "passivity." Love 
could be Invoked to redeem the Will because it is still active, 
though without restlessness, neither pursuing an end nor 
afraid of losing it. 

That there could be an activity that has its end in itseH and 
therefore can be understood outside the means-end category 
never enters Thomas' considerations. For him, "every agent 
acts for an end . . . the principle of this motion lies in the end. 
Hence it is that the art, which is concerned with the end, by its 
command moves the art which is concerned with the means; 
just as the art of sailing commands the art of shipbullding.""8 

To be sure, this comes right out of the Nlcomachean Ethics, 
except that in Aristotle it is true of only one kind of activity, 
namely, poii!sis, the productive arts, as distinguished from the 
performing arts, where the end lies in the activity itseH-flute
playing, compared with flute-making, or just going for a 
walk, compared with walking in order to reach a predeter
mined destination. In Aristotle it is quite clear that praxis must 
be understood in analogy to the performing arts and cannot be 
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understood in terms of the means-end catego.ry; and it is quite 
striking that Thomas, who depended so heavily on the Philos
opher's teachings and especially on the Nicomachean Ethics, 
should have neglected the distinction between perils!$ and 
p1'tttl$. 

Whatever the advantages of this distinction may be-and I 
think they are crucial for any theory of action-they are of 
little relevance to Thomas' notion of ultimate happiness. He 
opposes Contemplation to any kind of doing, and here he is 
quite in agreement with Aristotle, for whom the energeia 
tou theou is contemplative, since action as well as production 
would be ''petty and unworthy of the gods." ("H we take away 
action from a living being, to say nothing of production, what 
is left but contemplation?") Hence, humanly speaking, eon
templation is •not-doing-anything," being blessed by sheer 
intuition, blissfully at rest. Happiness, says Aristotle, "depends 
on leisure, for our purpose in being busy [either acting or 
making] is to have leisure, and we wage war in order to have 
peace."29 For Thomas, only this last end-the bliss of contem
plation-"moves the will" necessarily; "the will cannot not
will it. • Hence "the Will moves the Intellect to be active in 
the way an agent is said to move; but the Intellect moves the 
Will in the way the end moves"3°-that is, in the way Aristotle's 
"unmoved mover was supposed to move, and how could that 
move except by virtue of "being loved," as the lover is moved 
by the beloved?at 

What in Ari.stotle was the "most continuous of all plea
sures" is now hoped for as eternal bliss, not the pleasure that 
may attend volitions but a delight that puts the will to rest, so 
that the ultimate end of the Will, seen in reference to itself, is 
to cease willing- in short, to attain its own non-being. And in 
the context of Thomas' thought, this implies that every activ
ity, since its end is never reached while it is still active, ulti
mately aims at its own self-destruction; the means disappear 
when the end is reached. (It is as though, while writing a 
book, one were constantly driven by the desire to have it 
finished and be rid of writing.) To what extremes Thomas, in 
his single-minded predilection for contemplation as sheer see
ing and not-doing, was prepared to go becomes manifest in a 
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rather casual side remark he lets drop when interpreting a 
Pauline text dealing with human Jove between two persons. 
Could the "enjoyment" of loving somebody, he asks, signify 
that the Will's ultimate "end" has been placed in man.? The 
answer is "No," for, according to Thomas, what Paul said in 
effect was that "he enjoyed his brother as a means toward the 
enjoyment of God~2-and God, as we have seen, cannot be 
reached by Man's Will or Love but only by his Intellect. 

This is of course a far cry from Augustine's Love, which 
loves the love of the beloved, and it is also rather offensive to 
the ears of those who, schooled by Kant, are pretty well con
vinced that we ought to "treat humanity, whether in [our] 
own person or in that of any other . . • as an end withal, 
never as means only."~3 

12 Duns Scotus and the primacy of the Will 

When we now come to Duns Scotus, no leap over the 
centuries, with the Inevitable discontinuities and discords that 
make the historian suspicious, will be involved. He was not 
more than a generation younger than Thomas Aquinas, almo~ 
his contemporary. We are still in the midst of Scholasticism. In 
the texts you will lind the same curious mixture of ancient 
quotations-treated as authorities- and argumentative reason. 
Although Scotus did not write a Summa, he proceeds in the 
same way as Aquinas: first, the Question states what is being 
inquired about (for instance, monotheism: "I ask whether 
there is but one God"); then the Pros and Contras, based on 
authoritative quotations, are discussed; next the arguments of 
other thinkers are given; Jinally, under Respondeo, Scotus 
states his own opinions, the oiae, "Ways," as he calls them, for 
thought-trains, along with correct arguments, to travel." No 
doubt at first glance it looks as though the only point of diller
ence with Thomistic scholasticism were the question of the 
primacy of the Will, which is "proved" by Scotus with no Jess 
argumentative plausibility than Thomas had deployed in prov
ing the primacy of the Intellect, and with scarcely fewer quo-
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tations from Aristotle. To put the opposing arguments in a nut
shell: If Thomas had argued that the Will is an executive 
organ, necessary to execute the insights of the Intellect, a 
merely "subservient" faculty, Duns Scotus holds that "lntellec
tus . . . est causa subservlens voluntatis." The Intellect serves 
the Will by providing it with its objects as well as with the 
nece.ssary knowledge; i.e., t.he Intellect in its turn becomes a 
merely subservient faculty. It needs the Will to direct its atten
tion and can function properly only when its object is "con
finned" by the Will Without this confirmation the Intellect 
ceases to function.sG 

It would be somewhat pointless here to enter the old con
troversy as to whether Scotus was an ~Aristotelian" or an 
~Augustinian" -scholars have gone so far as to maintain that 
"Duns Scotus is as much a disciple of Aristotle as St. Thomas 
is"~Lbecause Scotus actually was neither. But to the extent 
that the debate makes sense, that is, so to speak, biograph
ically, it seems that Bettoni, the Italian Scotus scholar, Is 
right: "Duns Scotus remains an Augustinian who proflted to 
the utmost degree from the Aristotelian method in the exposi
tion of the thoughts and doctrines that form his metaphysical 
vision of reality."~' 

These and sirn.ilar evaluati.ons are surface reactions, but 
unhappily they have succeeded in obliterating to a large de
gree the originality of the man and the signiflcance of his 
thought, as though the Doctor subtiU.s' chief claim to our at
tention were subtlety, the unique complexity and intricacy of 
his presentation. Scotus was a Franciscan, and Franciscan 
literature was always greatly affected by the fact that 
Thomas, a Dominican, despite early difliculties, was recog
nized as a saint by the Church and his Summa Theologlca, 
first used, and finally prescribed, as the textbook for the study 
of philosophy and theology in all Catholic sch.ools. In other 
words, Franciscan literature is apologetic, usually cauti0115ly 
defensive, even though Scotus' own polemics are directed at 
Henry of Ghent rather than turned on Thomas." 

A closer reading of the texts will soon disabuse one of those 
first Impressions; the diHerence and distinction of the man 
show most clearly when he seems to be In complete conformity 
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with the rules of Scholasticism. Thus, in a lengthy interpretive 
rendering of Aristotle, he suddenly proposes to "reinforce the 
Philosopher's reasoning" and, in discussing Ansehn of Canter
bury's •proof" of the existence of Cod, he will ahnost casually 
yield to the inclination to "touch it up~ a bit, indeed quite 
considerably. The point is that he insisted on "establishing by 
reason" arguments derived from authority.3e 

Standing at the turning-point-the early fourteenth oen
tury-when the Middle Ages were changing into tho Renais
sance, he could indeed have said what Pico della Mirandola 
said at the end of the fifteenth century, in the middle of the 
Renaissance: "Pledged to the doctrine of no man, I have 
ranged through all the masters of philosophy, investigated all 
books, and come to know all schools."•• Except that Scotus 
would not have shared the na!ve trust of later philosophers in 
reason's persuasive power. At the heart of his reSection, as 
well as at the heart of his piety, is the finn conviction that, 
touching the questions that "pertain to our end and to our 
sempitemal perpetuity, the most learned and most ingenious 
men could know almost nothing by natu.ral reason."<~ For "to 
those who have no faith, right reason, as it seems to itself, 
shows that the condition of its nature is to be mortal both in 
body and souJ."<2 

It is his close attention to opinions to which he remained 
uncommitted, but whose examination and interpretation make 
up the body of his work, that is likely to lead the reader astray. 
Scotus certainly was not a skeptic-ancient or modem-but he 
had a critical turn of mind, something that is, and always has 
been, very rare. From this perspective, large portions of his 
writings read Uke a relentless attempt to prove by sheer argu
mentation what he suspected could not be proved; how could 
he be sure of being right against almost everybody else unless 
he followed all the arguments and subjected them to what 
Petrus Johannis Olivi had called an "experimentum suitatis," 
an experiment of the mind with itself? That was why he found 
it necessary to "reinforce" the old arguments or "touch them 
up" a bit. He knew very well what he was doing. As he said: 
"I wish to give tile most reasonable interpretation to [other 
thinkers' ] words that I possibly can."" Only in this essentially 
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non-polemical way could the inherent wealcness of the argu
mentation be demonstrated. 

In Scotus' own mature thought, this manifest weakness of 
natural reason can never be used as an argument for the 
superiority of irrational faculties; he was no mystic, and the 
notion that "man is irrational" was to him "unthinkable~ (ln
ccgitabile~).•• What we are dealing with, according to him, is 
the natural limitation of an essentially limited creature whose 
finitude is absolute, "prior to any reference it may have to 
another essence.~ "For, just as a body is first limited in itself by 
its own proper boundaries before it is limited in respect to 
anything else . • . so the finite form is first limited in itself 
before it is limited with respect to matter."'" This finitude of 
the human intellect-very much like that of Augustine's hcmo 
temporalls-ls due to the simple fact that man qua man has 
not created himself, though he is able to multiply like other 
animal species. Hence for Scotus the question is never how to 
derive (draw down, deduce) finitude from divine in6n!ty or 
how to ascend from human finitude to divine infinity, but how 
to explain that an absolutely finite being can conceive of some
thing infinite and call it "Cod." "Why is it that the intellect 
••. does not Bod the notion of something infinite repug
nant?"" 

To put It differently: What Is It in the human mind that 
makes it capable of transcending its own limitations, its abso
lute finitude? And the answer to this question in Scotus, as 
distinguished from Thomas, is the Will. To be sure, no philos
ophy can e.ver be a substitute for divine revelation, which the
Christian accepts on the strength of testimony in which he has 
faith. Creation and resurrection are articles of faith; they can
not be proved or refuted by natu.ral reason. As such they are 
contingent, factual truths whose opposite is not inconceivable; 
they relate to events that might not have happened. For those 
brought up in the Christian faith they have the same validity 
as other events of which we know only because we trust the 
testimony of witnesses-for instance, the fact that the world 
existed before we were born or that there are places on the 
earth where we have never been, or even that certain persons 
are our parents." 
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A radical doubt that rejects the testimony of witnesses and 
relies on reason alone is impossible for men; it is a mere rhe
torical device of solipsism, constantly refuted by the doubter's 
own existence. All men live together on the solid foundation of 
a fides acqul.rita, an acquired faith they have in common. The 
test for the Countless facts whose trustworthiness we con
stantly take for granted is that they must make sense for men 
as they are constituted. And in this respect, the dogma of resur
rection makes much more sense than the philosophers' notion 
of the soufs immortality: a creature endowed with body and 
soul can flnd sense only in an after·li.fe in which he is resur
rected from death as he is and knows himself to be. The 
philosophers' "proofs" of the soul's immortality, even if they 
were logically correct, would be irrelevant. To be existentially 
relevant for the "oiator," the wayfarer or pilgrim on earth, the 
after-li.fe must be a "second li.fe," not an entirely different 
mode of being as a disembodied entity. 

Yet while it seems obvious to Scotus that the philosophers' 
natural reason never attained the "truths" proclaimed by 
divine revelation, it remains undeniable that the notion of 
divinity antedated any Christian revelation, and that means 
that there must be a mental capacity in man by which he can 
transcend whatever is given to him, transcend, that is, the very 
factuality of Being. He seems to be able to transcend himself. 
For man, according to Scotus, was created together with Be
Ing, as part and parcel of it-just as man, according to Augus
tine, was created not in time but together with time. His intel
lect is attuned to this Being as his sense organs are fitted for 
the perception of appearances; his intellect Is "natural," "cadit 
mb natura";<! whatever the intellect proposes to him, man is 
forced to accept, compelled by the evidence of the object: 
"Non habet In potestate sua inteUigere et non intelligere.·•• 

It is different with the Will. The Will may flnd it dillicult 
not to accept what reason dictates, but the thing fs not impos
sible, just as it is not impossible for the Will to resist strong 
natural appetites: • Diffici/.e est, voluntatem non lncllnarl ad id, 
quod est dictatum a ratlcne practica ultimatim, non tamen est 
impassibi/.e, sicut ooluntas naturoliter inclinatur, sibl dismissa, 
ad conde/.ectandum appetitui sensitico, nori tamen lmpossibi/.e, 

Copyrighted material 



130 
The Life of the Mind I WiUing 

ut frequenter resistat, ut patet in oirtuosi8 et sanctia."'O It is 
the possibility of resistance to the needs of desire, on the one 
hand, and the dictates of intellect and reason, on the other, 
that constitutes human freedom. 

The Will's autonomy, its complete independence of things 
as they are, which the schoolmen call "indifference· -by which 
they mean that the will is "undetermined" (indetermlnata) by 
any object presented to it-has only one limitation: it cannot 
deny Being altogeth.er. Man's limitation is nowhere more 
manifest than in the fact that his mind, the willing faculty 
included, can hold as an article of faith that God created 
Being ex nihilo, out of nothingness, and yet be unable to con
ceive "nothingness." Hence the Wilfs indifference relates to 
contradictories-voluntaa autem sola habet indifferentkun ad 
contradictorla; only the willing ego knows that "a declsi.on 
actually taken need not have been taken and a choice other 
than the one actually made might have been made."51 

This is the test by which freedom Is demonstrated, and 
neither desire nor the intellect can measure up to it: an object 
presented to desire can only attract or repel, and an issue 
presented to the intellect can only be alllrmed or negated. But 
it is the basic quality of our will that we may will or Dill the 
object presented by reason or desire: "in potestate voluntat/8 
nostrae est habere nolle et velle, quae runt contraria, respectu 
uniu.t obiecti~ ("It is in the power of our will to will and to 
nill, which are contraries, with respect to the same object").•• 
In saying this, Scotus, of course, does not deny that two suo
cessive volitions are necessary to will and nill the same object; 
but he does maintain that the willing ego in performing one of 
them is aware of being free to perform its contrary also: "The 
essential characteristic of our volitional acts is . . . the power 
to choose between opposite things and to revoke the choice 
once U has been made" (italics added) ... Precisely this free
dom, which is manifest only as a mental activity-the power to 
revoke disappears once the volition has been executed-is what 
we spoke of earlier in terms of a brokenness of the will. 

Besides being open to contraries, the Will can suspend 
itself, and while such suspension can only be the result of 
another volition-in contradistinction to the NJetzschean and 
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Heideggerian Will-not-to-wil]. which we shall discuss later
this second volition, in which "indifference'" is directly chosen, 
is an important testimony to human freedom, to the mind's 
ability to avoid all coercive determination from the outside. It 
is because of their freedom that men, though part and parcel 
of created Being, can praise God's creation, for if such praise 
derived from their reason it would be no more than a natural 
reaction caused by our given hannony with all the other parts 
of the universe. But by the same token they can also abstain 
from such praise and even "hate God and Bnd satisfaction in 
such hatred" or at least refuse to love Him. 

This refusal, which Scotus does not mention in his discus
sion of the possible hatred of God, is posited in analogy to his 
objection to the old "all men will to be happy." He admits that 
of course all men by nature wish to be happy (although no 
agreement about happiness exists), but the Will-and here is 
the crucial point-can transcend nature, in this case suspend 
It: there is a difference between man's natural inclination to 
happiness and happiness as the deliberately chosen goal of 
one's life; it is by no means impossible for man to discount 
happiness altogether in making his willed projects. As far as 
natural inclination is concerned, and the limitation nature sets 
on the power of the WUI, all that can be affirmed is that no 
man can "will to be miserable."$< Scotus avoids giving a clear 
answer to the question of whether hatred of Cod is possible or 
not, because of the close relation of that question to the ques
tion of evil. In line with all his predecessors and successors, he, 
too, denies that man can will evil as evil, "but not without 
raising some doubts as to the possibility of the opposite 
view."~ 

The Will's autonomy-"nothing else but the will is the total 
cause of volition" Cnihil aliud a vo!untate est causa totalu 
oolitionis fn voluntate")••-decisively limits the power of rea
son, whose dictate is not absolute, but it does not limit the 
power of nature, be it the nature of the inner man, called 
"inclinations," or that of exterior circumstances. The will is 
by no means omnipotent in its actual effectiveness: its force 
consists solely in that it cannot be coerced to will. To illustrate 
this mental freedom, Scotus gives the example of a man "who 
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hurls himself from a high place."GT Does not this act terminate 
his freedom since he now necessarily falls? According to 
Srotus, it does not While the man is necessarily falling, com
pelled by the law of gravity, he remains free to continue "to 
will to fall, • and can also of course change his mind, in which 
case he would be unable to undo what he started voluntarily 
and would find himself in the hands of necessity. We remem
ber Spinoza's example of the rolling stone which, if endowed 
with consciousness, would necessarily be prey to the illusion 
that it had hurled itself and was now rolling of its own free 
will. Such comparisons are useful in order to realize to what an 
extent such propositions and their illustrations, disguised in 
the form of plausible arguments, depend on preliminary as
sumptions about necessity or freedom as self-evident facts. To 
stay with the present illustration-no law of gravity can have 
power over the freedom guaranteed in interior experience; no 
interior experience has any direct validity in the world as it 
really and necessarily is according to outer experience and the 
correct reasoning of the intellect. 

Duns Scotus distinguishes between two kinds of will : "nat
ural will" (ut nalura), which £ollows the natural inclinations, 
and may be inspired by reason as well as by desire, and "free 
will" (ut Iibera) properly spealdng.•s He agrees with nearly 
every other philosopher that it is in human nature to incline 
toward the good and explains the evil will as human wealcness, 
the blemish of a creature that has come from nothingness 
("creatlo ex nihilo") and has therefore a certain inclination to 
sink back into nothingness ("omnu creatura potest tendere In 
nihil et In non esse, eo quod de nihllo est'').•t Natural will works 
Uke "gravity in bodies; and he calls it "affectlo commodi; 
our being affected by what is proper and expedient I£ man 
had only his natural wUI, he would at best be a bonum animal, 
a kind of enlightened brute, wbose very rationality would help 
him to choose appropriate means to ends given by human 
nature. Free will- as distinguished from the liberum arbit
rium, which is only free to select the means to a pre-designed 
end-freely designs ends that are pursued for their own Mice, 
and of this pursuance only the Will is capable: "(voluntas] 
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enim est productiva actum,~ "for the Will produces its own 
act."110 The trouble is that Scotus does not seem to say any
where what this freely designed end actually is, although he 
seems to have understood the activity of free designing as the 
Will's actual perfection." 

It is with great regret that I admit that this cannot be the 
place (and that I would not be qualified if it were the place) 
to do justice to Duns Scotus' originality of thought, especially 
to the "passion for constructive thin.king that pervades all of 
[his] genuine work,"G2 which he had neither the time-he 
died too young, too young for a philosopher-nor perhaps the 
inclination to present systematically. It is hard to think of any 
great philosopher, any one of the great thinkers-of whom 
there are not many-who still "needs [so much) to be dis
covered and helped by our attention and understanding."sa 

Such help will be all the more welcome and all the more 
difficult to provide, for the very good reason that flnding a 
comfortable niche for him between predecessors and succes
sors in the history of ideas will not be possible. Avoiding the 
textbook cliche of the "systematic opponent of St. Thomas" 
will not be enough, and in his insistence on the Will as the 
nobler faculty compared with the Intellect he had many prede
cessors among the schoolmen-the most important was Petrus 
Johannis Olivi. &< Nor will it be enough to clarify and bring out 
in detail his undoubtedly great in8uence on Leibniz and Des
cartes, even though it is still true, as Windelband said more 
than seventy years ago, that their links with "the greatest of the 
scholastics . . . have unfortunately not found the considera
tion or treatment that they deserve." .. Certainly the intimate 
presence of the Augustinian inheritance in his work is too 
patent to escape notice-there is no one who read Augustine 
with greater sympathy and deeper understanding-and his in
debtedness to Aristotle was perhaps even greater than that of 
Aquinas. Still the simple truth is that for his quintessential 
thought-contingency, the price gladly paid for freedom-he 
had neither predecessors nor successors. Nor for his method: 
a careful elaboration of Ollvi's expenmentum suitatl.s in 
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thought-experiments, which were framed as the ultimate test 
of the mind's critical examination In the course of Its transac

tions with and within itself (experimur In nobis, 6%p6Tientia 
interna"). 

ln the following I shall try to summarize those strikingly 
original and highly relevant thought-trains-or thought
experiments-which clearly go against the grain of our philo
sophical and theological traditions but are easily overlooked 
because they are presented In the manner of the schoolmen 
and easily lost in the intricacies of Scotian argumentations. I 
have already mentioned some of the striking Insights: first, his 
objection to the old cliche that "all men will to be happy" (of 
which nothing more was left than "no man can will to be 
miserable"); second, his no less surprising proof of the existence 
of contingency ("let all those who deny contingency be tor
tured until they admit that it would be possible not to be 
tortured"07). Stumbling on such down-to-earth remarks In their 
erudite surroundings, one is tempted to read them as mere 
witticisms. Their validity, according to Scotus, depends on the 
experientia intema, an experience of the mind whose evidence 
can be denied only by those who lack the experience, as a 
blind man would deny the experience of color. The dry, 
tindery quality of such remarks could suggest flashes of insight 
rather than thought-trains, but these abrupt llasbes usually 
occur only in the thought-thing, a single pithy sentence that is 
the result of long previous critical examinations. It is charac
teristic of Scotus that, despite his "passion for constructive 
thinking," he was no system builder; his most surprising In· 
sights often appear casually and, as it were, out of context; be 
must have known of the disadvantages of this, for he warns us 
explicitly against entering Into disputes with "contentious" op
ponents who, lacking "Internal experience," are likely to win an 
argument and lose the Issue at stake.« 

Let us start with Contingency as the price to be paid for 
freedom. Scotus is the only thinker for whom the word "con
tingent" has no derogatory association: "I say that contingency 
is not merely a privation or defect of Being like the deformity 
• • • which is sin. Rather, contingency is a positive mode of 
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Being, just as necessity is another mode.»et This position 
seems to him unavoidable, a matter of intellectual integrity, if 
one wishes to save freedom. The primacy of the Intellect over 
the Will must be rejected "because it cannot save freedom in 
any way"-"quia hoc nullo modo solvat libertatem."1o For him 
the main distinction between Christians and pagans lies in the 
Biblical notion of the origin of the universe: the universe of 
Genesis did not come into being through the emanation of 
predetermined necessary forces, so that its existence would 
also be necessary, but was created ex nlhUo by the decision of 
a Creator-God Who, we must suppose, was entirely free to 
create a diJierent world in which neither our mathematical 
truths nor our moral precepts would be valid. From this it 
follows that everything that is might possibly not have been
save God Himself. His existence is necessary from the perspec
tive of a non-necessary world which He freely "designed,w but 
not necessary in the sense that there had ever been a necessity 
that coerced or inspired Him in His creation; such a necessity 
worldng through Him would be in clear contradiction to God' • 
omnipotence as well as to His supremacy. 

Men are part and parcel of this Creation, and all their 
natural capabilities, including their intellect, naturally follow 
the laws laid down by divine Fiat. Yet Man, in contradistino
tion to all other parts of Creation, was not freely designed; he 
was created in God's own image-as though God needed not 
only angels in some supranatural world, but some creatures 
after His likeness in the midst of worldly nature to keep Him 
company. The hallmark of this creature, obviously closer to 
God than any other, Is by no means creativity; in that case the 
creature would indeed have been something like a "mortal 
god" (and to my mind this is very likely the reason that Scotus 
did not follow up his notion of a "freely designed goal of the 
Will" even though he seems to have thought of such a "content
less ability to design freely" as "true perfectionw71). Rather, 
God's creature is distinguished by the mental capacity to 
affirm or negate freely, uncoerced by either desire or reason
ing. It is as though Being, having come into existence, needed 
God's final judgment for its fulfillment-"And God saw every· 
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thing that He had made, and behold, it was very good" -and 
this judgment was elicited also from the mortal that had been 
created in His likeness. 

At any rate the price of the Will's freedom Is to be free 
vis-a-vis every object; man can "hate Cod and lind satisfaction 
in such hatred," because some pleasure (deleclatfo) attends 
every volition.'" The Will's freedom does not consist in the 
selection of means for a predetermined end--eudaimonla or 
beatitudo or blessedneS!-precisely because this end is already 
given by human nature; it consists In freely affi.rming or negat
ing or hating whatever confronts it. It is this freedom of the 
will mentally to take a position that sets man apart from the 
rest of creation; without It he would be an enlightened ani
mal (bonum animal) at best, or, as Olivi had said earlier, a 
bestia intellectualis, an intellectual beast n The miracle of the 
human mind is that by virtue of the Will it can transcend 
everything ("voluntas transcendit omne creatum," as Olivi 
said"), and this is the sign of man's being created in Cod's 
image. The Biblical notion that Cod showed him His prefer
ence by giving him dominion over all the works of His bands 
(Psalm 8) would only make him the highest of all created 
things; it would not set him absolutely apart from them. The 
willing ego, when it says in its highest manifestation, • Amo: 
Vola ut sis," •I Jove you; I want you to be"-and not «J want 
to have you" or "I want to rule you" -shows itself capable of 
the same Jove with which supposedly Cod loves men, whom 
He created only because He willed them to exist and whom 
He loou without destring them. 

That is how the matter presented itself to the Christian; It 
is why •christians . . . say that Cod acts contingently • . . 
freely and contingently."'" But it is also possible, according 
to Scotus, to arrive at the same evaluation of contingency by 
way of philosophy. After all, it was the Philosopher who had 
defined the contingent and the accidental (to symbebekos) as 
that which "could as well not be" (endechomenon I7UI einai),10 

and what was the willing ego more aware of In every volition 
than that it could also not will ( experltur enlm qul vult se 
posse non oeUe11)? How would man ever have been capable of 

Copyrighted material 



137 
DuB$ Scotus 01ld the primacy of the Will 

distinguishing a free act of will from an oveiWhelmlng desire 
without that infallible internal test? 

What apparently spoke against the Wilfs freedom to will 
or to nill was the law of causality, which Scotus also knew in 
the Aristotelian version: a chain of causation that would make 
movement intelligible and ultimately lead to an unmoved 
source of all motion, "the unmoved mover," a cause that itself is 
not caused. The strength of the argument, or, rather, Its expli· 
catory force, lies in the assumption that no more than one 
cause is sullicient to explain why something should be rather 
than not·be, that is, to explain motion and change. Scotus chal· 
lenges the whole notion of a chain of causality leading in an 
unbroken line through a succession of sufficient and necessary 
causes and having to arrive Snally at a First uncaused Cause 
in order to avoid an inBnite regress. 

He starts the discussion by asking "whether the act of the 
will is caused in the will by the object moving it or by the will 
moving itself" and rejects the an~wer that the will is moved by 
an object outside itself, since in no way can that save free
dom ("quia hoc nullo modo salvat libertatemj. The opposite 
answer, that the Will is omnipotent, he rejects because it cannot 
account for all the consequences that follow a volition ("quia 
tunc non possunt salvari omnes conditione• quae corue· 
quuntur actum volendi"). Thus he arrives at his "median posl· 
lion," actually the only position that saves both phenomena
freedom and necessity. Presented in this form, It sounds like 
one of the usual Scholastic logical exercises, a rather empty 
play with abstract concepts. Scotm, however, at once pursues 
tbe Inquiry further and arrives at a theory of "partial causes 
, , • [which] may concur on an equal basis and indepen
dently of one another." 

Taking as his prime e~ample procreation, where two inde
pendent substances, male and female, must come together to 
bring forth the child, he reaches the theory that all change 
occurs because a plurality of causes happens to coincide, and 
the coincidence engenders the texture of reality in human 
affairs. n Therefore the crux of the matter is not simply to 
insist on God's original freedom in creating the world, and 
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heooe on the possibility that He might have created a totally 
different one, but to show that change and motion as such, the 
phenomena that originally, in Aristotle. bad led to the Law of 
Causality, the aitUii as well as the archai, are ruled by Con
tingency. 

"By 'contingent,' • said Scotus, "I do not mean something 
that is not necessary or which was not always in existence, but 
something whose opposite could have occurred at the time 
that this actually did. That Is why I do not say that something 
Is contingent, but that something is cawed contingently."'' In 
other words, it is precisely the causative element in human 
affairs that condemns them to contingency and unpredictabll· 
ity. Nothing indeed could be in greater contradiction to every 
philosophical tradition than this insistence on the contingent 
character of processes. (We need only tbinlc of the libraries 
that have been produced to explain the necessity of the out· 
breah of the last two wars, eacll theory picking out a different 
lingle cause-when in truth noth.ing seems more plausible 
than that it was a coincidence of causes, perhaps ll.o.ally set in 
motion by one more additional one, that "contingently caused· 
the two con8agrations.) 

Although this notion of contingency corresponds to the ex· 
perience of the willing ego, which In the act of volition knows 
itself to be free, uncoerced by its alms to act or not to act in 
their pursuit, at the same time it is in apparently unsolvable 
opposition to another, equally valid experience of the m.ind 
and of common sense telling us that actually we live in a 
factual world of necessity. A thing may have happened quite 
at random, but, once it has come into existence and assumed 
reality, it loses its aspect of contingency and presents itself 
to us in the guise of necessity. And even i£ the event is o£ our 
own making. or at least we are one of its contributing causes 
- as in contracting marriage or committing a crime-the 
simple existential fact that it now Is as it bas become (for 
whatever reasons) is likely to withstand all reSections on its 
original randomness. Once the contingent has happened, we 
can no longer unravel the strands that entangled It until it 
became an event-as though it could still be or not be. eo 

The reason for this strange switch of perspective, which is 
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at the root of many of the paradoxes connected with the prob
lem of freedom, is that there Is no substitute, real or imagined, 
fo.r existence as such. To be sure, the flux of time and change 
may dissolve facts and events; but each of these dissolutions, 
even the most radical change, already presupposes the reality 
that preceded it. In Scotus' words, • everything that Is pa.st is 
absolutely necessary."81 It has become the necessary condition 
for my own existence, and I cannot, mentally or otherwise, 
conceive of my own non-existence since, being part and parcel 
of Being, I am unable to conceive of nothingness, just as I 
conceive of Cod as the Creator of Being but not of a Cod prior 
to the creatio ex nihilo. 

In other words, the Aristotelian understanding of actuality 
as necessarily growing out of a preceding potentiality would 
be verifiable only if it were possible to revolve the process 
back from actuality into potentiality, at least mentally; but this 
cannot be done. All we can say about the actual is that it 
obviously was not impossible; we can never prove that it wu 
necessary just because it now turns out to be impossible for us 
to imagine a stare of affairs in which it had not happened. 

This is what made John Stuart Mill say that "our internal 
consciousness tells us that we have a power (i.e., freedom), 
which the whole outward experience of the human race tells 
us that we never use"; for what does this "outward experience 
of the human race" consist of but the record of historians, 
whose backward-directed glance looks toward what has been 
-factum est-and has therefore already become necessary? 
At this moment "outward experience~ displaces the certainties 
of "internal consciousness" without, however, destroying them, 
and the result is that for a mind wanting to co-ordinate and 
keep in balance both "internal consciousness" and "oatward 
experience," it looks as though the ground of necessity itself 
depends on a contingency. 

If, on the other hand, the mind, in Its uneasiness about the 
apparent contradiction it faces, decides to take its bearings 
exclusively from its own inwardness and enters into a stare of 
reflection on the past, it will find that here, too, factually, u 
the result of Becoming, has already re-arranged and elimi
nated the randomness of the processes into a pattern of neces-
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sity. That Is the necessary condition of the existential presence 
of the thinking ego pondering on the meaning of what has 
become and now is. Without an a priori assumption of some 
unilinear sequence of events having been caused necessarily 
and not contingently, no explanation of any coherence would 
be possible. The obvious, even the only possible, way to pre
pare and tell a story is to eliminate from the real happening 
the •accidental" elements, a faithful enumeration of which 
may be impossible anyhow, even for a computerized brain. 

Scotus is reported to have cheerfully admitted that "there 
is no real answer to the question as to the way in which 
freedom and necessity can be reconciled."82 He was still 
unacquainted with Hegelian dialectics in which the process of 
necessity can produce freedom. But to his way of thinking, no 
such reconciliation was needed, for freedom and necessity 
were two altogether different dimensions of the mind; if there 
was a conflict at all, it would amount to an intramural conBict 
between the willing and the thinking ego, a conflict in which 
the will directs the intellect and makes man ask the question: 
Why? The reason for this is simple: the will, as Nietzsche was 
later to discover, is incapable of "willing backwards"; hence, 
let the intellect try to find out what went wrong. The question 
Wby?-what is the cause?-is suggested by the will because 
the will experiences itself as a causative agent. 

It Is this aspect of the WUI we stress when we say that "the 
Will is the spring of action"; or, in the language of the school· 
men, that ·our will . . . is productive of acts, and is that by 
which its possessor operates in formally willlng."83 Speaking 
in terms of causality, the will first causes volitions, and these 
volitions then cause certain effects which no will can undo. 
The intellect, trying to provide the will with an explicatory 
cause to quiet its resentment at Its own helplessness, will 
fabricate a story to make the data fall into plare. Without an 
assumption of necessity, the story would lack all coherence. 

In other words, the past, precisely because it is the "abso
lutely necessary," Is beyond the reach of the Will. For Scotus 
himself, the matter presented itself more simply: the decisive 
opposites are not freedom and necessity, but freedom and 
nature- Will ut natura and Will ut Iibera ... Like the Intellect, 
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the Will is naturally inclined to necessity, except that the Will, 
wilike the Intellect, can successfully resist the inclination. 

Closely connected with this doctrine of contingency Is 
Scotus' surprisingly simple solution to the age-old problem of 
freedom insofar as the problem arises out of the willing faculty 
itself. We discussed at some length the curious brokenness of 
the will, the fact that the two-in-one division, characteristic of 
all processes of the mind and first discovered-by Socrates 
and Plato-in the thinking process, turns into a deadly 
struggle between an 1-will and 1-nill (between velle and 
nclle) which must both be present in order to guarantee free
dom: •Experltur enim qui vult se posse non velle; "One who 
experiences a volition also has the experience of being able not 
to will."8• The schoolmen, following the Apostle Paul and 
Augustine's philosophy of the Wil~ were in accord that divine 
grace was necessary to heal the Will's misery. Scotus, perhaps 
the most pious among them, disagreed. No divine intervention 
is necessary to redeem the willing ego. 

It knows very well how to heal itself of the consequences of 
the priceless and yet highly questionable gift of human free
dom, questionable because the fact that the will is free, unde
termined and unlimited by either an exterior or an internally 
given object, does not signify that man qua man enjoys unlim
ited freedom. Man's normal way of escaping from his freedom 
Is simply to act on the propositions of the will: •For example, 
it is possible for me to be writing at this moment, just as it Is 
possible for me not to be writing; yet, my act of writing ex
cludes its opposite. By one act of the will I can determine 
myself to write, and by another act I can decide not to write, 
but I cannot be simultaneously in act in regard to both things 
together."80 In other words, the human will is indetermined, 
open to contraries, and hence broken only so long as its sole 
activity consists in forming volitions; the moment it stops wUJ
ing and starts to act on one of the wii.I's propositions, it loses its 
freedom- and man, the possessor of the willing ego, is as happy 
over the loss as Buridan's ass was happy to resolve the prob
lem of choosing between two bundles of hay by following his 
instinct: stop choosing and start eating. 

Underlying this solution, which seems simplistic at 6rst 
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glance, there is a distinction Scotus made-probably under 
Aristotle's inBuence-between actioum and factloum. It is be
tween sheer activity, the Aristotelian energela, which has its 
end and ergon within itself, and fabrication, facere, which 
consists in "producing or fashioning some external object," 
and this implies "that the operation is transient, that is, 
has a term outside the agent. Man's artifacts are produced by 
a transient activity."" Mental activities, such as thinking or 
Willing. are activities of the first kind, and these, Scotus con
sidered, though they are resultless in the real world, are of 
higher "perfection~ because essentially they are not transient. 
They cease, not because they have reached their own end but 
only because man as a limited and conditioned creature is 
unable to continue them indefinitely. 

Scotus likens these mental activities to the •activity" of 
light, which "is permanently renewed from its source and thus 
conserves its inner constancy and simply abides.0088 Because 
the gift of free will was bestowed upon an em creatum, this 
being in order to save itself is forced to switch from the 
actloum to the factloum, from sheer activity to the fashioning 
of something that finds its term naturally with the emergence 
of the product. The switch is possible because there is an 1-om 
inherent in every 1-will, and this l -ean sets limitations on the 1-
will that are not outside the willing activity itself. "Voluntal 
en potentia quia Ipsa aliquld paten," •the Will is a power 
because it can achieve something. • and this potency, inherent 
in the Will, is indeed the "opposite of the potentia JXl8sWo of 
the Aristotelians. It is an active . . . powerful l -ean • • . 
which the ego experiences."" 

With this experience of the Will as a mental potency whose 
power does not consist, as in Epictetus, in shielding the mind 
against reality but on the contrary, inspires it and endows it 
with self-confidence, it is as though we have reached the end 
of a history whose beginning was the Apostle Paul's discovery 
that veUe and posse do not coincide-a coincidence taken for 
granted in pre-Christian antiquity. Scotus' last word about the 
Will as a mental faculty relates to the same phenomenon that 
was elucidated more fully many centuries later in Nietzsche's 
and Heidegger's equation of Will and Power-except that 
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Srotus was still unaware of the annihilating (nihilistic) aspect 
of the phenomenon, that is, of the power generated by nega
tion. He does not yet look upon the future as an anticipated 
negation of the present-or only perhaps in the general sense 
of perceiving the inherent futility of all merely worldly events 
(as Augustine said: "quod futurum est, translturum erpecta· 
tur," "what is In the future is expected as something that will 
have been"IO). 

Man is capable of transcending the world of Being to
gether with which he was created and which remains his habi
tat until death; yet even his mental activities are never 
unrelated to the world given to the senses. Thus the intellect is 
"hound up with the senses," and "its innate function is to 
understand sensory data"; in a similar way, the Willis "bound 
up with the sensory appetite" and its innate function is "to 
enjoy itself." "Voluntas coniuncta appetltul sensitioo nata e~t 
condelectari sibi, sicut intellectus con;unctus sensui natus est 
inteUigere sensibilia.',., The decisive words here are the con
delectari sibi, a delight inherent in the willing activity itself 
as distinct from the delight of desire in having the desired 
object, which is transient-possession extinguishes the desire 
and the delight The condelectatio sibi borrows its delight 
from its closeness to desire, and Srotus said explicitly that no 
mental delight can compete with the delight arising from the 
fullillment of sensual desire, except that th.is delight is almost 
as transient as the desire itself.&• Hence, he distinguishes 
sharply between will and desire because only the will is not 
transient. An inherent delight of the will in itself is as natural 
to the will as understanding and knowing are to the intellect, 
and can be detected even in hatred; but Its innate perfection, 
the final peace between the two-in-one, can rome about only 
when the will is transformed into love. If the will were mere 
desire to possess, it would cease to be once the object is pos
sessed: I do not desire what I have. 

To the extent that Srotus speculates about an after-life
that is, an "ideal" existence for man qua man-this hoped-for 
transformation of the will into love with its inherent delectatia 
is decisive. The transformation of willing into loving does not 
signify that loving ceases to be an activity whose end is within 
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Itself; hence future blessedness, the beatitude enjoyed in an 
after-life, cannot possibly consist in rest and contemplation. 
Contemplation of the summum bonum, of the highest "thing." 
ergo, God, would be the ideal of the intellect, which is always 
grounded in intuition, the grasping of a thing in its "thisness," 
haecceitas, which In this life is imperfect not only because 
here the highest remains unknown but also because intuition 
of thisness is imperfect: "the intellect ... has recourse to uni
versal concepts, precisely because it is incapable of grasping 
the haecceity."83 The notion of "eternal peace," or of Rest, arises 
out of the experience of restlessness, of the desires and appe
tites of a needy being that can transcend them in mental activ
ities without ever being capable of escaping them altogether. 
What the will in a state of blessedness, that is, in an after-life, 
no longer needs or is no longer capable of, is reiecticn and 
hatred, but this does not mean that man in a state of blessed
ness has lost the faculty of saying "Yes." 

That unconditional acceptance is called "Love" by Scotus: 
• Amo: volo ut sis." "Beatitude is therefore the act by which the 
will comes in contact with the object presented to it by the 
intellect and loves it, thus fully satisfying its natural desire for 
it. .. • Here again love is understood as an activity but no 
longer a mental one, as its object is no longer absent from the 
senses and no longer imperfectly known to the intellect. For 
"beatitude . . . consists in the full and perfect attainment of 
the object as it is in itself, and not merely as it is in the mind."'~ 
The mind, transcending the existent.ial conditions of the "way
farer," or pilgrim on earth, has an intimation of such future 
blessedness in its experience of sheer activity, that is, in a 
transformation of willing into loving. Falling back on the 
Augustinian distinction of uti and frui, using something for the 
sake of something else and enjoying it for its own sake, Scotus 
says that the essence of beatitude consists in "fruitio," the 
"perfect love of God for God's sake . . . thus distinct from 
the love of God for one's own sake." Even if the latter Is love 
for the sake of one's soul's salvation, It is still amor concupis
centiae, desirous love." Already in Augustine we Snd the 
transformation of willing into loving, and it is more than likely 
that the reflections of both thinkers were guided by Paul's 
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words about the "love that never ends," not even when "that 
which Is perfect comes" and all else has "passed away• (I 
Corinthians 13:8-13). In Augustine the transformation comes 
about because of the binding force of the will; there is no 
stronger binding force than the love with which the lovers love 
each other rmarvelously glued together").97 But for Scotus 
the experiential ground of love's everlastingness is that he con· 
ceives of a love that is not only, as it were, emptied, purilled of 
desires and needs, but in which the very faculty of the Will is 
transformed into sheer activity. 

U in this life it is the miracle of the human mind that man 
at least mentally and provisionally can transcend his earthly 
conditions and enjoy the sheer actuality of an exercise that has 
Its end in itself, then it is the hoped-for miracle of an after-life 
that man in his whole existence will be spiritualized. Scotus 
speaks of a "Glorified body,"98 no longer dependent on "fac
ulties" whose activities are interrupted either by the factivum, 
the making and fashioning of objects, or by the desires of a 
needy creature-both of which render transient every activity 
in this life, the mental ones not excluded. Transformed into 
love, the restlessness of the will is stilled but not extinguished; 
love's abiding power Is felt not as th.e arrest of motion-as the 
end of the fury of war is felt as the quiet of peace-but as the 
serenity of a self-contained, self-fullilling, everlasting move
ment. Here are not the quiet and delight that follow upon a 
perfect operation, but the stillness of an act resting in its end. 
In this life we know of such acts in our experlentla intema, 
and, according to Scotus, we should be able to understand 
them as intimations of an uncertain future when they would 
last forever. Then "the operating faeulty will S.nd itself calmed 
in its object through the perfect act [love) by which it attains 
it."" 

The Idea that there could be an activity that Snds its rest 
within Itself is as surprisingly original-without precedent or 
sequel in the history of Western thought-as Scotus' ontological 
preference of the contingent over the necessary and of the 
existent particular over the universal. I have tried to show that 
in Scotus we meet not simple conceptual reversals but genuine 
new insights, all of which could probably be explicated as the 
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speculative conditions for a philosophy of freedom. As far as I 
can see, in the history of philosophy only Kant can equal Duns 
Scotus in his unconditional commitment to freedom. And yet 
certainly Kant had no knowledge of him. I shall therefore end 
with an odd passage from the Critique of Pure Reason that at 
least deals with the same problem though without any men
tion of Freedom or the Will: 

There is something very strange in the fact, that once we assume 
something to exist we cannot avoid inferring that something exists 
necessarily. . . . On the other band, if I take the concept of any· 
thing. no matter what. I find that the existence of this thing can 
never be represented by me as absolutely necessary, and that, what· 
ever It may be that exists, nothing prevents me from tbinlcing its 
non-existence. Thus while I may indeed be obliged to assume somo
thing necessary as a condit.ion of the existent in genera~ I cannot 
think any particular thi.ng as in Itself necessary. In other words, I 
can never complete the regress to the condltloru of existence save 
by assuming a necessary being. and yet am never in a position to 
begin with such a belng. [And concluding this deliberation a few 
pages later] . . . there Is nothing which absolutely binds reason 
to accept such an existence; on the contrary it can always annihilate 
it in thought, without contradiction; absolute necessity Is a necessity 
that is to be found in thought alooe.•oo 

To which, taught by Scotus, one may add that absolute noth
ingness cannot be found in thought. We shall have occasion 
later to come back to this idea when we discuss the uncertain 
destinies of the willing faculty at the close of the modern age. 
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13. German Idealism and the 
"rainbow-bridge of concepts 

Before we come to the final part of these considerations I 
shall try to justify the last and largest leap over the centuries 
in this sketchy and fragmentary presentation that I had the 
presumption to an.nounce as a history of the Will. I have al
ready mentioned my doubts as to whether there can legiti
mately be a "history of ideas,ft a Geistesge.schichte that rests 
on the assumption that ideas follow and generate one another 
in a temporal succession. The assumption makes sense only in 
the system of Hegel's dialectics. But, apart from any theories, 
a record does exist of the thoughts of. great thinkers whose 
place in factual history is unchallengeable and whose testi
mony afllrming or negating the Will we have touched on here 
only in passing-Descartes and Leibniz on one side of the argu
ment, Hobbes and Spinoza on the other. 

The only great thinker in these centuries who would be 
truly irrelevant to our context is Kant. His Will is not a special 
mental capability distinct from thinking, but practical rea
son, a Vemunftwille not unlike Aristotle's nous praktikos; the 
statement that "pure reason can be practical is the chief thesis 
of the Kantian moral philosophy"• is perfectly right. Kant's 
Will is neither freedom of choice (liberum arbitrium) nor its 
own cause; for Kant, sheer spontaneity, which he often called 
"absolute spontaneity," exists only in thinking. Kant's Will is 
delegated by reason to be its executive organ in all matters of 
conduct. 

Much more embarrassing, and thus in need of justification, 
is the omission from our considerations of the development of 
German idealism after Kant, .the leap we have made over 
Fichte, Schelling, and Hege~ who in their speculative way 
summed up the centuries of the modern age. For the rise and 
declin.e of the modern age is not a figment of the "history of 
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ideas~ but a factual event that can be dated: the discovery of 
the whole earth and of part of the universe, the rise of modem 
science and its technology, followed by the decline of the 
Church's authority, by secularization and enlightenment. 

This momentous factual break occurring in our past has 
been characterized and interpreted from many diJJerent and 
legitimate viewpoints; in our context, the most decisive devel
opment that took place during these centuries was the subjeo
tivization of cognitive as well as metaphysical thought. Only 
during these centuries did man become the center of concern 
to science as well as to philosophy. It had not happened in ear· . 
Uer times, even though, as we saw, the discovery of the Will 
coincided with the discovery of the "interior man" at a mo
ment when man bad become a "question for himself." Only 
when science had proved not merely that human senses were 
subject to error-which could be corrected in the light of new 
evidence in order to reveal "truth" -but that his sensory appa
ratus was forever incapable of self-evident certainties, did 
man's mind, now entirely thrown back upon itself, begin, with 
Descartes, to look for a "certainty" that would be a pure 
datum of conscioumess. When Nietzsche called the modem 
age the "school of suspicion," he meant that, starting at least 
with Descartes, man was no longer sure of anything. not even 
of being real; he needed proof, not only of Cod's existence but 
also of his own. The certainty of the l-am is what Descartes 
found in his cogito me cogltare; that is, in a mental experience 
for which none of the senses, which give us the reallty of our
selves and of an exterior world, is necessary. 

To be sure, this certainty is very questionable. Already 
Pascal, himself inJluenced by Descartes, objected that this 
consciousness would hardly be sufficient to distinguish be
tween dream and reality: a poor artisan dreaming for twelve 
hours every night that he was king would have the same Ufe 
{and enjoy the same amount of "happiness") as a king who 
dreamed every night that he was nothing but a poor artisan. 
Moreover, since "one frequently dreams that he Is dreaming," 
nothing can guarantee that what we call our life is not wholly 
a dream from which we shall awaken in death. To doubt 
everything {"de omnibus dubUandum est") and find certainty 
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In the very activity of doubting demanded by the "new Philos
ophy [that] calls all in doubt" (Donne) does not help, for Is 
the doubter not obliged to doubt that he doubts? True, no one 
went that far, but that only means that "no one was ever a per
fect skeptic [pyrrhonlen, in Pascal]," though not because rea
son fortilled him; be was restrained by "nature, [which] helped 
impotent reason"; and so Cartesianism was "something like the 
story of Don Quixote."2 

Centuries later, Nietzsche, still thinking In the same vein, 
suspected that it was our Cartesian ''belief In the [thinking] 
'ego' • . . as the sole reality [that made us] ... ascribe reality 
to things in general."! Indeed, nothing became more character
istic of the last stages of metaphysics than this kind of turning
of-the-tables, of which Nietzsche, with his mercilessly honest 
thought-experiments, was the greatest master. But that 
game-still a thought-game rather than a language-game-did 
not become possible until, with the rise of German idealism, 
all bridges had been broken "except the rai.nbow-bridges of 
concepts,"• or, to put it less poetically, until it dawned on the 
philosophers that "the novelty of our contemporary position In 
philosophy lies in the conviction, which no era had before us, 
that we do not possess the truth. All previous generations 
'possessed the truth,' even the skeptics."a 

Nietzsche and Heidegger are wrong, I think, in their dating 
of that mod.ern conviction; actually it had accompanied the 
rise of modem science and then was attenuated by the Car
tesian "certainty" as a substitute for truth; this In its tum was 
destroyed by Kant along with the remnants of Scholasticism, 
which in the form of logical exercises and the dogmatism of 
the "schools" bad led a rather brittle existence of sheer erudi
tion. But only at the end of the nineteenth century (here 
Heidegger is right) did the conviction of not possessing the 
truth become the common opinion of the educated classes and 
establish itself as something like the Spirit of the Age, of which 
Nietzsche was probably the most fearless representative. 

However, the mighty factor that delayed th.is reaction for 
centuries itself sprang up with the rise of the sciences as the 
natural response of every thinking man to the enormous and 
enormously rapid advance in human knowledge, an advance 
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that was bound to make the previous centuries since antiquity 
appear as sheer stagnation by comparison. The concept of Prog
ress as a vast co-operative drive In the Interest of knowledge 
for its own sake, "In which all scientists of the past, the present 
and the future have a part . . . appeared for the .Brst time 
fully developed in the works of Francis Bacon .... With it there 
came about, at .6rst almost automatically, an important shift in 
the understanding of Tune, the emergence of the Future to the 
rank formerly occupied by the Present or the Past. The 
notion that each subsequent generation would necessarily 
know more than its predecessor and that this progressing 
would never be completed-a conviction that only in our time 
has found challengers-was important enough; but for our 
context, even more important is the simple, matter-of-fact per
ception that "scieutiSo knowledge" has been and can be at
tained only "step by step through contributions of generaflons 
of explorers building upon and gradually amending the find
Ings of their predecessors." 

The rise of science bad begun with the new discoveries of 
the astronomers, scientists who not only had "used most sys
tematically" the findings of their predecessors, but who, with
out the records of past generations, and reliable records at that, 
would have been unable to make any "progress" at all, since 
the life-span of one man, or one generation of men, is evi
dently too short to verify findings and validate scientific hy
potheses. But "the astronomers composed star catalogues to be 
used by future scientists," i.e, they had laid a basis for scien
tific advances. (Astronomy, of course, was not wholly alone 
In Initiating progress. Thomas Aquinas was conscious of an 
"increase In scientific knowledgc"-"augmentum factum esr 
-which be explained by "the defects of knowledge of those 
who first Invented the sciences." Craftsmen, too, used to the 
method of trial and error, were keenly aware of certain 
improvements In their crafts. Yet the guilds themselves 
"stressed the continuity rather than the progress of craftsman
ship," and "the only passage in the extant literature which 
clearly expresses the idea of the gradual progress of knowl
edge, or better, technological skill, occurs in a treatise on artil
lery."T) Stil~ the decisive breakthrough that gave modem 
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science its impetus OCCWTed In astronomy, and the idea of 
Progress, which from then on dominated every other science 
till it finally became the dominant notion of the equally 
modem concept of History, was originally based oil the pooling 
of data, the exchange of lmowledge, and the slow accumulation 
of records that were the requisites of astronomical advance. 
It was only after the world-shaking discoveries of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries that what had been going on In 
that 6eld came to the attention of those who were concerned 
with the general human condition. 

Thus, while the "new philosophy" proving the inadequacy 
of our senses had "called all in doubt" and given rise to suspi· 
cion and despair, the equally manifest forward movement of 
lmowledge gave rise to an immense optimism as to what man 
can know and Jearn. Except that this optimism did not apply 
to men in the singular, not even to the relatively small commu
nity of scientists; It applied only to the succession of genera
tions, that is, to Mankind as a whole. ln the words of Pascal, 
who was the 6rst to detect that the idea of Progress was a 
necessary complement to the idea of Mankind, it was the "par
ticularly [human] prerogative [distinguishing man from ani
mal] that not only each human being can daily advance in 
knowledge, but that all men together progress continually 
while the universe grows older . . . so that the whole succes
sion of men throughout the centuries should be considered 118 

one and the same man who Uoes forever and continually 
learns" (italics added).8 

What is decisive in this formulation is that the notion of 
"all men togethert which Is of course a thought, not a reality, 
was immediately construed on tl1e model of "man,~ of a "sub-
1~ that could serve as a noun for all kinds of activities 
expressed In verbs. This concept was not a metaphor, properly 
speaking; it was a full-fledged personification such as we find 
in the allegories of Renaissance narratives. In other words, 
Progress became the project of M anldnd, acting behind the 
backs of real men- a personified force that we 6nd somewhat 
later in Adam Smith's "invisible hand,~ in Kant's "ruse of 
nature," Hegel's "cunning of Reason," and Maot's "dialectical 
materialism." To be sure, tbe historian of ideas will see in these 
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notions nothing more than the secularization of divine Provi
dence, an Interpretation that is all the more questionable since 
we find the personilioation of Mankind In Pascal, who would 
certainly have been the last to desire a secular replacement 
for God as the true ruler of the world. 

However that may be, the Interconnected ideas of Man
kind and Progress oame to the foreground of philosophical 
speculations only after the French Revolution had demon
strated to the minds of its most thoughtful spectators the 
possible actualization of such lnvisibles as liberU, fratemil4, 
4gaUt4, and thus seemed to constitute a tangible refuta
tion of the oldest conviction of thinking men, to wit, that the 
ups and downs of history and the ever-changing allairs of men 
are not worth serious consideration. {To contemporary ears 
Plato's famous dictum In the Laws that a serious man keeps 
his seriousness for serious things and "does not waste it on 
triBes .. such as human allairs may sound extreme; In fact, it 
was never challenged before Vico, and Vico had no lnB.uence 
or echo till the nineteenth century.) The event of the French 
Revolution, the cli.max in many respec.ts of the modem age, 
changed "the pale cast of though~ for almost a century; phi
losophers, a notoriously melancholy tribe of men, became 
cheerful and optimistic. They now believed In the Future and 
left the age-old lamentations over the course of the world to 
the historians. What centuries of sclentillo advances, fully 
grasped only by the participants In the great enterprise yet by 
no means beyond the general comprehension of the philos
opher, had been unable to achieve was now brought about In 
a matter of a few decades: philosophers were converted to a 
faith In the progress not only of knowledge but also of human 
allairs generally. 

And while they began to reSect, with a commitment never 
before witnessed, on the course of History, they could not help 
becoming aware almost immediately of the greatest riddle 
presented to them by their new subject matter. That was the 
simple fact that no action ever attains its intended goal and 
that Progress-or any other fixed meaningfulness In the his
torical process-arises out of a senseless *mixture of error and 
violence" (Goethe), out of a "melancholy hapbaurdness" In 
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the "meaningless course of human affairs» (Kant). What sense 
there is can be detected only by the wisdom of hindsight, 
when men no longer act but begin to tell the story of what has 
happened; then it seems as though men, while pursuing their 
aims at cross-purposes; without rhyme and reason, had been 
led by an "intention of nature,» by the "guiding thread of rea
son."10 I have quoted Kant and Goethe, both of whom, 
as it were, stopped at the threshold of the new generation, 
that of the German Idealists for whom the events of the 
French Revolution were the decisive experiences of their lives. 
But that "the facts of known history" taken by themselves 
"possess neither a common basis nor continuity nor coherence" 
was already known to Vico, and Hegel, long after, was still 
insisting that "passions, private aims, and the satisfaction of 
selflsh desires, are ... the most effective springs of action.» 
Hence, not the record of past events but only the story makes 
sense, and what is so striking in Kant's remarks at the end of 
his life is that he immediately understood that the subject of 
History's action would have to be Mankind, rather than man 
or any verifiable human community. Striking, too, is the fact 
that he was able to realize the great Baw in History's project: 
"It will always remain bewildering that the earlier generations 
seem to carry on their burdensome busi.ness only for the sake 
of the later • . . and that only the last should have the good 
fortune to dwell in the [completed) building."11 

Probably it was sheer coincidence that the generation that 
grew to maturity under the impact of tbe eighteenth-<:entury 
revolutions was also mentally formed by Kant's liberation of 
thought, by his resolution of the old dilemma between dog
matism and skepticism through the introduction of a self
critique of Reason. And as the revolution encouraged them to 
transfer the notion of Progress from scientillc advancement to 
the realm of human affairs and understand it as the progress 
of History, it was only natural that their attention should be 
directed toward the Will as the spring of action and the organ 
of the Future. The result was that "the thought of making 
freedom the sum and substance of philosophy emancipated 
the human spirit in all its relationships," emancipated the 
thinking ego for free speculation in thought-trains whose ulti-
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mate goal was to •prove ... that not ooly is the Ego all, but 
contrariwise too, all is Ego."~2 

What had appeared in a restrictive, tentative way in Pas
cal's personified concept of Mankind now began to proliferate 
to an incredible degree. The activities of men, whether think
ing or acting, were all transformed into activities of personified 
concepts- which made philosophy both infinitely more dilll
cult (the chief dilllculty in Hegel's philosophy is its abstract
ness, its ooly occasional hints at the actual data and phe
nomena he has in mind) and incredibly more alive. It was a 
veritable orgy of sheer speculation, which, in sharp contrast 
with Kant's critical reason, was brimful of historical data in a 
disguised state of radical abstraction. Since the personified 
concept itself is supposed to act, it looks as though (in Schell
ing's words) philosophy has "raised itself to a higher stand
point,~ to a "higher realismn in which mere thought-things, 
Kant's noumena, dematerialized products of the thinking ego's 
reflection on actual data- historical data in Hegel, mythologi
cal or religious in Schelling- begin their curious disembodied 
ghostly dance whose steps and rhythms are neither regulated 
nor limited by any idea of reason. 

It was in this region of pure speculation that the Will ap
peared during the short period of German Idealism. "ln the 
final and highest instance," declared Schelling, "there is no 
other Being than Will Will is primordial Being, and all predi
cates apply to it alone-groundlessness, eternity, indepen
dence of time, self-affirmation! AU philosophy strives ooly to 
find this highest expression.~u And quoting this passage in his 
What 18 Called T hinldng?, Heidegger at once adds: "The pre
dicates, then, which metaphysical thought has since antiquity 
attributed to Being, Schelling finds in their final, highest . . • 
most perfected form In willing. The Will in this willing dou 
rwt mean here a capacity of the human st>Ul, however; the 
word 'willing' here designates the Being of beings as a who!~ 
(italics added).•• No doubt H eidegger Is right; Schelling's 
Will is a metaphysical entity but, unlike the more common and 
older metaphysical fallacies, it is personified. ln a different 
context and more precisely, Heidegger himself sums up the 
meaning of this personified Concept: the false "opinion [ eas-
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ily] arises that the human will is the origin of the will-to-will, 
while on the contrary, man is being willed by the Will-to-will 
without even experiencing the essence of such willing."•G 

With these words Heidegger resolutely turns against the 
subjectivism of the modem age as well as against phenomeno
logical analyses, whose chief aim has always been to "save the 
phenomena" as given in consciousness. And what be turns to 
while entering on the "rainbow bridge of concepts" Is German 
Idealism and its ingenuous exclusion of man and man's fac
ulties in favor of personified concepts. 

Nietzsche diagnosed the inspiration behind this post· 
Kantian German philosophy with unsurpassed clarity; be 
knew that philosophy only too well and finally went a similar, 
perhaps even more extreme way himself. 

[German philosophy, said Nietzsche] is the most fundamental fonn 
of ... homesickness there has ever been: the longing for the best 
t.hat has ever existed. One is no longer at borne anywhere; at last 
one longs back for that place in which alone one can be at home: 
the Greek world! But it is in precisely that direction that all bridges 
are broken-except the rainbow-bridges of concepts. . . . To be 
sure, one must be very light, very subtle, very thin to step across 
these bridges! But what happiness there is already in this will to 
spirituality, to ghostliness [Ge!sterhaftigkeit] ahnostl . . . One 
wants to go back, through the Church Fathers to the Greeks. . .. 
German philosophy is a piece of . . . will to Renaissance, will to go 
on with the discovery of antiquity, the digging up of ancient phi· 
losophy, above all of the pre-Socratics- the most deeply buried of 
all Greek temples! A few centuries hence, perhaps, one will judge 
that all German philosophy derives its real dignity from being a 
gradual reclamation of the soil of antiquity . . . we are growing 
more Creek by the day; at first, as is only fair, in concepts and 
evaluations, as Hellenizing ghosts, as it were. . . .1• 

No doubt the personified concept had its root in verillable 
experience, but the pseudo-kingdom of disembodied spirits 
working behind men's backs was built out of homesickness for 
another world, in which man's spirit cou.ld feel at home. 

This, then, is my justification for having omitted from our 
considerations that body of thought, German Idealism, in 
which sheer speculation in the realm of metaphysics perhaps 
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reached its climax together with its end. I did not want to 
cross the Mrainbow-bridge of concepts; perhaps because I 
am not homesick enough, in any event because 1 do not be
lieve in a world, be it a past world or a future world, in which 
man's mind, equipped for withdrawing from the ~'Orld of ap
pearances, could or should ever be comfortably at home. 
Moreover, at least in the cases of Nietzsche and Heidegger, it 
was precisely a confrontation with the Will as a human faculty 
and not as an ontological category that prompted them first to 
repudiate the faculty and then tum about to put their confi
dence in this ghostly home of personified concepts which so 
obviously was "built" and decorated by the thinking, as op
posed to the willing, ego. 

14 Nietzsche's repudiation af the wal 

In my discussion of the Will I have repeatedly mentioned 
two altogether different ways of understanding the faculty: 
as a faculty of choice between objects or goals, the liberum 
orbltrlum, which acts as arbiter between given ends and delib
erates freely about means to reach them; and, on the other hand, 
as our "faculty for beginning spontaneously a series In time~ 
(Kant)" or Augustine's "lnltium ut essef homo creatus es~: 
man's capacity for beginning because he himself Is a begin
ning. With the modem age's concept of Progress and its 
inherent shift from understanding the future as that which ap
proaches us to that which we determine by the Will's projects, 
the instigating power of the Will was bound to come to the 
foreground. And so indeed it did, as far as we can ten from the 
common opinion of the time. 

On the other hand, nothing is more characteristic of the 
beginnings of what we now call "existentialism• than the ab
sence of any such optimistic overtones. A.ccording to Nietz. 
sche, only "lack of historical sense,~ a lack that fo.r him Is "the 
original error of all philosophers, •u can explain that optimism: 
"Let us not be deceived! Time marches fo.rward; we'd lilce to 
believe that everything that is in it also marches fo.rward-that 
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the development Is one that moves forward.~ And as to Prog
ress' correlate, the idea of mankind: "'Mankind' does not ad
vance; it does not even exist"" 

In other words, though the universal suspicion at the be
ginning of the modem age had been powerfully neutralized, 
held in check, first by the very notion of Progress and then by 
its seeming embodiment and apogee in the French Revolution, 
this had proved to be only a delaying action, whose force 
eventually exhausted itself. U one wants to look on this devel
opment historically, one can only say that Niewche's thought
experiments-"such an experimental philosophy as I live 
anticipates experimentally even the possibilities of the most 
fundamental nihllism"20-at last completed what had begun 
with Descartes and Pascal in the seventeenth century. 

Men, forever tempted to lift the veU of the future-with 
the aid of computers or horoscopes or the intestines of sacrifl.. 
cia! animals-have a worse record to show in these •sciences" 
than in almost any other scientilic endeavor. Still, if it were a 
matter of honest competition between futurologists in respect 
to our own time, the prize might well go to John Donne, a poet 
without any sclentiBc ambitions, who in 1611 wrote in im
mediate reaction to what he knew was going on in the sciences 
(which for a long time would still be operating under the 
name of "natural philosophy"). He did not have to wait for 
Descartes, or Pascal, to draw all the conclusions from what be 
perceived. 

And new Philosophy calls aU in doubt, 
The Element of 6re is quite put out; 
The Sun is lost and th•eartb, and no mam wit 
Can well direct him where to looke for it . . . 
"ris all In pieces, all cohaerence gone; 
All just supply, and all Relation: 
Prince, Subject, Father, Sonne, are things forgot. . .. 

And be ends with lamentations that needed roughly three 
hundred years to be heard again: "when thou knowst this, 
Thou knowst bow ugly a monster . . . bow wan a Ghost . . • 
how drie a Cinder this world is."2t 

It is against this historical background that we shall have 
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to consider the last two thinkers still close enough to the 
West's philosophical heritage to recognize In the Will one of 
the mind's important faculties. We start with Nietzsche and 
remember that he never wrote any book with the title "Will to 
Power; that the collection of fragments, notes, and aphorisms 
bearing this title was published posthumously, selected from a 
chaos of unconnected and often contradictory sayings. Each 
one of them is what all Nietzsche's matu.re writings actually 
are, namely, a thought-experiment, a literary genre surpris
ingly rare in our recorded history. The most obvious analogy is 
Pascal's Pensees, which share with Nietzsche's WiU to POIIJ(ff a 
haphazardness of arrangement that has led later editors to try 
to rearrange them, with the rather annoying result that the 
reader has a good deal of trouble Identifying and dating them. 

We shall consider 6rst a number of simple descriptive 
statements without metaphysical or general philosophical con
notations. Most of them will sound rather familiar, but it will 
be better not to jump to the conclusion that we may be con
fronted here with bookish Influences. To draw such inferences 
is especially tempting In the case of Heidegger because of his 
profound knowledge of medieval philosophy, on the one hand, 
and his Insistence on the primacy of the future tense In Being 
and Time (which 1 have already spoken of), on the other. It is 
all the more noteworthy that in his discussion of the Will, 
which chiefly takes the form of an Interpretation of Nietzsche, 
he nowhere mentions Augustine's discoveries in the Confe8-
sions. Hence what will sound familiar in the following is best 
ascribed to the peculiar characteristics of the willing faculty; 
even Schopenhauer's inBuence on the young Nietzsche we 
may disregard without great scruples. Nietzsche knew that 
"Schopenhauer spoke of the 'will'; but nothing is more charac
teristic of his philosophy than the absence of all genuine will
Ing,,.. and he saw correctly that the reason for this lay In a 
"basic misunderstanding of the will (as if craving, Instinct, 
drive were the essence of the will)" whereas •the will is pre
cisely that which treats cravings as their master and appoints 
to them their way a.nd measure."U 

For "to will is not the same as to desire, to strive for, to 
want: from all these it is distinguished through the element of 
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Command. . .. That something is commanded, this is in
herent in willing."'• Heidegger comments: •No characteristic 
phrase occurs more frequently In Nietzsche than . . . to will 
is to command; inherent in Will is the commanding thought.''2• 
It is no less characteristic that this commanding thought is 
directed only very rarely toward dominating others: command 
and obedience both occur in the mind-in a fashion strangely 
similar to Augustine's conception, of which Nietzsche certainly 
knew nothing. 

He explains at some length in Beyond Good and Eoll.: 

Somebody who wills gives orders to something In him that obeys. 
. . . The strangest aspect of this multiple phenomenon we call 
'Will' is that we have but one word for it, and especially only one 
word for the fact that we are In every given case at the same time 
those who issue the orders and those who obey them; insofar as 
we obey, we experience the feelings of coercion, urging, pressing, 
resisting, which usually begin to manifest themselves immediately 
after the act of willing; insofar however . . . as we are in com
mand . . . we experience a sensation of pleasure, and this aD the 
more strongly as we are used to overcoming the dichotomy through 
the notion of the I, the Ego, and this in such a way that we tal<e 
the obedience in ourselves for granted and therefore identify will
ing and performing, willing and acting [italics added). 

This willing operation existing only in our minds overcomes 
the mental duality of the two·in·one that has become a battle 
between one who commands and one who is supposed to obey 
by identifying the "I" as a whole with the commanding part 
and anticipating that the other, the resisting part, will obey and 
do as it is told. -what is called 'freedom of the wilf is essen
tially a passionate superiority toward a someone who must 
obey. 'I am free; ~e· must obey' -the consciousness of this is 
the very willing.''2< 

We would not expect Nietzsche to believe in divine grace 
as the healing power for the Will's duality. What Is unexpected 
in the above description is that he detected in the "conscious
ness" of the struggle a kind of trick of the "I" that enables it to 
escape the conBict by identifying itself with the commanding 
part and to overlook, as it were, the unpleasant, paralyzing sen
timents of being coerced and hence always on the point of 
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resisting. Nietzsche often denounces this feeling of superiority 
as an illusion, albeit a wholesome one. In other passages, he 
accounts for the •strangeness" of the whole phenomenon by 
calling it an "osclllation [of the will] between yes and no; but 
he sticks to the feeling of the 'T' 's superiority by identifying the 
osclllation with a kind of swinging from pleasure to pain. The 
pleasure, dlllerent in this as in other respects from Scotus' delec
tatic, is clearly the anticipated joy of the l-ean inherent in the 
willing act itself, independent of performance, of the triumphal 
feeling we all know when we perform wei~ regardless of praise 
or audience. In Nietzsche, the point Is that he numbers the 
negative slave-feelings of being coerced and of resisting or 
resenting among the necessary obstacles without which the 
Will would not even know its own power. Only by surmount
ing an Inner resistance does the Will become aware of its gene
sis: it did not spring up to obtain power; power is its very 
source. Again in Beyond Good and Evil: • 'Freedom of the 
will' is the word for that manifold pleasurable condition of 
the willer who 18 In ccmmand and at t"M same time considers 
himself as one with the executor of the command-as such 
enjoying the triumph over the resistance, but possessed of the 
judgment that it is his will itself that is overcoming the resis
tance. In this fashion the wilier adds the pleasurable feelings of 
executing . • . to his pleasurable feeling as Commander,..,., 

This description, which takes the two-in-one of the w~ 
the resisting •r and the triumphant "I; to be the source of the 
WilY s power, owes its plausibility to the unexpected introduc
tion of the pain-pleasure principle into the discussion: "to 
posit pleasure and displeasure as cardinal facts. "'I Just as the 
mere absence of pain can never cause pleasure, so the W~ if 
It did not have to overcome resistance, could never achieve 
power. Here, unwittingly following the ancient hedonist phi· 
losophies rather than the contemporary pleasure-pain calculus, 
Nietzsche relies in his description on the experience of release 
from pain-not on the mere absence of pain or the mere pres
ence of pleasure. The intensl.ty of the sensation of release Is 
only matched by the intensity of the sensation of pain and Is 
always greater than any pleasure unrelated to pain. The plea-
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sure of drinking the most exquisite wine cannot be compared 
in intensity with the plellSUl'e felt by a desperately thirsty man 
who obtains his first drink of water. In this sense there is a 
clear distinction between joy, independent of and unrelated to 
needs and desires, and plellSUl'e, the sensuous lust of a crea
ture whose body is alive to the extent that it is in need of 
something it does not have. 

Joy, it seems, can only be experienced if one is wholly free 
of pain and desire; that is, it stands outside the pain-plellSUl'e 
calculus, which Nietzsche despised because of its inbred utili
tarianism. Joy-what Nietzsche called the Dionysian principle 
-comes from abundance, and it is true that all joy is a kind of 
luxury; it overcomes us, and we can indulge In it only after the 
needs of life have been satisfied. But this is not to deny the 
sensuous element in joy as well; abundance is still Ufe's abun
dance, and the Dionysian principle in Its sensuous lust turns to 
destruction precisely because abundance can afford destruo
tion. In this respect is not the Will In the closest possible 
alllnity with the life-principle, which constantly produces and 
destroys? Hence N letzsche defines the Dionysian as "tempo
rary identification with the principle of life (including the 
voluptuousness of the martyr)," as "Joy in the destruction 
•.. and at the sight of its progressive ruin ... Joy in what 
is coming and lies in the future, which triumphs over existing 
things, however good .... 

The Nietzschean shift from the 1-will to the anticipated l 
ean, which negates the Paulinian 1-will-and-1-cannot and 
thereby all Christian ethics, is based on an unquali&ed Yes to 
Life, that Is, on an elevation of Life as experienced outside all 
mental activities to the rank of supreme value by which every
thing else Is to be evaluated This is possible and plausible 
because there is indeed an l-ean inherent In every l·will, as we 
saw in our discussion of Duns Scotus: "V oluntas est potentia 
quia ipsa alquid potesf' ("The Will is a power because it can 
achieve something").BO The Nietzschean Will, however, is not 
limited by Its own inherent l -ean; for Instance, it can will 
eternity, and Nietzsche looks forward to a future that will 
produce the "superman," that is, a new human species strong 
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enough to live in the thought of an "eternal recurrence.· "We 
produced the weightiest thought-now let us produce the 
being to whom it will be easy and blessed! • , . To celebrate 
the future, not the past. To sing [ dichten) the myth of the 
future."'1 

Life as the lllghest value cannot, of course, be demon
strated; it is a mere hypothesis, the assumption made by com
mon sense that the will is free because without that assump
tion-as has been said over and over- no precept of a moral, 
reHg.ious, or juridical nature could possibly make sense. It Is 
contradicted by the "scienti6c hypothesis" according to wlllch
as Kant, notably, pointed out-every act, the moment it enters 
the world, falls into a network of causes, and thus appears in a 
sequence of occurrences explicable only in the context of 
causality. For Nietzsche, it is decisive that the common-sense 
hypothesis constitutes a "dominant sentiment from wlllch we 
cannot liberate ourselves even if the scienti.6c hypothesis were 
demonstrated."'2 But the identillcation of willing with living, 
the notion that our urge to live and our will to will are ulti
mately the same, has other and perhaps more serious conse
quences for Nietzsche's concept of power. 

11tis may become clear when we turn to two leading meta
phors in The Gay Science, one having to do with life and the 
other introducing the theme of "Eternal Recurrence• -the 
"basic idea of Zarathustra," as he called it in Ecce Homo, and 
the basic idea also of the posthumous aphorisms collected 
under the misleading, non-Nietzschean title The WiU to 
Power. The B.rst appears under the title "Will and Wave• 
(Wille uncl Welle): 

How greedily this wave approaches, as if it were after some
thing! How It crawls with tenifying haste into the inmost nooks of 
this labyrinthine cliHI • . . It seems tbat something of value, high 
value, must be hidden there.-And now it comes back, a little more 
slowly but still quite white with excitement; is it disappointed? 
Has it found what it looked for? Does it pretend to be disap
pointed?-But already another wave is approaching, still more 
greedily and savagely than the 6rst, and Its soul, too, seems to be 
full of secrets and the lust to dig up treasures, ThU$ llve ~~.>~n>e.t

thw live we who will. • • • Carry on as you lilce, roaring with 
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overweening pleasure and malice-or dive again . . . and throw 
your inJinite white mane of foam and spray over them: Everything 
suits me, for everything suits you so well, and l am sa weU disposed 
toward you for everything. . . . For . . . I know you and your 
secret, I know your lcindl You and I -are we not of one lcind?-You 
and I -do we not h.aveone secret? [Italics added.)U 

Here at first it seems as though. we were dealing with a 
perfect metaphor, a "perfect resemblance of two relations be
tween totally dissimilar things."3• The relation of the waves to 
the sea from which they erupt without intent or aim, creating 
a tremendous purposeless excitement, resembles and therefore 
illuminates the turmoil the Will excites in the household of the 
soul-always seemingly in quest of something tlll It quiets 
down, yet never extinguished, always ready for a new assault. 
The Will enjoys willing as the sea enjoys waves, for "rather 
than not will, man even wills nothingness."3• Upon closer ex
amination, however, it appears that something quite decisive 
has happened here to what was originally a typically Homeric 
metaphor. Those metaphors, we saw, were always irreversible: 
Looking upon the storms of the sea, you were reminded of 
your inward emotions; but those emotions did not tell you 
anything about the sea. In the Nietzschean metaphor, the two 
dissimilar things the metaphor is bringing together not only 
resemble each other, for Nietzsche they are identical; and·the 
"secret" of which he is so proud is precisely his knowledge of 
this identity. Will and Wave are the same, and one Is even 
tempted to assume that the experiences of the willing ego had 
made Nietzsche discover the turmoil of the sea. 

In other words, the appearances of the world have become 
a mere symbol for inward experiences, with the consequence 
that the metaphor, originally designed to bridge the rift be
tween the thinking or willing ego and the world of appear
ances, collapses. The collapse has come about not because of a 
superior weight given to the "objects" that confront human life 
but, rather, because of a partisanship for man's soul apparatus, 
whose experiences are understood to have absolute primacy. 
There are many passages In Nietzsche that point to this funda
mental anthropomorphism. To cite only one example: • All the 
presuppositions of mechanistic theory [in Nietzsche identical 
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with the "scienti6c hypothesis"]-matter, atom, gravity, pres
sure and stress-are not 'facts-in-themselves' but interpreta
tions with the a.id of psychical fictions.- Modem science bas 
come to strangely similar suspicions in its speculative reflec
tions on its own results : today's "astrophysicists ... must 
reckon with . . . the possibility that their outer world is only 
our inner world turned inside out" (Lewis Mumford). 

We now tum to our second story, which is actually not a 
metaphor or a symbol but a parable, the story of a thought
experiment that Nietzsche entitled "D/13 grtmte Schwet'ge
wicht,- the thought that would weigh most heavily on you. 

What, If some day or night a demon were to steal after you into 
your loneliest loneliness and say to you: "This life as you now live 
It, you will have to live once more and Innumerable times more; 
and there will be nothing now in it, but every pain and every joy 
and every thought and sigh and everything unutterably small or 
great in your life will have to return to you, all In the same suo
cession and sequence-even this spider and this moonlight between 
the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal hourglass 
of existence is turned upside down again and again, and you with 
it, speck of dust!" 

Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and 
curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a 
tremendous moment when you would have answered him: "You are 
a god and never have I heard anything more divine." If this thought 
gained possession of you, it would change you as you are or perhaps 
crush you. The question In each and every thing, "Do you desire 
this once more and innumerable times more?" would lie upon your 
actions as the greatest weight. Or how u;eU disposed would you Mtlfl 
to become to yourself and to life to crave nothing more feroently 
than this ultimate eternal conJlrmation and seal? [Italics added.)3T 

No later version of the eternal-recurrence notion displays 
so unequivocally its main characteristic, namely, that it is not a 
theory, not a doctrine, not even a hypothesis, but a mere 
thought-experiment. As such, since it implies an experimental 
return to the ancient cyclical time concept, it seems t o be in 
llagrant contradiction with any possible notion of the Will, 
whose projects always assume rectilinear time and a future 
that is unknown and therefore open to change. In the context 
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of Nietzsche's own statements on the Will, and the shift he 
poroxlated from the 1-will to an anticipated l -ean, the only 
affinity between the two stories would seem to lie in the "tre
mendous moment" of overflowing "benevolence" -the being 
"well disposed to" Life- that obviously gave birth in each case 
to the thought. 

If we see it in terms of his notion of the WilL this would be 
the moment when the l -ean feeling is at its peak and spreads a 
general "feeling of strength" ( Kraftgefuhl). That emotion, as 
Nietzsche observes, often arises In us "even before the deed, 
occasioned by the idea of what is to be done (as at the sight of 
an enemy or an obstacle to which we feel ourselves equal)." 
To the operating will this emotion is of little consequence; it is 
"always an accompanying feeling, • to which we wrongly 
ascribe the "force of action," the quality of a causative agent. 
•our belief in causality Is belief in force and effect; a trans· 
ference from our experience [in which] we identify force 
and the feeling of force.: •s Hume's famous discovery that the 
relation between cause and effect rests on belief engendered 
by custom and association, and not on knowledge, was made 
afresh, and in many variations, by Nietzsche, who was un
aware of having bad a predecessor. 

His own examination is more searching and more critical 
because, in the place of Hume's utility calculus and his "moral 
sentiment; he puts the experience of an 1-will which is fol
lowed by an effect, that is, he uses the fact that man is con· 
scious of himself as a causative agent even before he has done 
anything. But Nietzsche does not believe that this renders the 
Will less irrelevant; for Nietzsche as well as for Hume, free 
will is an illusion inherent in human nature, an illusion which 
philosophy, a critical examination of our faculties, will cure us 
of. Except that for Nietzsche the moral consequences of the 
cure are decidedly more serious. 

If we can no longer ascribe "the value of an action •• . to 
the intention, the purpose for the sake of which one has acted 
or lived .•. (if] the absence of intention and purpose in 
events comes more and more to the foreground of conscious
ness," the conclusion seems inevitable that "Nothing has any 
meaning," for "this melancholy sentence means 'All meaning 
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lies in intention, and if intention is altogether lacking, then 
meaning is altogether lacking too.' n Hence: "Why could 'a 
purpose' not be an epiphenomenon in the series of changes of 
effective forces that bring forth purposive action-a pale image 
in our consciousness . . . a symptom of occurrenoes, not their 
cause?-But with this we have criticized the wiU itself: is it not 
an illusion to take for a cause that which rises to consciousness 
as an act of will?" ( Italics added )I• 

The fact that this passage is contemporaneous with the 
passages about "Eternal Recurrence~ just!Bes us in asking 
whether and how these two thoughts can be, if not reconciled, 
at any rate conceived in such a way that they will not clash 
head on with each other. Let us first comment very brielly on 
the few important non·speculative but, rather, descriptive 
statements made by Nietzsche on the Will. 

There is, first-what seems obvious but had never been 
pointed out before-that ''the Will cannot will backward"; it 
cannot stop the wheel of time. This is Nietzsche's version of 
the I·will·and·I-cannot, for it is precisely this willing-backward 
that the Will wills and intends. From that impotence Niet:z. 
scbe derive$ all human evil-resentment, the thirst for ven
geance (we punish because we cannot undo what bas been 
done), the thirst for the power to dominate others. To this 
"genealogy of morals," we could add that the Will's impotence 
persuades men to prefer looking backward, remembering and 
thinking, because, to the backward glance, everything that is 
appears to be necessary. The repudiation of willing liberates 
man from a responsibility that would be unbearable If nothing 
that was done could be undone. In any case, It was probably 
the Will's clash with the past that made Nietzsche experiment 
with Eternal Recurrence. 

Second, the concept "will·to-power" is redunda.nt: the Will 
generates power by willing, hence the will whose objective is 
humility is no less powerful than the will to rule over others. 
The willing act itself is already an act of potency, an indication 
of strength (the "feeling of strength; Kraftgefi'hl) that goes 
beyond what is required to meet the needs and demands of 
everyday life. If there is a simple contradiction in Nietzsche's 
thought-experiments, it is the contradiction between the Will's 
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factual impotence-it wills but cannot will backward-and 
this feeling of strength. 

Third, the Will- whether it wills backward and senses Its 
impotence or wills forward and senses its strength-tran
scends the sheer givenness of the world. This transcendence is 
gratuitous and corresponds to the overwhelming superabun· 
dance of Life. Hence the WUI's authentic goal is abundance: 
"By the words 'freedom of the Will' we signify this feeling of a 
swplus of strength," and the feeling is more than a mere illu· 
sion of consciousness because it does correspond with the 
superabundance of life itself. Hence one could understand all 
of Life as a WUI-to-power. "Only where there is life is there 
also will : not will to life but ... will to power."•o For one 
could very well explain "nourishment" as the "consequence of 
insatiable appropriation, of the will to power, [and] 'procrea· 
tion' [as] the crumbling that supervenes when the ruling cells 
are incapable of organizing that which has been appro
priated."" 

This transcending, which is inherent in willing, Nietzsche 
calls "Overcoming." It is possible because of abundance: the 
activity itself is seen as creativity, and the "virtue" that corre
sponds to this whole complex of ideas is Generosity-the over· 
coming of the thirst for vengeance. It is the extravagance and 
"recklessness [ V bermut] of an overflowing, spendthrift will" 
that opens up a future beyond all past and present. Surplus, 
according to Nietzsche as well as to Marx (the sheer fact of a 
swplus of labor force left over after the requirements for the 
preservation of individual life and of species survival have 
been met), constitutes the conditio-per-quam of all culture. 
The so-called superrnan is man insofar as he is able to tran· 
scend, "overcome," himself. But this overcoming. we should 
not forget, is a merely mental exercise: to "recreate all 'it was 
i.nto a 'thus I willed it'-that alone should I call redemption.""' 
For "Man seeks . . . a world that Is not self-contradictory, 
not deceptive, does not change, a true world. . . ." Man, as 
he is now when he is honest, is a nihilist, namely, "a man wbo 
judges of the world as it is that It ought not to be, and of the 
world as it ought to be that it does not exist . . . [To over
come nihilism one needs] the streno,>ih to reverse values and to 
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deify . . • the apparent world as the only world, and to call 
them good.~" 

Clearly, what Is needful is not to change the world or men 
but to change their way of "evaluating" it, their way, in other 
words, of thinldng and rellecting about it. ln Nietzsche's 
words, what must be overcome are the philosophers, those 
whose "life Is an experiment of cognition~; .. they must be 
taught how to cope. Had Nietzsche developed these thoughts 
into a systematic philosophy, he would have fashioned a ldnd 
of greatly enriched Eplctetian doctrine, teaching once more 
the "art of living one's own life,~ whose psychologically power
ful trick consists in willing that to happen which happens any
how." 

But the point is that Nietzsche, who knew and estimated 
Epictetus very highly, did not stop with the discovery of the 
Will's mental omnipotence. He embarked on a construction of 
the given world that would make sense, be a fitting abode for 
a creature whose • strength of will [is great enough 1 to do 
without meaning in things . . . [who 1 can endure to live in a 
meaningless world.~ .. "Eternal Recurrence" is the term for 
this final redeeming th.ought inasmuch as it proclaims the 
"Innocence of all Becoming" (die Unschuld des Werdens) 
and with that its inherent aimlessness and purposelessness, its 
freedom from guilt and responsibility. 

"Innocence of Becoming" and "Eternal Recurrence" are not 
drawn from a mental faculty; they are rooted in the indisput
able fact that we indeed are "thrown" Into the world (Heideg
ger), that no one has asked us if we wished to be here or 
wished to be as we are. For all we know or can ever know, "no 
one is responsible for man's being there at al~ for his being 
such-and-such, or for his being in these circumstances or in 
this environment." Hence, the basic insight into the essence of 
Being is "that chere are no moral facts at all; an insight Nietz
sche, as he said, "was the first to formulate.n Its consequences 
are very great, not only because Christianity and Its concept of 
a " 'moral world-order' infects the innocence of becoming by 
means of 'punishment' and 'guilt' [and therefore can be seen 
as] a metaphysics of the hangman,K but because, with the 
elimination of intent and pwpose, of somebody who can "be 
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held responsible,~ causality itself is eliminated; nothing can be 
"traced back" to a cause once the "causa prima" Is eliminated. 41 

With the elimination of cause and effect, there is no longer 
any sense In the rectilinear structure of Time whose past is 
always understood as the cause of the present, whose present 
is the tense of Intention and preparation of our projects for 
the future, and whose future is the outcome of both. Besides, 
that time construct crumbles under the weight of the no less 
factual insight that "Everything passes," that the future brings 
only what will have been, and therefore that everything that is 
"deserves to pass away."•e Just as every 1-will, In its identifica
tion with the commanding part of the two-in-one, trium
phantly anticipates an l-ean, so expectation, the mood with 
which the Wlll affects the soul, contains within itself the 
melancholy of an and-this-too-will-have-been, the foreseeing 
of the future's past, which reasserts the Past as the dominant 
tense of Time. The only redemption from this all-devouring 
Past is the thought that everything that passes returns, that Is, 
a cyclical time construct that makes Being swing within Itself. 

And is not Life itself construed so, does not one day follow 
upon the next, season succeed season by repeating itself in 
eternal sameness? Is not this world view much "truer" to real
ity as we know it than the world view of the philosophers? "lf 
the motion of the world aimed at a final state, that state would 
have been reached. The sole fundamental fact, however, is 
that it does not aim at a final state; and every philosophy and 
scientific hypothesis . . . which necessitates such a final state 
is refuted by this fundamental fact I seek a conception of the 
world that takes this fact Into account Becoming must be 
explained without recourse to final intentions; Becoming must 
appear justified at every moment (or incapable of being evalu
ated; which amounts to the same thing); the present must 
absolutely not be justified by reference to a future, nor tbe 
past by reference to the present ••. " Nietzsche then sum
marizes: "1. Becoming does not aim at a final state, does not 
flow Into 'being.' 2. Becoming is not a merely apparent state; 
perhaps the world of beings is mere appearance. 3. Becoming 
is of [equal value at] every moment ••• in other words, it 
has no value at all, for anything against wllich to measure 
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it . .. is lacking. The total value of the world C4tlnot be 
evaluated. "41 

In the tunnoU of aphorisms, remarks, and thought-experi
ments that constitute the posthumow collection entitled The 
Will w PoweT the importance of this last passage, which I 
have quoted at some length, Is difficult to spot Judging by 
internal evidence, I am inclined to think of it as Nietzsche's 
last word on the subject; and this last word clearly spells a 
repudiation of the Will and the willing ego, whose internal 
experiences have misled thinking men into assuming that there 
are such things as cause and effect, i.ntention and goal, in 
reality. The superman is one who has overcome these fallacies, 
whose insights are strong enough either to resist the prompt
ings of the Will or to tum his own will around, redeem it from 
all oscUlations, quiet it to that stiUness where "looking away" is 
"the only negation," .. because nothing Is left but the "wish to 
be a Yes-sayer," to bless everything there is for being, "to bless 
and say Amen.-.1 

15 Heidegger's Wlll-not-to-will 

Neither the word "willing" nor the word "thinking" occurs 
ln Heidegger's early work before the so-called reversal (Kehre) 
or "tum-about" that took place in the mid-thirties; and Nietz
sche's name is nowhere mentioned in Being and Time. •• 
Hence Heidegger's position on the faculty of the Will, culmi
nating in his passionate insistence on willing "not to wilr
which of course has nothing to do with the Will's oscillation 
between velle and nolle, willing and nilling-arises directly 
from his extremely careful investigation of Niewche's work, to 
which, after 1940, he returns time and again. Still, the two 
volumes of his Nietzsche, which were published in 1961, are in 
certain respects the most telling; they contain lecture courses 
from the years 1936 to 1940, that is, the very years when the 
"reversal" actually occurred and therefore had not yet been 
subjected to Heidegger's own interpretations. U in reading 
these two volumes one ignores Heidegger's later re-interpreta
tion (which came out before the Nietuche), one is tempted to 
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date the -reversal" as a concrete autobiographical event pre
cisely between volume I and volume II; for, to put it bluntly, 
the first volume explicates Nietzsche by going along with him, 
while the second is written in a subdued but unmistakable 
polemical tone. This important change of mood has been ob
served, as far as I know, only by J. L Mehta, in his excellent 
book on The Philosophy of Martin Heidegger,•• and less de
cisively by Walter Schulz. The relevance of this dating seems 
evident: what the reversal originally turns against is primarily 
the will-to-power. In Heidegger's understanding, the will to 
rule and to dominate is a kind of original sin, of which he 
found himself guilty when he tried to come to terms with his 
brief past in the Nazi movement. 

When he later announced publicly-for the first time in the 
Letter on Humani.vm (1949) .. -that there had been a "re
versal," for years in fact, in a larger sense, he had been re
casting his views on the whole of history from the Greeks to 
the present and focusing primarily not on the Will but on the 
relation between Being and Man. Originally during those 
years, the "reversal" had been a turning against the self-asser
tion of man (as proclaimed in the famous speech delivered 
when he became rector of Freiburg University in 1933"), 
symbolically incarnated in Prometheus, "the first philosopher; 
a figure nowhere else mentioned in his work. Now it turned 
against the alleged subjectivism of Being and Time and the 
book's primary concern with man's existence, his mode of be
ing. 

To put the matter in a rough and oversimplified way: while 
Heidegger had always been concerned with "the question of 
the meaning of Being," his first, "provisional," goal had been to 
analyze the being of man as the only entity that can ask the 
question because it touches his own being; hence, when man 
raises the question What is Being?, he is thrown back upon 
himself. But when, thrown back upon himself, he raises the 
question Who is Man?, it is Being, on the contrary, that moves 
into the foreground; it is Being, as now emerges, that bids 
man to think. ("Heidegger was forced to move away from the 
original approach of Being and Time; instead of seeking to 
approach Being through the openness and transcendence in-
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herent in man, he now tries to define man in tenns of 
Being. "34) And the first demand Being makes of man is to 
think out the •ontological dillerence; that is, the dillerence 
between the sheer isness of beings and the Being of this isness 
itself, the Being of Being. As Heidegger himself states it in the 
Letter on Humanism: "To put it simply, thinking is thinking of 
Being, where the 'or has a double meaning. Thinking is of 
Being, insofar as, being brought to pass by Being, it belongs to 
Being. At the same time it is thinking of Being insofar as, 
belonging to Being, it listens to Being. ••• Man's listening 
transfonns the silent claim of Being into speech, and "lan
guage is the language of Being as the clouds are the clouds of 
the sky."•• 

The •reversal" in this sense has two important conse
quences that have hardly anything to do with the repudiation 
of the Will. First, Thinking is n.o longer "subjective." To be 
sure, without being thought by man, Being would never be
come manifest; it depends upon man, who offers it an abode: 
"language is the abode of Being." But what man thinks does 
not arise from his own spontaneity or creativity; it is the 
obedient response to the command of Being. Second, the en
tities in which the world of appearances is given to man dis
tract man from Being, which hides behind them-very much 
as the trees hide the forest that nevertheless, seen from out. 
side, is constituted by them. 

In other words, "Oblivion of Being" (Seimoergessenheif) 
belongs to the very nature of the relation between Man and 
Being. Heidegger now is no longer content to eliminate the 
willing ego in favor of the thinking ego-maintaining, for in
stance, as he still does in the Nietzsche, that the Will's insis
tence on the future forces man into obllt:ion of the past, that It 
robs thinking of its foremost activity, which is an-denken, re
membrance: "The WUI has never ov.ned the beginning, has 
left and abandoned it essentially through forgetting. ... Now he 
desubjectivizes thinking itself, robs it of its Subject, man as a 
thinking being, and transforms it into a function of Being, in 
which all "eflicacy rests . . . Bowing from there towards the 
essent [ dos Selende ]," thereby determining the actual course of 
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the world. "Thinking, In tum, lets itself be claimed by Being 
[that is the actual meaning of what happens through the es
sents], In order to give utterance to the truth of Being."10 This 
re-Interpretation of the "reversal," rather than the reversal it
self, determines the entire development of Heidegger's late 
pbllosopby. Contained In a nutshell in the Brief Uber den 
Humonismus, which interprets Being and Time as a necessary 
anticipation of and preparation for the "reversal," it centers on 
the notion that to think, namely, "to say the unspoken word of 
Being, • is the only authentic "doing" (Tun) of man; In it, the 
"History of Being" (Seinsgeschichte), transcending all mere 
human acts and superior to them, actually comes to pass. This 
thinking reminisces insofar as it bears the voice of Being In 
the utt.erances of the great philosophers of the past; but the 
past comes to it from the opposite direction, so that the "de
scent" (Abstieg) Into the past coincides Y.ith the patient, 
thoughtful expectation of the arrival of the future, the "ave
nant."llt 

We start with the original reversal. Even In the first Nletz.. 
ache volume, where Heidegger carefully follows Nietzsche's 
descriptive characterizations of the Will, be uses what later ap
pears as the "ontological difference": the distinction between 
the Being of Being and the isness (Seiendheit) of entities. Ac
cording to this interpretation, the will-to-power signilles the 
isness, the chief mode in which everything that is actually Is. In 
this aspect, the Will is understood as a mere function of the llfe 
process-"world comes into being through the carrying out of 
the life process"02-whereas ".Eternal Recurrence" is seen as 
Nietzsche's term for the Being of Being, through which time's 
transient nature is eliminated and Becoming, the medium of 
the will-to-power's purposiveness, receives the seal of Being. 
"Eternal Recurrence" is the most affirmative thought because 
it is the negation of the negation. In that perspective, the will
to-power is no more than a biological urge that keeps the 
wheel rolling and is transcended by a Will that goes beyond 
the mere life instinct in saying "Yes" to Life. In Nietzsche's 
view, as we saw, "Becoming bas no goal; it does not end In 
'Being.' . • . Becoming is of equal value at every moment: 
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• • . in other words, it bas no value, for there is nothing by 
which value could be measured and in respect to which the 
word 'value' would malce sense."a 

As Heidegger sees it, the real contradiction in Nietzsche Is 
not due to the seeming opposition between the will-to-power, 
which, being goal-directed, presupposes a rectilinear time con
cept, and Eternal Recu.rrence, with its eyclical time concept It 
lies, rather, in Nietzsche's "transvaluation of values," which, 
according to Nietzsche himself, could make sense only in the 
framework of the will-to-power but which he nevertheless saw 
as the ultimate censequence of the "Eternal Recurrence" 
thought. In other words, in the last analysis, it was the will-to
power, "in itself value-positing." that determined Nietzsche's 
philosophy of the Will. The will-to-power ll.nally "evaluates" 
an etemally recurring Becoming as the sole way out of the 
meaninglessness of life and world, and this transposition is DOt 
only a return to "the subjectivity of which the distinctive mark 
is evaluative thlnklng,"04 hut also suffen from the same lack 
of radicalism characteristic of Nietzsche's inverted Platonism, 
which, by putting things upside down or downside up, still 
keeps intact the categorical framework in which such reversals 
can operate. 

Heidegger's strictly phenomenological analyses of the Will 
in volume I of his Nietzschts closely follow his early analyses 
of the self in Being and Time, except that the Will talces the 
place ascribed to Care in the earlier worlc. We read : "Self· 
observation and self-examination never bring the self to light 
or show how we are ou.rselves. But by willing, and also by 
nilling. we do just that; we appear in a light that Itself is 
lighted by the act of willing. To will always means: to bring 
oneself to one's self. . . . Willing. we encounter ourselves as 
who we are authentically ..• ,-.. Hence, "to will is essentially 
to will one's own self, but not a merely given self that is as it 
Is, but the self that wants to beceme what It is. . . . The will 
to get away from one's self is actually an act of nllling. "M We 
shall see later that this return to the concept of the self of 
Being and Time is not without importance for the "reversal; or 
"change o.f mood," manifest in the second volume. 

In the second volume, the emphasis shifts decisively from 
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the thought of ~Eternal Recurrence~ to an interpretation of the 
Will as almost exclusively will-to-power, in the specific sense 
of a will to rule and dominate rather than as an expression of 
the life instinct. The notion of volume I, that every act of 
willing. by virtue of being a command, generates a counter
will (Widerwillen)-that is, the notion of a necessary obstacle 
in every act of willing, which first must overcome a non-willing 
-is now generalized into an inherent characteristic of every act 
of malting. For a carpenter, for instance, the wood constitutes 
the obstacle "against which" he works when he forces it to 
become a table.•' This again is generalized: every object by 
virtue of being an "object" - and not merely a thing, indepen
dent of human evaluation, calculation, and making-Is there 
to be overcome by a subject The will-to-power is the culmina
tion of the modem age's subjectivization; all of man's faculties 
stand under the Will's command. "The Will is to will to be 
master .... [It Is] fundamentally and exclusively: Com
mand. . . . In the command the one who issues the command 
obeys . .. himself. Thus the commanding [self] is its own 
superior.•os 

Here the concept of the Will indeed loses the biological 
characteristics that play such an important role in Nietzsche's 
understanding of the Will as a mere symptom of the life 
instinct It is in the nature of power- and no longer in the 
nature of life's superabundance and surplus-to spread and 
expand : "Power exists only insofar as its power increases and 
Insofar as [the will-to-power) commands this increase." The 
Will urges Itself on by issuing orders; not life but "the will-to
power is the essence of power. This essence, and never a [llm
ited] amount of power, remains the goal of the Will, inasmuch 
as WUI can exist only in relation to power. This is why the Will 
necessari.ly needs this goal. It is also why a terror of the void 
essentially permeates all willing. . . . Seen from the perspeo
tive of the Will . . . [nothingness] Is the extinction of the Will 
in not-willing .. .. Hence ... [quoting Nietzsche] our will 
'would rather will nothingness than not will.' . . . T o will 
nothingness' here means to will . . . the negation, the destroo
tWn, the laying waste" [italics added].• 

Heidegger's last word on this faculty concerns the Will's 
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destructiveness, just as Nietzsche's last word concerned lb 
•creativityw and superabundance. This destructiveness mani
fests itself in the Will's obsession with the future, which forces 
men into oblit>Wn. In order to will the future in the sense of 
being the future's master, men must forget and finally destroy 
the past. From Nietzsche's discovery that the Will cannot •will 
backwards," there follow not only frustration and resentment, 
but also the positive, active will to annihilate what was. And 
since everything that is real has "become," that is, incorporates 
a past, this destructiveness ultimately relates to everything 
that is. 

Heidegger sums it up in What Is Called Thinking?: "Faced 
with what 'was,' willing no longer has anythi.ng to say ..•• 
The 'it was' resists the Will's willing . .. the 'it was' is revolt
ing and contrary to the Will. . . . But by means of this revul
sion, the contrary talces root within willing itself. Willing . . . 
suffers from it-that is, the Will suffers from itself . . . from 
• • . the by-gone, the past. But what is past stems from the 
passing. . . . Thus the Will itself wills passing. . . . The 
Wilfs revulsion against every 'it was' appears as the wlU to 
make everything pass away, hence to will that everything de
serve passing away. The revulsion arising in the Will is then 
the will against everything that passes-everything, that is, 
that comes to be out of a coming-to-be, and that endurei' 
(italics added). ro 

In this radical understanding of Nietzsche, the Will is 
essentially destructive, and it is against that destructiveness 
that Heidegger's original reversal pits itself. Following this 
interpretation, technology's very nature is the will to will, 
namely, to subject the whole world to its domination and 
rulership, whoso natural end can only be total destruction. The 
alternative to such rulership is "letting be," and letting-be as 
an activity is thinking that obeys the call of Being. The mood 
pervading the letting·be of thought is the opposite of the 
mood of purposiveness in willing; later, in his re--interpre
tation of the ·reversal," Heidegger calls it •eekJssenhelt, w a 
calmness that corresponds to letting-be and that "prepares uS' 
for •a thinking that is not a willing."71 This thinking is ~ 
yond the distinction between activity and passivity" because it 
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Is beyond the "domain of the Wil~ • that iJ, beyond the cate
gory of causality, which Heidegger, in agreement with Nietz. 
ache, derives from the willing ego's experience of causing 
efl'ects, hence from an illusion produced by consciousness. 

The insight that thinking and willing are not just two 
dill'erent faculties of the enigmatic being called wman,. but are 
opposites, came to both Nietzsche and Heidegger. It is their 
version of the deadly conBict that occurs when the two-in-one 
of consciousness, actualized in the silent dlalogue between me 
and myself, changes its original harmony and friendship into 
an ongoing conBict between will and counter-~ between 
command and resistance. But we have found testimony to this 
conBict throughout the history of the faculty. 

The dill'erence between Heidegger's position and those of 
his predecessors lies in this : the mind of man, claimed by 
Being in order to transpose into language the truth of Being, is 
subject to a History of Being (Seinsgeschlchte), and this His
tory determines whether men respond to Being in terms of 
willing or in terms of thinldng. It is the History of Being, at 
work behind the backs of acting men, that, like Hegel's World 
Spirit, determines human destinies and reveals itself to the 
thinldng ego if the latter can overcome willing and actualize 
the letting-be. 

At first glance, this may look like another, perhaps a bit 
more sophisticated, version of Hegel's ruse of reason, Kant's 
ruse of nature, Adam Smith's invisible hand, or divine Provi
dence, all forces invisibly guiding the ups and downs of hu
man affairs to a predetermined goal: freedom in Hegel, eternal 
peace in Kant, hannony between the contradictory interests of 
a market economy in Adam Smith, ultimate salvation in Chris
tian theology. The notion itself-namely, that the actions of 
men are inexplicable by themselves and can be understood 
only as the work of some hidden purpose or some hidden 
actor-is much older. Plato could already "imagine that each of 
us living creatures is a puppet made by gods, possibly as a 
plaything, possibly with some more serious purpose: and 
imagine that what we take for causes, the pursuit of pleasure 
and the avoidance of pain, are but •the strings by which we 
are worked. "'2 
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We hardly need a demonstration of historical in.&ueooes to 
comprehend the stubborn resiliency of the idea, from Plato's 
airy fiction to Hegel's mental construct-which was the result 
of an unprecedented re-thloldng of world history that delib
erately eliminated from the factual record everything "merely" 
factual as accidental and non-consequential. The simple truth 
is that no mao can act alone, even though his motives for 
action may be certain designs, desires, passions, and goals of 
his own. Nor can we ever achieve anything wholly acoordiog to 
plan (even when, as archon, we successfully lead and initiate 
and hope that our helpers and followers will execute what we 
begin), and this combines with our consciousness of being able 
to cause an effect to give birth to the notion that the actual 
outcome must be due to some al.ien, supernatural force which, 
undisturbed by human plurality, has p.rovided for the end 
result The fallacy is similar to the fallacy Nietzsche detected 
in the notion of a necessary "progress" of MaWcind. To repeat: 
"'Manldnd' does not advance, it does not even exist •.• [But 
since 1 time marches forward, we'd like to believe that every
thing that is in it also marches forward-that the development 
is one that moves forward. "T1 

Certainly Hei<il?gger's Seinsgeschlchte cannot fall to re
mind us of Hegel's World Spirit. The difference, however, is 
decisive. When Hegel saw "the World Spirit on horseback" in 
Napoleon at Jena, he knew that Napoleon himself was uncon
scious of being the incarnation of the Spirit, knew that he 
acted out of the usual human mixture of short-term goals, 
desires, and passions; for Heidegger, however, it is Being itself 
that, forever changing, manifests itself in the thinking of the 
actor so that acting and tllinking coincide. "'f to act means to 
give a hand to the essence of Being, then thloldng is actually 
acting. That is, preparing [building an abode 1 for the essence 
of Being in the midst of entities by which Being transposes it
self and its essence into speech. Without speech, mere doing 
lacks the dimension in which it can become effective and follow 
directions. Speech, however, is never a simple expression of 
thinking, feeling, or willing. Speech is the original dimension 
in which the human being is able to respond to Being's claim 
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and, responding. belong to it. Thinking is the actualization of 
that original correspondence . ...,• 

In terms of a mere reversal of viewpoints, one would be 
tempted to see in Heidegger's position the justillcation of 
Valery's aphoristic reversal of Descartes: "'L'homme pense, 
done ;e sui.s'-dit runivers" ("Man thinks, therefore I am, says 
the universe"). 70 The interpretation is indeed tempting since 
Heidegger would certainly agree with Valery's "Les evene
ments ne sont que Ucume des choses" ("Events are but the 
foam of things"). He would not agree, however, with Valery's 
assumption that what really is- the underlying reality whose 
surface is mere foam-is the stable reality of a substantial, 
nltimatcly unchanging Being. Nor, either before or after the 
"reversal; would he have agreed that "the new is by definition 
the perishable part of things" ("Le nouveau est, par definUion, 
Ia partie perissable des choses").'e 

Ever since he re-interpreted the reversal, Heidegger has 
insisted on the continuity of his thought, in the sense that 
Being and Time was a necessary preparation that already con
tained in a provisional way the main dir~tion of his later 
work. And indeed this is true to a large extent, although it is 
liable to de-radicalize the later reversal and the consequences 
obviously implicit in it for the future of plillosophy. Let us IJ&. 
gin with the most startling consequences, to be found in the 
later work itself, to wit, first, the notion that solitary thinking 
in itself constitutes the only relevant action in the factual 
record of history, and second, that thinking is the same as 
thanking (and not just for etymological reasons). Having done 
this, we shall try to follow the development of certain key 
terms in Being and Time and see what happens to them. The 
three key terms I propose are Care, Death, and Self. 

Care- in Being and Time, the fundamental mode of man's 
existential concern with his own being- does not simply dis
appear in favor of the Will, with which it obviously shares 
a certain number of characteristics; it changes its function 
radically. It all but loses its relatedness to itself, its concern 
with man's own being, and, along with that, the mood of 
"anxiety" caused when the world into which man is "thrown'" 
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reveals itself as "nothingness" for a being that knows its own 
mortality-"das nackte Dass im Nicllls der Welt," "the naked 
That in the Nothingness of the world. ""1 

The emphasis shifts from Sorge as worry or concern with 
Itself to Sorge as taking care, and this not of itself but of 
Being. Man who was the "caretaker" (Plotzhaller) of Nothing 
and therefore open to the disclosure of Being now becomes 
the "guardian" (Hater) or "shepherd" (Hirle) of Being, and 
his speech oilers Being its abode. 

Death, on the other hand, which originally was actual for 
man only as the utmost possibility- "if it were actuallz.ed [for 
instance, in suicide I, man obviously would lose the possibility 
he has of existing In the face of death"TS-now becomes the 
"shrine" that "collects," "protects, • and "salvages" the essence 
of mortals, who are mortals not becaose their life has an end 
but because to-be.dead still belongs to their innermost being. Tl 

(These strange-sounding descriptions refer to well-known ex
periences, testified to, for instance, by the old adage dB 
mortuls nU nisi bonum. It is not the dignity of death as such 
that puts us in awe but, rather, the curious change from life to 
death that overtakes the personality of the dead. In remem
brance-the way living mortals think of their dead-it is as 
though all non-essential qualities perished with the disappear
ance of the body in which they were incarnated. The dead are 
"enshrined" in remembrance like precious relics of them
selves.) 

Finally there is the concept of the Self, and it is this con
cept whose change in the "reversar is the most unexpected 
and the most consequentiaL In Being and Time, the term 
"Self" is the "answer to the question Who [is man]?" as distin
guished from the question of What he is; the Self is the term 
for man's existence as distinguished from whatever qualities 
he may possess. This existence, the "authentic being a Self," is 
derived polemically from the '"Them." ("Mit dem Ausdruck 
'Selbst' antworlen wir auf die Frage nach dem W er des 
Daseins. . . . Das elgentliche Selbstseln bestimmt slch ah 
eine eristemielle Modlfikation des Man.")" By modifying the 
-rhey" of everyday life into "being oneself," human existence 
produoes a • .tolus ipse," and Heidegger speaks in this context 
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of an "existential solipsism; that Is, of the actualization of the 
prlnclpium individuatlcni.r, an actualizing we have encountered 
in other philosophers as one of the essential functions of the 
Will. Heidegger had originally ascribed it to Care, his early 
term for man's organ for the future.Bl 

To underline the similarity of Care (before the "reversal") 
and Will in a modem setting, we tum tQ Bergson, who-cer
tainly not inlluenced by earlier thinkers but following the im
mediate evidence of consciousness-had posited, only a few 
decades before Heidegger, the co-existence of two selves, the 
one social (Heidegger's "They") and the other "fundamental" 
(Heidegger's "authentic"). The Will's fu.nction i.s "to recover 
this fundamental self' from "the requirements of social life in 
general and language In particular," namely the language ordi
narily spoken In wh.ich every word already has a "social mean
ing."82 It is a cliche-ridden language, needed for communica
tion with others in an "external world quite distinct from 
[ourselves] , which is the common property of all conscious 
beings." Life In common with others has created its own kind 
of speech that leads to the formation of "a second self . • . 
which obscures the .6rst." The task of philosophy is to lead 
this social self back "to the real and concrete self . . . whose 
activity cannot be compared to that of any other force," be
cause this force Is sheer spontaneity of which "each of us has 
immediate knowledge" obtained only by the immediate obser· 
vation of oneself by oneself. &a And Bergson, quite in line with 
Nietzsche and also, as it were, in tune with Heidegger, sees 
the "proof" of this spontaneity in the fact of artistic creativity. 
The coming into existence of a work of art cannot be ex
plained by antecedent causes as though what is now actual 
has been latent or potential before, whether in the form of 
external causes or Inner motives: "When a musician composes 
a symphony, was his work possible before being reaJ?"M 
Heidegger Is quite in line with the general position when he 
writes in volume I of his Nietzsche (i.e., before the "rever
sal"): "To will always means: to bring oneself to one's self. 
. . . Willing, we encounter ourselves as who we are authen
tically. 0 0 ."

86 

Yet this Is as much of an affinity between Heldegger and his 
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immediate predecessors as can be claimed. Nowhere in Being 
and Time-except for a peripheral remark about poetic speech 
•as possible disclosure of existence"BCiJ artistic creativi.ty men
tioned. In volume I of the Nietzsche, the tension and close 
relationship between poetry and philosophy, the poet and the 
philosopher, is twice noticed but not i.n either the Nietzschean 
or the Bergsonian sense of sheer creativity.n On the contrary, 
the Self in Being and Time becomes manifest in ·the voice of 
conscience," which calls man back from his everyday entangl&
ment in the "man" (German for "one" or "they") and what con
science, in its call, discloses as human "guilt; a word (Schuld) 
that in German means both being guilty of (responsible for) 
some deed and having debts in the sense of owing somebody 
something. sa 

The main point in Heidegger's "idea of guilt" is that human 
existence is guilty to the extent that it "factually exists"; it does 
not "need to become guilty of something through omissions or 
commissions; [it Is only called upon) to actualire authenti
cally the 'guiltiness' which it is anyhow.- (It apparently 
never occurred to Heidegger that by making all men who 
listen to the •ca11 of conscience" equally guilty, be was actually 
proclaiming universal innocence: where everybody is guilty, 
nobody is.) This existential culpability-given by human exis
tence-is established in two ways. Inspired by Goethe's "One 
who acts always becomes guilty," Heidegger shows that every 
action, by actualizing a single possibility, at one stroke kills all 
the others among which it bad to choose. Every commitment 
entails a number of defaults. More important, however, the 
concept of "being thrown into the world" already implies that 
human existence owe.~ Its existence to something that it is not 
itself; by virtue of its very existence It is indebted: Dasein
human existence inasmuch as it Is-"bas been thrown; it is 
there, but not brought into the there by itsel£."10 

Conscience demands that man accept that "indebtedness," 
and acceptance means that the Self brings itself to a kind of 
"acting" (handeln) which is polemically understood as the op
posite of the "loud" and visible actions of public life-the mere 
froth on what truly is. This acting is silent, a "Jetting one's own 
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self act in its indebtedness: and this entirely Inner "action• 
in which man opens himself to the authentic actuality of being 
thrown," can exm only in the activity of thinking. That is 
probably why Heidegger, throughout his whole work, ·on 
purpose avoided"" dealing with action. What is most swpri.s
ing in his interpretation of conscience is the vehement denun
ciation oE "the ordinary interpretation of conscience• that has 
always understood it as a kind of soliloquy, the •soundless 
dialogue of me and myself.• Such a dialogue, Heidegger main
tains, can be explained only as M inauthenti.c attempt at self
justillcation against the claims of the "Them.- This is all the 
more strildng because Heidegger, in a different context-and, 
it is true, only marginally-speaks of "the voice of the friend 
that every Dasein [humnn existence) carries with it. .... , 

No matter how strange and, in the last analysis, unao. 
counted for by phenomenological evidence Heidegger's analy
sis of conscience may prove to be, the tie with the sheer facts 
of human existence implicit in the concept of a primordial 
indebtedness certainly contains the first hint of his later iden
tification of thinking and thanking. What the call of conscience 
actually achieves Is the rct'Overy of the individualized (verein
:r:eltes) self from involvement in the events that determine 
men's everyday activities as well as the course of recorded 
history-l' ecum11 de8 chose1. Summoned back, the self is now 
turned to a thinking that expresses gratitude that the •naked 
That" has been given at aU. That the attitude of man, con
fronted with Being. should be thanklng can be seen as a 
variant of Plato's thaumazeln, the beginning principle of phi
losophy. We have dealt with that admiring wonder, and to Snd 
it in a modem context is neither striking nor swprising; we 
have onJy to think of Nletuche's praise of the "Yes-sayers• or 
tum our attention from academic speculations to some of this 
century's great poets. They at least show bow suggestive such 
allim1atlon can be as a solution for the apparent meaningless
ness of an entirely secularized world. Here are two lines by the 
Russian Osip Mandelstam, written in 1918: 

We will remember In Lethe's cold waters 
Tbat earth for us has been worth a thousand heaYeDS. 
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These verses can easily be matched by a number of lines by 
Rainer Maria Rilke In the Duino Elegiu, written at about the 
same time; 1 shall quote a few: 

Erde du IIebe, lclo will. 0/o glaub e• bedarfte 
Nlclot delrutr Friilallnge me/or, mlclo dlr zu gewlnnen. 
Elner, aclo eln elmlger 181 sclwn dem Blute w olel. 
Namenw bin lclo w dJr entschlofsm oon welt her, 
lmmer UIQfft du 1m m:/ot. • • • 

Earth. you dadlng, I will Oh, believe me, you need 
Your spring-times no longer to win me; a single one. 
Just one, Is already more than my blood can endure. 
fve now been unspeakably yaws for ages and ages. 
You were always right. ••• 

Ninth Elegy 

And llnally, as a reminder, I cite again what W. H. Auden 
wrote some twenty years later: 

That singular command 
I do not understand, 
Bleu what there Is for being, 
Which bas to be obeyed, for 
What else am I made for, 
Agreeing or disagneeing? 

Perhaps these examples of non-academic testimony to the 
dilemmas of the last stage of the modem age can explain the 
great appeal of Heidegger' s work to an elite of the intellectual 
community despite the almost unanimous antagonism it has 
aroused in the universities ever since the appearance of Being 
and Time. 

But what is true of the coincidence of thinking and thank
Ing is hardly true of the merging of acting and tbinlting. With 
Heidegger, this is not just the elimination of the subject-object 
split in order to desubjectivize the Cartesian Ego, but actual 
fusion of the changes in the •History of Being" (Seinsge
tchlchte) with the activity of thinking in the thinkers. "Being's 
History" secretly inspires and guides what happens on the 
surface, while the thinkers, hidden by and protected from the 
'"Them; respond and actualize Being. Here the personilled 
concept whose ghostlike existence brought about the last great 
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enlivenment of philosophy in Gennan Idealism has become 
fully incarnated; there is a Somebody who acts out the hidden 
meaning of Being and thus provides the disastrous course of 
events with a counter-current of wholesomeness. 

This Somebody, the thinker who has weaned himself from 
willing to "letting-be,- is actually the "authentic SeW of Being 
and Time, who now listens to the call of Being instead of the 
call of Conscience. Unli.ke the Self, the thinker is not sum
moned by himself to his Self; still, to "hear the call authenti
cally signifies once again bringing oneself into factually acting" 
Csich in das fakJische Handeln bringen") ... In this context 
the "reversar means that the Self no longer acts in itself {what 
has been abandoned is the I n-sich-handeln-lassen des eigensten 
Selbst .. ) but, obedi.ent to Being, enacts by sheer thinking the 
counter-current of Being underlying the "foam• of beings-the 
mere appearances whose current is steered by the will-t<>
power. 

The 'They" reappear here, but thei.r chief characteristic is 
no longer "idle talk" (Gerede); it is the destructiveness inher
ent in willing. 

What has brought about this change is a decisive radicali
zation of both the age-old tension between thinking and will
ing {to be resolved by the "Will-not-to-will") and of the per
sonified concept, which appeared in its most articulate form 
In Hegel's "World Spirit," that ghostly Nobody that bestows 
meaning on what factually, but in itself meaninglessly and 
contingently, is. With Heidegger, this Nobody, allegedly acting 
behind the backs of acting men, has now found a Besh-and
blood Incarnation In the existence of the thinker, who acts 
while he does nothing, a person, to be sure, and even identifi
able as 'Thinker" -which, however, does not signify his return 
into the world of appearances. He remains the "solw Ipse" In 
"existential solipsism," except that now the fate of the world, 
the History of Being. has come to depend on him. 

Thus far we have been following Heideggers own re
peated demands to pay due attention to the continuous devel
opment of his thinking ever since Being and Time, despite the 
"reversal" that took place In the middle thirties. We have relied, 
too, on his ovm interpretations of the reversal during the later 
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thirties and early forties-interpretations closely and coher
ently borne out by his numerous publications of the llfties and 
sixties. But there is another, perhaps even more radical, inter
ruption in his life as well as his thought to which, as far as I 
know, no one, Heidegger included, has paid public attelltion. 

This interruption coincided with the catastrophic defeat of 
Nazi Germany and his own serious difficulties with the 
academic community and the occupation authorities immedi
ately thereafter. For a period of roughly Sve years he was so 
effectively silenced that among his published works there exist 
only two longer essays-the Letter on Humanism, written in 
1946 and published in Germany and France in 1947, and '"The 
Anaximander Fragment" rver Sproch des Anarimander"), 
also written in 1946 and published as the last essay of Holz.. 
wege in 1950. 

Of these, the Letter on Humanism contains an eloquent 
summing-up and immense clarillcation of the interpretive turn 
he had given the original reversal, but "'The Anaximander 
Fragment" is of a different character: it presents an altogether 
new and unexpected outlook on the whole posing of the prob
lem of Being. The main theses of this essay, which I shall now 
try to outline, were never followed up or fully explicated in his 
later work. He does mention, in a note to its publication in the 
Holzwege, that the essay was taken from a "treatise• (Ab
handlung) written in 1946, which unfortunately has never been 
published. 

To me it seems obvious that this new outlook, so isolated 
from the rest of his thought, must have emerged from an
other change of ~mood," no less important than the change 
that happened between the Srst and the second volumes of the 
work on Nietzsche-the turn from the "Will-to-Power" as Will
to-will to the new Gelassenheit, the serenity of 1etting-be" and 
the paradoxical "Will-not-tO:will." The changed mood refiected 
Germany's defeat, the "point uro" (as Ernst Jiinger called it) 
that for a few years seemed to promise a new beginning. In 
Heidegger' s version: "Do we stand in the very twilight of the 
most monstrous transformation our planet has ever under
gone . . . ? [Or) do we gaze into the evening of a night which 
heralds another dawn? ••• Are we the latecomers ... at 
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the same time precursors of the dawn of an altogether diHer
ent age, which has already left our contemporary bistoriologi
cal representations of history behind?"" 

lt was the same mood that Jaspers expressed at a famous 
symposium in Geneva in the same year: "We live as though 
we stood knocking at gates that are st.ill closed. . .. What 
happens today will perhaps one day found and establl.sh a 
world..... This mood of hope disappeared quickly in the 
rapidity of German economic and political recovery from 
"point zero"; confronted with the reality of Adenauet's Ger
many, neither Heidegger nor Jaspers ever expounded system
atically what must ve.ry soon have appeared to them as a 
complete misreading of the new era. 

Still, in Heidegget's case, we do have the Anaximander 
essay with its haunting hints at another possibility of ontologi
cal speculation, hints that are half hidden in the highly techni
cal philological considerations of the Greek text (which is 

rather obscure and probably corrupt), and from them I shall 
risk an exegesis of this fascinating variant of his philosophy. ln 
Heidegger's literal and provisional translation the short Greek 

text reads: "But that from which things arise [genesi.f) also 
gives rise to their passing away [pht1lora], according to what is 

necessary; for things render justioe [dlkba dldonal] and PllY 
penalty (lisln) to one another for their Injustice (adilcia] , ac
cording to the ordinance of time. "58 The subject, then, is the 
coming-to-be and passing-away of everything that is. While 
whatever is t.r, it "lingers" in the present "between a twofold 
absenoe,· its arrival and its departure. During the absences it 
Is hidden; it is unconcealed only for the short duration of its 
appearance. Living in a world of appearances, all we know or 
can know is a "movement which lets every emerging being 
abandon concealment and go forward into unconoealment; 
lingering there for a while, till it "in its tum aba.ndons uncon
coalment, departing and withdrawing into concealment."" 

Even this non-speculative, strictly phenomenological de
scription ill clearly at varianoe with Heldegger's usual teaching 
of an ontological diHerence according to which a-/etheia, truth 
understood as Un-hiddenness or Unconoealment, is always on 
the side of Being; in the world of appearances, Being reveals 
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itself only in the thinking response of man in terms of lan
guage. In the words of the Letter on H umanlsm, •Language is 
the house of Being" ("Die S proche [1st] :z:umal dM Ham du 
Selns und die Beha~Ut~ng du Men.schenwesen.t").100 In the ex
egesis of the Anaximander fragment, unconcealrnent is not 
truth; it belongs to the beings that arrive from and depart into 
a bidden Being. What can hardly have caused but certainly 
facilitated this reversal is the fact that the Creeks, especially 
the pre·Socratics, often thought of Being as physis (nature), 
whose original meaning is derived from phyein (to grow), that 
is, to come to light out of darkness. Anaxlmander, says Heideg
ger, thought of genesis and phthara In terms of physis, "as ways 
of luminous rising and declining."101 And physis, according to 
a much quoted fragment of Heraclitus, ·ukes t.o hide."100 

Although Heldegger does not mention the Heraclitus frag
ment in the Anaximander essay, its main theses read as though 
it had been inspired by Heraclitus rather than by Anaxlman
der. Of central importance is the speculative content; there the 
relation in the ontological difference is reversed, and this is 
spelled out in the following sentences: '"The unconcealment of 
beings, the brightness granted them [by Being], obscures the 
light of Being"; for •ll$ il reveals itself In beings, Being with
draws" ("Dil$ Seln ent:z:ieht slch indem es sich In dM Selende 
entblrgtj.104 The sentence I have italici:z:ed is stressed in the 
text by being emphatically repeated. Its immediate plausibility 
in the German original rests entirely on the lingu.istically cog
nate relation of oerbergen (hide, conceal) with bergen (shield 
and shelter) and entbergen (disclose). U we try to explicate 
the speculative content of that cognateness as construed by 
Heidegger, we may sum it up as follows: the coming and 
going, appearing and disappearing. of beings always begins 
with a disclosure that Is an ent-bergen, the loss of the original 
shelter (bergen) that had been granted by Being; the being 
then "lingers for a while" in the "brightness" of disclosure, and 
ends by returning to the sheltering shield of Being in its con
cealment: "Presumably, Anaximander spoke of genesis and 
phthara [generation and decline] ... [that Is] genesis estfn 
(which is the way I should like to read it) and phthara ginetai, 
'coming-to-be Is,' and 'passing-away comes to be.' "loo 
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In other words, undoubtedly there is such a thing as be
coming; everything we know has become, has emerged from 
some previous darkness into the light of day; and this becom
ing remains its law while it lasts: its lasting is at the same time 
its passing-away. Becoming, the law that rules beings, is now 
the opposite of Being; when, in passing-away, becoming 
ceases, it changes again into that Being from whose sheltering, 
concealing darkness it originally emerged. In this speculative 
context, the ontological difference consists of the difference 
between Being in the strong durative sense and becoming. It 
is through withdrawal that "Being holds to its truth" and 
shields it; it shields it against the "brightness" of beings that 
"obscures the light of Being" even though. originally, Being 
has granted this brightness. This leads to the seemingly 
paradoxical statement "As [Being] provides the unconcealment 
of beings, it [ e.stablisbes] the concealment of Being. ••o• 

In the course of this speculation, the reversal of Heideg
ger' s common approach to the "quest for Being" (die Seins· 
frage) and "the oblivion of Being" (Seii'I$1Jergessenheit) be
comes manifest It is no longer genuine inauthenticity or any 
other particularity of human existence that causes man to "for
get" Being in his abandonment to the "man" (German for the 
plurality of "Them"); nor does he do so because he is dis
tracted by the sheer superabundance of mere entities. "Obliv
ion of Being belongs to tbe self-veiling essence of Being . . . 
the history of Being [and not the history of men in philosophy 
in general or metaphysics in particular] begins with the obliv
ion of Being, since Being- together with its essence, its dis
tinction from beings-keeps to itself."101 Through Being's 
withdrawal from the realm of beings, these entities, whose 
unconcealment has been caused by it, are set "adrift in er· 
rancy," and this errancy constitutes "the realm of error . . . 
the space in which history unfolds .... Without errancy 
there would be no connection from destiny to destiny: there 
would be no history" (italics added).'o' 

To sum up: We are still confronted with the ontological 
dilference, the categorical separation of Being and beings, but 
th.is separation has acquired, as it were, a k:ind of history with 
a beginning and an end. In the beginning, Being discloses 
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itself in beings, and the disclosure starts two opposite mo\>e
ments: Being withdraws Into itself, and beings are "set adrift" 
to constitute the Mrealm (in the sense of a prinoe's realm) of 
error." This realm of error is the sphere of common human 
history, where factual destinies are connected and form a co
herent shape through "erring.n In that scheme, there is no 
place for a "History of Bein~ (Seinsgeschichte) enacted be
hind the backs of acting men; Being, sheltered in its conceal
ment, bas no history, and "every epoch of world history is an 
epoch of errancy." However, the very fact that the time con· 
tinuwn in the historical realm is broken up into dJJierent eras 
indicates that the casting adrift of entities also occurs in 
epochs, and in Heidegger's scheme there seems to exist a privi
leged moment, the transitional moment from one epoch to the 
next, from destiny to destiny, when Being qua Truth breaks 
into the continuum of error, when the "epochal essenoe cA 
Being lays claim to the ecstatic nature of Da.-sein. ..,oa To thiJ 
claim, thinking can respond, recognizing "the claim to des
tiny: that is, the spirit of a whole age may become "mindful 
of what is destined" instead of getting lost in the erring partic
ularities of human day-to-day affairs. 

Nowhere in this context does Heldegger mention a con
nection between thinking and thanking and he is quite aware 
of the possible pessimistic, Mnot to say nlhillst!c,n conclusions 
to be drawn from an interpretation that would flt only too well 
with Burckhardt's and Nietzsche's understanding of the Greek 
experience at its deepest leveL lot Also, it may be worth noting 
that here be seems not at all interested in stressing the tension 
of the very close relation between philosophy and poetry. In· 
stead he concludes the essay with something he has said no
where else: "If the essence of man consists in thinking the 
truth of Being [N.B., now a Being that has withdrawn, that 
veils and hides itself), then thinking must poetize on the 
riddle of Bein~ ("am Riit,sel des Selns dlchten").uo 

I have mentioned in passing the radical change the con
cept of death underwent in Heidegger's late writings, where 
death appears as the ultimate savior of man's essence, the Ge
blrg des ~ns in dem Spiel der Welt, the "shelter of Being in 
the play of the world. "lu And I have tried to explicate and, in 
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a way, justify the strangeness of this by some well-known 
testimony to certain familiar experiences which, as far as I 
know, have never been conceptualized. In the Anaximander 
essay, the word "death" does not occur, but the concept is of 
course transparently present in the notion of life between two 
absences, before it arrives in birth and after it passes away in 
death. And here we do have a conceptual clarification of death 
as the shelter for the essence of human existence, whose 
temporal, transitory presence is understood as the lingering 
between two absences and a sojourn in the realm of errancy. 
For the source of this "erring" -and here of course we can see 
to what an extent this variant remains a mere variation of 
Heidegger's basic and enduring philosophical convictions-is 
the fact that a being that "lingers a while in presence" between 
two absences and has the ability to transcend its own presence 
can be said to be actually "present [only) insofar as it lets 
itself belong to the non·present."m 

It has a chance of achieving that if it seizes on the epochal 
moment in the transition between epochs when historical des
tinies change and the truth underlying the next era of errancy 
becomes manifest to thought. The Will as destroyer appears 
here, too, though not by name; it is the "craving to persist, • "to 
bang on," the inordinate appetite men have "to cling to them
selves." In this way they do more than just err: "Lingering as 
persisting . . . is an insurrection on behalf of sheer endur
ance."113 The insurrection is directed against "order" (dike); 
it creates the "disorder" (adikia) permeating the "realm of 
errancy." 

These statements take us back to familiar territory, as be
comes evident when we read that the disorder is "tragic" and 
not a thing for which man can be made accountable. To be 
sure, there is no longer any "call of conscience" summoning 
man back to his authentic self, to the insight that, no matter 
what he bas done or omitted to do, he was already schuldig 
("guilty'/ since his existence was a debt be "owed" after hav
ing been thrown into the world. But, just as, in Being and 
Time, this "guilty" self could salvage itself by anticipating its 
death, so here the "erring" Dasein, while "lingering a while" in 
the present realm of errancy, can, through the thinking activ-
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ity, join itself to what Is absent There Is the difference, 
though, that here the absent (Being In its enduring with
drawal) has no history In the realm of errancy, and thinlclng 
and acting do not coincide. To act Is to err, to go astray. We 
should consider, too, how the early definition of being-guilty 
as a .Primary trait of D11$ein, Independent of any specific act, 
has been replaced by "erring" as the decisive mark of all hu
man history. (Both formulations, Incidentally, for the German 
reader are curiously reminiscent of Goethe's "Der Handelnde 
wird lmmer schuldil( and • Es 1m der Mensch solang er 
strebt."'14) 

To these distinct self-echoes we may then add the following 
sentences from the Anaximander essay: "Every thinker Is de
pendent upon the address of Being. The extent of this de
pendence determines the freedom from irrelevant lnlluences"lJO 
-by which Heidegger clearly means the factual day-to-day 
events brought about by erring men. When we put these cor
respondences together, it does seem as though we are dealing 
here with a mere variation of Heidegger' s basic teaching. 

However that may be, it is obvious that my present Inter
pretation is tentative In the extreme; It cannot possibly be a 
substitute for the unpublished treatise of which the Anaximan
der essay was originally a part. In our present state of textual 
knowledge the whole thing remains very doubtfuL But 
whether we see it as a variant or a variation, Heidegget' s 
denunciation of the Instinct of self-preservation (common to 
all living things) as a willful rebellion against the "order" of 
Creation as such is so rare In the history of ideas that I should 
like to quote here the only similar utterance of which I am 
aware, three little-known lines of Goethe In a poem written 
about 1821 under the title "Ei118 und AUu": 

011$ Ewlge regt lfch fort In tdlen: 
Venn allu fllll&fin Nic/au ur(allen, 
Wenn e.lm Sein belumen will. 

The Eternal worb and stirs in all; 
For all must into Nothing faD, 
If it will persist in Being. 
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16 The abyss of freedom and 
the novus ordo seclorum 

Very early in these deliberations I warned of an inevitable 
flaw in all critical examinations of the willing faculty. It Is a 
rather obvious one but easy to overlook In discussing the par· 
ticular arguments and counter-arguments: simply that every 
philosophy of the Will is conceived and articulated not by men 
of action but by philosophers, Kant's "professional thinkers,~ 
who in one way or another are committed to the bios the6rtll· 
koa and therefore by nature more inclined to "interpret the 
world" than to "change it." 

Of all the philosophers and theologians we have consulted, 
only Duns Scotus, we found, was ready to pay the prioe of 
contingency for the gift of freedom-the mental endowment 
we have for beginning something new, of which we know that 
it could just as well not be. No doubt the philosophers have 
always been more "pleased" with necessity than with freedom 
because for their business they needed a tranquillit08 anlmae 
(Leibniz), a peace of mind, which-relying on Spinoza's acquf. 
escentia slbl, one's agreement with oneself-could be effectively 
guaranteed only by an acquiescence in the arrangement of the 
world. The same self that the thinking activity disregards in its 
withdrawal from the world of appearances Is asserted and en
sured by the Will's rdlexivity. Just as thinking prepares the self 
for the role of spectator, willing fashions it Into an •enduring r 
that directs all particular acts of volition. It creates the selfs 
character and therefore was sometimes understood as the prin
clplum indlt>iduationis, the source of the person's specific iden
tity. 

Yet it is precisely this if!dividuation brought about by the 
Will that breeds new and serious trouble for the notion of 
freedom. The individual, fashioned by the will and aware that 
it could be different from what It Is (character, unlike bodily 
appearance or talents and abilities, is not given to the self at 
birth) always tends to assert an "!-myself" against an indefinite 
·they" -all the others that I, as an individual, am not. Nothing 
Indeed can be more frightening than the notion of solipsistic 

Copyrighted material 



196 

The Life of the Mind I WiUing 

freedom-the "feeling" that my standing apart, isolated from 
everyone else, is due to free will, that nothing and nobody can 
be held responsible for it but me myself. The will with its 
projects for the future challenges the belief in necessity, the ac
quiescence in the arrangement of the world which it calls com
placency. Yet isn't it clear to everyone that the world is not, 
and has never been, what It ought to be? And who !mows, or 
has ever known, what this "ought~ should be? The "ought" Is 
utopian; it has no proper topos or place in the world. Isn't trust 
in necessity, the conviction that everything is as "it was to be," 
infinitely prefemble to freedom bought at the price of con
tingency? Under these circumstances, doesn't freedom look like 
a euphemism for the burnt-over area marked by the "for
sakenness with which [human existence, the Dasein) bas been 
abandoned to itself' ("die Verlassenheit in der Vberlammhelt 
an es selbst")?110 

These difficulties and anxieties are caused by the Will inso
far as it is a mental faculty, hence reflexive, recoiling upon 
itself-oolo me velle, cogUo me cogitare-or, to put it in 

Heideggerian terms, by the fact that, existentially speaking. 
human existence bas been "abandoned to Itself." Nothing of the 
sort disturbs our intellect, the mind's capabUity of cognition 
and its trust in truth. The cognitive abUities, like our senses, 
do not recoil upon themselves; they are totally intentional, 
namely, totally absorbed by the intended object. Hence at 6rst 
glance it is surprising to .find a similar bias against freedom in 
the great scientists of our century. As we !mow, they became 
greatly disturbed when their demonstrable discoveries in 
astrophysics, as well as In nuclear physics, gave rise to the 
suspicion that we live in a universe which, in Einstein's words, 
is ruled by a Cod who "plays dice" with it or, as Heisenberg 
suggested, that what we regard as the "outer world [may be] 
only our inner world turned inside out" (Lewis Mumford). 

Such thoughts and after-thoughts are, of course, not scien
tiBc statements; they do not claim to deliver demonstrable 
truths or tentative theorems that their authors can hope to 
translate eventually Into propositions susceptible of proof. "nley 
are reflections Inspired by a quest for meaning and therefore oo 
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less speculative than other products of the thinking ego. Ein
stein himself, in a much quoted remark, very clearly drew the 
line between cognitive statements and speculative proposi
tions: "The most incomprehensible fact of nature is the fact 
that nature is comprehensible. • Here we can almost watch 
how the thinking ego intrudes on the cognitive activity, inter
rupts and halts it by its reflections. It puts itself "out of order" 
with the scientist's ordinary activity by recoiling upon itself 
and musing on the fundamental incomprehensibility of what 
be is doing-an incomprehensibility that remains a riddle 
worth thinking about even though it cannot he solved. 

Such reflections may yield va.rious "hypotheses," and some 
may even turn out to yield knowledge when tested; in any 
case, their quality and weight will depend on the cognitive 
achievements of their authors. Still, it is hardly deniable that 
the reflections of the great founders of modem science-Ein
stein, Planck, Bohr, Heisenberg, Schrtidinger-bave brought 
about a "crisis in the foundations of modem science" (Grund
lagenkrise), "and their central question" (What must the 
world he like in order that man may know it?) "is as old as 
science itself and it remains unanswered. "UT 

It seems only natural that this generation of founders, on 
whose discoveries modern science was based and whose reBeo
tions on what they were doing have brought about the "crisis 
in the foundations," should have been followed by several 
generations of less distinguished epigones who find it easier to 
answer unanswerable questions because they are less aware of 
the line separating their ordinary activities from their refleo. 
lions on them. I have spoken of the orgy of speculative think
ing that succeeded Kant's liberation of reason's need to think 
beyond the intellect's cognitive capacity, the games played by 
German Idealists with personified concepts and the claims 
made for scientific validity-a far remove from Kant's "critique." 

From the point of view of scicntilic truth, the Idealists' 
speculations were pseudo-scientific; now, at the opposite end 
of the spectrum, something similar seems to be going on. 
Materialists play the game of speculation with the help of 
computers, cybernetics, and automation; their extrapolations 

Copyrighted material 



198 
The Ufe of the Mind I WUling 

produce, not ghosts like the game of the Idealists, but materi· 
al!zations like those of spiritualist seances. What Is so very 
strildng in these materialist games Is that their results resemble 
the concepts of the Idealists. Thus Hegel's "World Spirit" has 
recently found materialization in the construction of a ~nervous 
system" fashioned on the model of a Giant Computer: Lewis 
Thomas111 proposes to understand the world-wide com· 
munlty of human beings in the form of a Giant Brain, ex· 
changing thoughts so rapidly "that the brains of mankind 
often appear functionally to be undergoing fusion." With man
kind as its "nervous system," the whole earth thus "becomes 
• • • a breathing organism of finely meshed parts; all grow· 
lng under the "protective membrane"' of the planet's atmo
sphere.'" 

Such notions are neither science nor philosophy, but sci· 
ence fiction; they are widespread and demonstrate that the 
extravagances of materialist speculation are quite equal to the 
follies of Idealist metaphysics. The common denominator of 
all these fallacies, materialist or Ideal.ist, apart from being 
historically derived from the notion of Progress and its con· 
comitant, the undemonstrable entity called Mankind, is that 
they fulfill the same emotional function. In Lewis Thoma/ 
words, they do away with "the whole dear notion of one's own 
self-the marvelous old free-willed, free-enterprising, auton
omous, independent, Isolated island of a Self," which Is "a 
myth. "120 The proper name of this myth, which we are ad· 
monished from all sides t.o get rid of, is Freedo.rn. 

Professional thinkers, whether philosophers or scientists, 
have not been "pleased with freedom" and its ineluctable 
randomness; they have been unwilling to pay the prloe of 
contingency for the questionable gift of spontaneity, of being 
able to do what could also be left undone. Let us put them 
aside therefore and fasten our attention on men of action, who 
ought to be committed to freedom because of the very nature 
of their activity, which consists in "changing the world, • and 
not in interpreting or lcnowing it. 

Conoeptually speaking, we tum from the notion of 
philosophical freedom to political liberty, an obvious differ· 
ence which, as far as I know, only Montesquieu spoke of, and 
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that in passing, when he used philosophical freedom as a 
backdrop against which political Uberty could be more sharply 
outlined. In a chapter entitled ·ve Ia Iiberti! du citoyen· ("Of 
the citizen's Uberty") be said: "La liberte philosophlque con
slste dans fe:rercise de sa volontl!, ou du moins (s'il faut parler 

· dans tow les systemes) dons f opinion ou f on est que f on 
e:rerce sa volonte. La Iiberti! polltique conslste dons Ia s()rete, 
ou du mains dons l' opinion que ron a de sa stlretl!"-"Philo
sophic liberty consists in the exercise of the will, or at least (if 
we must take account of all systems) in the opinion that we 
ex.ert our will. Political liberty consists in safety, or at least in 
the opinion of being safe."121 The citizen's political liberty is 
"that tranquillity of mind that comes from the opinion that 
everybody bas of his safety; and in order to be in possession 
of this liberty the government must be such that one citizen 
could not be afraid of another."122 

Philosophic freedom, the freedom of the will, Is relevant 
only to people who live outside political communities, as 
solitary individuals. Political communities, in which men be
come citizens, are produced and preserved by laws, and these 
laws, made by men, can be very different and can shape 
various forms of government, all of which in one way or an
other constrain the free will of their citizens. Still, with the 
exception of tyranny, where one arbitrary will rules the live$ of 
all, they nevertheless open up some space of freedom for action 
that actually sets the constituted body of citizens in motion. 
The principles inspiring the actions of the citizens vary in 
accordance with the different forms of govern.ment, but they 
are all, as Jefferson rightly called them, "energetic princi
ples";123 and political freedom "ne peut conslster qu'iJ pouvofr 
faire ce que ron dolt voulair et d n' Mre point controint de fa ire 
ce que l on ne dolt pas vouloif"-"can consist only in the 
power of doing what we ought to will and in not being con
strained to do what we ought not to wUJ."12< 

The emphasis here is clearly on Power in the sense of the l
ean; for Montesquieu, as for the ancients, it was obvious that 
an agent could no longer be called free when he lacked the 
capacity to do what he wanted to do, whether this was due to 
exterior or interior circumstances. Moreover, the Laws which, 
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according to Montesquleu, transfonn free and lawless Individ
uals into citi.zens are not God's Ten Commandments or the 
voice of conscience or reason's lumen rationale enlightening all 
men alike, but man-made rapporu, ~relations; which, since 
they concern the changeable aHairs of mortal men-as dis
tinguished from God's eternity or the immortality of the cos
mos-must be ·subject to all the accidents that can happen 
and vary in proportion as the will of man changes."120 For 
Montesquieu, as for pre-Christian antiquity and for the men 
who at the end of the century founded the American Republic, 
the words "power~ and "liberty" were almost synonymous. 
Freedom of movement, the power of moving about unchecked 
by disease or master, was originally the most elementary of all 
liberties, their very prerequisite. 

Thus political freedom is distinct from philosophic freedom 
in being clearly a quality of the l-ean and not of the 1-wiU. 
Since it is possessed by the citizen rather than by man in 
general, it can manifest itself only in communities, where the 
many who live together have their intercourse both in word 
and in deed regulated by a great number of rapporu- laws, 
customs, habits, and the like. In other words, political freedom 
Is possible only in the sphere of human plurality, and on the 
premise that this sphere is not simply an extension of the dual 
l -and-myself to a plural We. Action, in which a We is always 
engaged in changing our common world, stands in the 
sharpest possible opposition to the solitary business of 
thought, which operates in a dialogue between me and myself. 
Under exceptionally propitious circumstances that dialogue, we 
have seen, can be extended to another insofar as a friend 
is, as Aristotle said, "another self." But it can never reach the 
We, the true plural of action. (An error rather prevalent 
among modern philosophers who insist on the importance of 
communication as a guarantee of truth-<:hieHy Karl Jaspers 
and Martin Buber, with his 1-thou philosophy-is to believe 
that the intimacy of the dialogue, the "inner action• in which I 
•appeal" to myself or to the "other self," Aristotle's friend, 
Jaspers' beloved, Buber's Thou, can be extended and become 
paradigmatic for the political sphere.) 

This We arises wherever men live together; its primal form 
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is the family; and it can be constituted in many diHerent ways, 
all of which rest ultimately on some form of consent, of which 
obedience is only the most common mode, just as disobedi
ence is the most common and least harmful mode of dissent 
Consent entails the recognition that no man can act alone, that 
men if they wish to achieve something in the world must act in 
concert, which would be a platitude if there were not always 
some members of the community determined to disregard it 
and who in arrogance or in despair try to act alone. These are 
tyrants or criminals, depending on the final goal they aim at; 
what they have in common and what sets them apart from the 
rest of the community is that they put their trust in the use of 
the instruments of violence as a substitute for power. This is a 
tactic that only works for the short-range goals of the crimi
nal, who after completing his crime can and must return to 
membership in the community; the tyrant, on the other hand, 
always a sheep in wolfs clothing, can last only by usurping the 
rightful seat of leadership, which makes him dependent on 
helpers to see his self-willed projects through. Unlike the 
mind's will power to affirm or negate, whose ultimate practical 
guarantee Is suicide, political power, even if the tyrant's sup
porters consent to terror-that is, the use of violence-is al
ways limited power, and since power and freedom in the 
sphere of human plurality are in fact synonyms, this means 
also that political freedom is always limited freedom. 

Human plurality, the faceless "They" from which the indi
vidual Self splits to be itself alone, is divided into a great many 
units, and it is only as a member of such a unit, that is, of a 
community, that men arc ready for action. The manifoldness 
of these communities is evinced in a great many different 
forms and shapes, each obeying different laws, having differ
ent habits and customs, and cherishing different memories of 
its past, i.e., a manifoldness of traditions. Montesquieu was 
probably right in assuming that each such entity moved and 
acted according to a different inspiring principle, recognized 
as the ultimate standard for judging the community's deeds 
and misdeeds- virtue in republics, honor and glory in mon
archies, moderation in aristocracies, fear and suspicion in 
tyrannies-except that this enumeration, guided by the oldest 
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distinction between forms of government (as the rule of one, of 
a few, of the best, or of all) is of course pitifully inadequate 
to the rich diversity of human beings living together oo the 
earth. 

The only trait that all these various forms and shapes of 
human plurality have in common is the simple fact of their 
genesis, that Is, that at some moment in time and for some 
reason a group of people must have come to think of them
selves as a -we: No matter how this -we" is first experienced 
and articulated, it seems that it always needs a beginning, and 
nothing seems so shrouded in darkness and mystery as that 
"In the beginning," not only of the human species as distin
guished from other living organisms, but also of the enormous 
variety of indubitably human societies. 

The haunting obsOUJ'ity of the question has hardly been 
illuminated by recent biological, anthropological, and archae
ological discoveries, whatever success they have had In ex
tending the time span which separates us from an ever more 
distant past. And it is unlikely that any factual information will 
ever throw light on the bewildering maze of more or less 
plausible hypotheses, all of which suffer from the incurable 
suspicion that their very plausibility and probability may well 
tum out to be their undoing since our whole real existence-the 
genesis of the earth, the development of organic life on it, the 
evolution of man out of the countless animal species-oc
curred against statistically overwhelming probabilities. All that 
is real in the universe and in nature once was an "infinite" 
improbability. In the everyday world where we spend our 
own exiguous quotient of reality we can only be sure of a 
shrinkage of time behind us that is no less decisive than the 
shrinlcage of spatial distances on the earth. What only a few 
decades ago, remembering Goethe's "three thousand years~ 
("Wer nicht von dreitausend ]ahren I Slch weiss Reclaenschaft 
w geben, I B/elb im Dunkel, uraerfahren I Mag von Tag zu 
Tage Ieben}, we still called antiquity is much closer to us 
today than it was to our ancestors. 

This predicament of not-knowing is all too likely never to 
be resolved, corresponding, as it does, to other manifest limita
tions inherent in the human condition, which sets definite in-

Copyrighted material 



203 

The abyu of freedom and the noow ordo seclorvm 

sunnountable boundaries to our thirst for knowledge-for ex
ample, we know of the Immensity of the universe and never
theless we shall never be able to know it-and the best we 
can do in the quandary is tum to the legendary tales that in 
our tradition have aided fonner generations to come to grips 
with the mysterious "In the beginning." I mean the foundation 
legends, which clearly had to do with a time antecedent to any 
fonn of government and to any particular principles that set 
governments in motion. Yet the time they dealt with was 
human time, and the beginning they recounted was not a 
divine creation but a man-made set of occurrences that 
memory could reach through an imaginative interpretation of 
old tales. 

The two foundation legends of Western civilization, the 
one Roman and the other Hebrew (nothing comparable, 
Plato's TinwetiS notwithstanding, ever existed in Greek antiq· 
uity), are utterly different from each other, except that both 
arose among a people that thought of its past as a story whose 
beginning was known and could be dated. The Jews knew 
the year of the creation of the world (and reckon time to 
this very day from it), and the Romans, as contrasted with the 
Greeks, who reckoned time from Olympiad to Olympiad, 
knew (or believed they knew) the year of the foundation of 
Rome and reckoned time accordingly. Much more striking, 
and fraught with much more serious consequences for our 
tradition of political thought, is the astounding fact that both 
legends (in sharp contradiction with the well-known principles 
allegedly inspiring political action in constituted communities) 
bold that in the case of foundation-the supreme act in which 
the "We is constituted as an identillable entity-the inspiring 
principle of action is love of freedom, and this both in the 
negative sense of liberation from oppression and in the positive 
sense of the establishment of Freedom as a stable, tangible 
reality. 

Both the difference and the connection between the two
the freedom that comes from being liberated and the freedom 
that arises out of the spontaneity of beginning something new 
- are paradigmatically represented in the two foundation 
legends that have acted as guides for Westem political 
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thought We have the Biblical story of the exodus of Israeli 
tribes from Egypt, which preceded the Mosaic legislation con
stituting the Hebrew people, and Virgil's story of the wander
ings of Aeneas, which led to the foundation of Rome-• dum 
CCflderet urbem," as Virgil defines the content of his great poem 
even in its first lines. Both legends begin with an act of libera
tion, the Bight from oppression and slavery in Egypt and the 
Bight from burning Troy (that is, from annihilation); and in 
both instances this act is told about from the perspective of a 
new freedom, the conqu.est of a new •promised land" that of
fers more than Egypt's fleshpots and the foundation of a new 
City that is prepared for by a war destined to undo the Trojan 
war, so that the order of events as laid down by Homer could 
be reversed. Virgil's reversal of Homer is deliberate and com
plete.m This time it is Achilles in the guise of Tumus ("Here 
too shalt thou tell that a Priam found his Achilles") wbo flees 
and is killed by Hector in the guise of Aeneas; in the center, 
•the source of all that woe' is again a woman, but this time she 
Is a bride (Lavinia) and not an adulteress; and the end of the 
war is not triumph for the victor and utter destruction for the 
vanquished but a new body politic-"both nations uncon
quered join treaty under equal laws forever. • 

No doubt if we read these legends as tales, there is a world 
of difference between the aimless desperate wanderings of the 
Israeli tribes in the desert after the Exodu.s and the marvel
ously colorful tales of the adventures of Aeneas and his fellow 
Trojans; but to the men of action of later generations who 
ransacked the archives of antiquity for paradigms to goide 
their own intentions, this was not decisive. What was decisive 
was that there was a hiatus between disaster and salvation, 
between liberation from the old order and the new freedom, 
embodied in a notJIJ8 ordo saeclorum, a •new order of the 
ages" with whose rise the world had structurally changed. 

The legendary hiatus between a no-more and a not-yet 
clearly indicated that freedom would not be the automatic 
result of liberation, that the end of the old is not necessarily 
the beginning of the new, that the notion of an all-powerful 
time continuum is an illusion. Tales of a transitory period-
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from bondage to freedom, from disaster to salvation-were all 
the more appealing because the legends chiefly concerned the 
deeds of great leaders, persons of world-historic significance 
who appeared on the stage of history precisely during such 
gaps of historical time. All those who, pressed by exterior cir
cumstances or motivated by radical utopian thought-trains, 
were not satisfied to change the world by the gradual reform 
of an old order (and this rejection of the gradual was pre
cisely what transformed the men of action of the eighteenth 
century, the first century of a fully secularized intellectual 
elite, into the men of the revolutions) were almost logically 
forced to accept the possibility of a hiatus in the continuous 
Bow of temporal sequence. 

We remember Kant's embarrassment in "dealing .•. with 
a power of spontaneously beginning a series of successive 
things or states," i.e., with an "absolute beginning," which, 
because of the unbreakable sequence of the time continuum, 
will nevertheless always remain "the continuation of a pre
ceding series."121 The word "revolution" was supposed to dis
solve this embarrassment when, during the last decades of the 
eighteenth century, it changed its old astronomical meaning 
and came to signify an unprecedented event. In France this 
even led to a short-lived "revolution• of the calendar: in 
October 1793, it was decided that the proclamation of the 
Republic was a new beginning of human history; as this had 
happened in September 1792, the new calendar declared Sep
tember 1793 to be the inauguration of the Year Two. This 
attempt to localize an absolute beginning in time was a failure, 
and probably not only because of the strong anti-Christian 
cast of the new calendar (all Christian holidays., including 
Sunday, were abolished, and a fictitious division of a thirty
day month into units of ten days was instituted; the tenth day 
of each decade was to replace the weekly Sunday as a day of 
rest). Its usage fi.zzled out around 1805, a date hardly remem
bered even by professional historians. 

In the case of the American Revolution, the old legendary 
notion of a temporal hiatus between the old order and a new 
era seemed much better suited than a calendar "revolution" to 



006 

The Ufe of the Mind I WilUng 

bridge the gap between a time continuum of ordered succes
sion and the spontaneous start of something new. Indeed, lt 
would be tempting to use the rise of the United States of 
America as a historical example of the truth of old legends, 
lilce a veriflcation of Locke's "in the beginning all the world was 
America." The colonial period would be interpreted as the 
transition period from bondage to freedom-the hiatus between 
leaving England and the Old World and the establislunent of 
freedom in the New. 

The parallel with the tales is astoundingly close: in both 
instances the act of foundation had come about through the 
deeds and the sufferings of exiles. This Is true even of the 
Biblical tale as told in Exodus; Canaan, the promised land, is 
by no means the original Jewish home, but the land of the 
Jews' former "sojourn" (Exodus 6:4). Virgil insists still more 
strongly on the theme of exile: Aeneas and his companions 
were "driven .•. to distant plaoes of exile in waste lands; 
weeping at leaving "the shores and the havens ... where 
once was Troy," exiles "uncertain whither the fates carry us or 
where a resting-place is glven .... aa 

The founders of the American Republic were well ae> 
quainted with Roman as well as Biblical antiquity and they 
may have taken from the old legends the decisive distinction 
between mere liberation and actual freedom, but nowhere do 
they use the hiatus as a possible basis for explaining what they 
were doing. There was a simple factual reason for that: 
though the land eventually was to become a "resting-place• for 
many and an asylum for exiles, they themselves had not 
settled there as exiles but as colonists. Up to the last, when 
con8ict with England proved to be inevitable, they had no 
trouble recognizing the political authority of the mother
cOuntry. They prided themselves on being British subjects, un
til the momentum of their rebellion against an unjust govern
ment-"taxation without representation" -had carried them 
into a full-fledged "revolutio.n, n a change in the form of gov
ernment itself, and the constitution of a Republic as the only 
government, they now felt, fit to rule in the land of the free. 
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This was the moment when those who had started as meo 
of action and had been transfonned into men of revolution 
changed Virgil's great line "Magnm ab integra saeclonma 
na.!cltur ordo" ("the great order of the ages is [re]bom as it 
was in the beglnning")129 to the NOOUI Ordo Seclorum (the 
"new order"), which we still find on our dollar bills. For the 
Founding Fathers, the variation implied an admission that the 
great effort to reform and restore the body politic to its initial 
integrity (to found "Rome anew") had led to the entirely un
expected and very diHerent task of constituting something en
tirely new-founding a •new Rome." 

When men of action, men who wanted to change the 
world. became aware that such a change might actually postu
late a new order of the ages, the start of something unpre
cedented, they began to look to history for help. They set 
about rethinking such thought-things as the Pentateuch and the 
Aeneid, foundation legends that might tell them how to solve 
the problem of beginning-a problem because beginning's very 
nature Is to carry in itself an element of complete arbitrariness. 
It was only now that they confronted the abyss of freedom, 
knowing that whatever would be done now could just as well 
have been left undone and believing, too, with clarity and pre· 
clsion, that once something is done it cannot be undone, that 
human memory telling the story will survive repentance as well 
as destruction. 

This applies only to the realm of action, the ·many-in-one 
of human beings,"130 that is, to communities where the "We" 
is properly established for its journey through historical time. 
The foundation legends, \vith their hiatus between liberation 
and the constitution of freedom, indicate the problem without 
solving it. They point to the abvss of nothingness that opens 
up before any deed that cannot be accounted for by a reliable 
chain of cause and effect and is inexplicable in Aristotelian 
categories of potentiality and actuality. In the nonnal time 
continuum every effect immediately turns into a cause oE 
future developments, but when the causal chain is broken
which occurs after liberation has been achieved. because 
liberation, though it may be freedom's condilio .rine qua non, 
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is never the conditio per quam that causes freedom-there is 
nothing left for the "beginner" to hold on to. The thought of an 
absolute beginning-creallo ex nihilo-abolishes the sequence 
of temporality no Jess than does the thought of an absolute 
end, now rightly referred to as "thinking the unthinkable.• 

We know the Hebrew solution for this perplexity. It 
assumes a Creator-Cod who creates time along with the uni
verse and who as legislator remains outside His creation, and 
outside of time as the One "who Is who he is" (the literal 
translation of "Jehovah" is "I am who I am") "from eternity to 
eternity." This concept of eternity, having been framed by a 
temporal creature, is the absolute of temporality. It is what Is 
left of time when time is "absolved" - liberated from its relative
ness-time as it would appear to an outside observer not subject 
to its laws and by dellnition unrelated by virtue of his One
ness. To the extent that the universe and everything in it can 
be traced back to the region of this absolute One-ness, tbe One
ness is rooted in something that may be beyond the reasoning 
of temporal men but still possesses a kind of rationale of its 
own: it can explain, give a logical account of, the existentially 
Inexplicable. And the need for explanation is nowhere stronger 
than in the presence of an unconnected new event breaking 
into the continuum, the sequence of chronologi.cal time. 

This seems to be why men who were much too "enlight
ened" to still believe in the Hebrew-Christian Creator-Cod 
turned with rare unanimity to pseud<rreligious language when 
they had to deal with the problem of foundation as the be
ginning of a "new order of the ages." We have the "ap
peal to Cod in Heaven; deemed necessary by Locke for all 
who embarked on the novelty of a community emerging from 
"the state of nature"; we have Jefferson's "'aws of nature and 
nature's Cod," John Adams' "great Legislator of the Universe," 
Robespierre's "immortal Legislator," his cult of a "Supreme 
Being.• 

Their explanations clearly work by analogy: just as Cod "in 
the beginning created the heavens and the earth," remaining 
outside His Creation and prior to it, so the human legislator
created in Cod's own Image and therefore able to imitate Cod
when he lays the foundations of a human community, creates 
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the condition for all future political life and historical develop
ment. 

To be sure, neither the Greeks nor the Romans knew any
thing of a Creator-God whose umclated One-ness could serve 
as the paradigmatic emblem for an absolute beginning. But 
the Romans at least, who dated their history from the founda
tion of Rome in 753, seem to have been aware that the very 
natu.re of this business demanded a transmu.ndane principle. 
Otherwise Cicero could not have held tl1at "human excellence 
nowhere so closely approaches the paths of the gods as in the 
founding of new and the preserving of already founded com
munities.~••• For Cicero as for the Greeks, from whom he 
derived his philosophy, the founders were not gods but divine 
men, and the greatness of their deed was to have established a 
law that became the font of authority, an immutable standard 
against which all positive laws and decrees enacted by men 
could be measured and from which they received their legiti
macy. 

Harking back to religious beliefs right in the middle of 
the Age of Enlightenment might have sufficed if there had 
been no more at stake than the authority of a new law; and 
indeed it is striking to find explicit mentions of a "future state 
of rewards and punishments" inserted into all American state 
constitutions, although we find no allusion to a hereafter in the 
Declaration of Independence or the Constitution of the United 
States. The motives for such desperate attempts to hold fast to 
a faith that in reality would be unable to survive the co-tem
poraneous emancipation of the secular realm from the Church 
were entirely pragmatic and highly practical. In his speech on 
the Supreme Being and the immortality of the soul to the Na
tional Convention on May 7, 1794, Rohespierre asks "Quel 
aoontage trouves-tu d persuader fhomme qu'une force aoeugle 
preside a ses destlns, et frappe au hasard le crime et Ia oertui" 
("What advantage do you see in persuading men to believe 
that a blind force presides over their destinies, striking crime 
and virtue at random?"), and in the DUcourses on Daoila, 
John Adams speaks in the same curiously rhetorical way of 
•the most disconsolate of all creeds, that men are but fire.Bies, 
and that this aU is without a father . . . [which would] make 
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munler ibelf as indilferent as shooting a plover, and the el· 

~nnination of the Rohilla nation as innocent as the swallowing 
of mites on a morsel of cheese. "lU 

In brief, what we lind here is a short-lived ellort on the 
part of secular government to retain not the Hebrew-Christian 
faith but political instruments of rule that had been so very 
ellective at protecting the medieval communities against 
criminality. In retrospect it may look almost like a triclcy de
vice of the educated few to penuade the many not to follow 
on the slippery road to enlightenment. In any case, the at
~pt totally failed (at the beginning of our century few in
deed were left who still believed in "a future state of rewards 
and punishments") and was probably foredoomed to failure. 
Nevertheless the loss of belief and, with it, of a good deal of 
the old panio-striclcen fear of death ha.s certainly contributed 
to the massive invasion of criminality into the political life of 
highly civilized communities that our own century has wit
nessed. There is an odd built-in helplesmess about the legal 
systems of entirely secularized communities; their capital pun. 
ishment, the death penalty, only gives a date to and accelerates 
a fate all mortals are subject to. 

In any event, wherever men of action, driven by the very 
momentum of the liberation process, began to prepare in 
earnest for an entirely new beginning. the fiOOIU ordQ 
teclorum, instead of turning to the Bible ("'n the beginning 
Cod created the heavens and the earth"), they ransaclced the 
archives of Roman antiquity for -ancient prudence• to guide 
them in the establishment of a Republic, that is, of a govern
ment "of laws and not of meow (Harrington). What they 
needed was not only an acquaintance with a new form of 
government but also a lesson in the art of foundation, in bow 
to overcome the perplexities inherent in every beginning. They 
were quite aware of course of the bewildering spontaneity of a 
free act. As they lcnew, an act can only be called free if it 
is not allected or caused by anything preceding It and yet, 
insofar as It Immediately turns into a cause of whatever fol· 
lows, it demands a justification which, if It is to be successful, 
will have to show the act as the continuation of a preoedlng 
series, that is, renege oo the very experience of freedom and 
novelty. 
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And what Roman antiquity bad to teach them in this re
spect was quite reassuring and consoling. We do not know 
why the Romans, in the third century B.C. or perhaps even 
earlier, decided to trace their descent not from Romulus but 
from Aeneas, the man from Troy who bad brought "Ilium and 
her conquered. household gods into Italy• and thus became 
-the fount of the Roman race." But it is obvious that this fact 
was of great importance not only to Virgil and his contempo
raries in Augustus' time, but also to all those who, starting 
with Machiavelli, bad gone to Roman antiquity to learn how 
to conduct human affairs 'without the help of a transcendent 
God. What men of action were learning in the archives of 
Roman antiquity was the original purport of a phenomenon 
with which, curiously enough, Western civilization had been 
acquainted ever since the end of the Roman empire and Chris
tianity's deBnite triumph. 

Far from being new, the phenomenon of re-birth or renais
sance, from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries onward, had 
dominated the cultural development of Europe and had been 
preceded by a whole series of minor renascences that termi
nated the few centuries of what really were "dark ages," be
tween the sack of Rome and the Carolingian renaissance. Each 
of these re-births, consisting in a Revival of Learning and 
centering on Roman and to a lesser degree Greek antiquity, 
bad altered and revitalized only the rather restricted milieus of 
the educated elite inside and outside monasteries. It was not 
till the Age of Enlightenment-that is, in a now completely 
secularized world-that the revival of antiquity ceased to be a 
matter of erudition and responded to highly practical political 
purposes. For that enterprise the only predecessor had been 
the lonely figure, Machiavelli. 

The problem men of action were being called upon to solve 
was the perplexity inherent in the task of foundation, and 
since for them the paradigmatic example of a successful 
foundation was bound to be Rome, it was of the greatest 
importance to them to Sod that even the foundation of Rome, 
as the Romans themselves had understood it, was not an ab
solutely new beginning. According to Virgil, it was the resur
gence of Troy and the re-establishment of a city-state that bad 
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preceded Rome. Thus the thread of continuity and tradition, 
demanded by the very continuwn of time and the faculty of 
memory {the innate Jest-we-forget, which seems to belong to 
a temporal creature as much as the ability to form projects for 
the future) had never been broken. Seen in this light, the 
foundation of Rome was the re-birth of Troy, the first, as it 
were, of the series of re-nascences that have formed the history 
of European culture and civilization. 

We need only recall Virgil's most famous political poem, 
the Fourth Eclogue, to understand how vital it was for the 
Roman view of their state to interpret constitution and foun
dation in terms of the re-establishment of a beginning which, 
as an absolute beginning, remains perpetually shrouded in mys
tery. For if in the reign of Augustus "the great cycle of periods 
Is born anew" (as all standard modem-language translations 
render Virgil's great line "Magnus ab tntegro saeclorum 
na.scltur ordo"), it is precisely because this "order of the ages" 
is not new but only the return of something antecedent. To 
Augustus, who in the Aeneid is supposed to start this re-birth, 
a promise is even given that he will lead the way still further 
back and "again establish the ages of gold in Latium over the 
fields that once were the realm of Saturn," i.e., the Italic land 
before the arrival of the Trojans.183 

At any rate, the order invoked in the Fourth Eclogue is 
great by virtue of going back to and being inspired by an 
earlier beginning: "Now returns the Maid, returns the reign 
of Saturn.• And yet the way back, seen from the viewpoint of 
those now living, is a true beginning: "now from high heaven 
a new generation is sent down."13' This poem, no doubt, is a 
nativity hymn, a song in praise of a child's birth and the arrival 
of a nooo progenies, a new generation. It has long been mis
understood as a prophecy of salvation through a theoa s6ter, a 
savior god, or at least as the expression of some pre-Christian 
religious yearning. But, far from predicting the arrival of a 
divine child, the poem is an affirmation of the divinity of birth 
as such; if one wishes to extract a general meaning from it, this 
could only be the poet's belief that the world's potential salva
tion lies in the very fact that the hwnan species regenerates 
itself constantly and forever. But that meaning is not explicit: 
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all the poet himself says is that every child born into the 
continuity of Roman history must learn •heroum laudu et 
facta pllf'entis, n "the glories of the heroes and the deeds of the 
fathers," so as to be able to do what all Roman boys were 
supposed to do-help "rule the world that his fathers' virtues 
have set at peace.""" 

In our context, what matters is that the notion of founda
tion, of counting time ab urbe condita, is at the very center of 
Roman historiography along wit!. the no less profoundly 
Roman notion that all such foundations-taking place exclu
sively in the reahn of human affairs, where men enact a tale to 
tell, to remember, and preserve-are re-establishments and re
constitutions, not absolute beginnings. 

This becomes quite manifest if one reads Virgifs Aeneid
the story of the foundation of the city of Rome-side by side 
with the Georgics, the four poems in praise of husbandry, of 
"the tending of fields and Bocks and trees," and of the "quiet 
earth" assigned to the care of "the circling toil of the husband
man, [which] returns even as the year rolls back on itself 
along the familiar track": "she abides unstirred, and outlives 
many children's children, and sees roll by her many genera
tions of men." 'J'his is Italy before Rome, the '1and of Saturn, 
mighty of men"; he who lives in it, "who knows the gods of the 
country, Pan and old Silvanus and the Nymphs' sisterhood" 
and remains true to the love of "stream and woodland," is "'ost 
to fame." "Him fasces of the people or purple of kings sway 
not . • . not the Roman state or realms destined to decay; nor 
may pity of the poor or envy of the rich cost him a pang. What 
fruits the . . . gracious Gelds bear of their own free will, these 
he gathers, and sees not the iron of justice or the mad forum 
and the archives of the people." This life "in sacred purity" 
was "life golden Saturn led on earth," and the only trouble is 
that in this world full of wonders and a superabundance of 
plants and beasts, "there is no tale of the manifold kinds or of 
the names they bear, nor truly were the tale worth reckoning 
out; whoso will know it, let him . . . learn likewise how many 
gr.Uns of sand eddy in the west wind on the plain of Libya, or 
count . . . how many waves come shoreward across Ionian 
seas." 

Copyrighted material 



214 

The Life of the Mind I Willing 

Those who sing of the origin of this pre-Roman and. pre
Trojan world, whose circling years produce no tales worth 
telling, while at the same time they produce all the wonders of 
nature that never cease to delight men, those who in Virgil 
praise "the realm of Saturn• and creation-myths (in the Sixth 
Eclogue or in the first book of the Aeneid) are chanting of a 
fairy-tale land and are themselves marginal figures. Dido's 
"long-haired" bard and Silenus, "his veins swollen as ever with 
yesterday's wine," entertain a youthful, playful audience with 
old tales of the "wandering moon and the sun's travail; whence 
is the human race and the brute, whence water and fire," "how 
throughout the vast void were gathered together the seeds of 
earth and air and sea, and withal of fluid fire, and how from 
these all the beginnings of things and the young orbed world 
itself grew together." 

Still-and this is decisive-this utopian fairy-tale land out
side of history Is sempltemal and survives in the indestructi
bility of nature; husbandmen or shepherds who tend the fields 
and the Bocks still testify, in the midst of Roman-Trojan his
tory, to an Italic past when the natives were "Saturn's people 
whom no laws fettered to justice, upright of their own free 
will and the custom of the god of old.""' Then no Roman 
ambition was charged "to rule the nations and ordain the law 
of peace" ("regere Imperio populos • • • paclsque imponere 
morem"), and no Roman morality was necessary to "spare the 
conquered and beat the haughty down· ("parcere suleclis ef 

debellDre superbos"). 

I have dwelt on Virgil's poems at some length for several 
reasons. To sum up: men, when they emerged from the 
tutelage of the Church, turned to antiquity, and their first 
steps In a secula.rized world were guided by a revival of an
cient learning. Confronted with the riddle of foundation-how 
to re-start time within an inexorable time· continuum-they 
naturally turned to the story of the foundation of Rome and 
learned from Virgil that this starting-point of Occidental his
tory had already been a re-vival, the resurgence of Troy. That 
could tell them no more than that the hope of founding a "new 
Rome" was an illusion: the most they could hope for was to 
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repeat the primeval foundation and found ·Rome anew.• 
Whatever lay prior to this first foundation, itself the resur· 
gence of some definite past, was situated outside history; it 
was nature, whose cyclical sempitemity might provide a 
refuge from the onward march of lime, the vertical, rectilinear 
direction of history-a place of leisure, otium-when men tired 
of the busy-ness of citizenship (nec-otium by deSnition), but 
whose own origin was of no interest because it was beyond the 
scope of action. 

To be sure, there is something punling in the fact that 
men of action, whose sole intent and purpose was to change 
the whole structure of the future world and create a noiiiU 
ordo seclorom, should have to go to that distant past of 
antiquity, for they did not "deliberately [reverse] the lime-axis 
and [bid] the young \valk liack into the pure radiance of the 
past' (Petrarch) because the classic past i.s the true future: •IT 
They looked for a paradigm for a new form of government 
in their own "enlightened" age and were hardly aware of the 
fact that they were looking backward. More puzzling, I think, 
than their actual ransacking of the archives of antiquity is that 
they did not rebel against antiquity when they discovered that 
the llhal and certainly profoundly Roman answer of •ancient 
prudence" was that salvation always comes from the past, that 
the ancestors were maiores, the "greater ones" by definition. 

It is striking, besides, that the notion of the future-pre
cisely a future pregnant with Snal salvation-bringing back a 
kind of initial Colden Age, should have become popular at a 
time when Progress had come to be the dominant concept to 
explain the movement of History. And the most striking ex
ample of the resilience of that very old dream is of course 
Marx's fantasy of a classless and warless "realm of freedom" as 
prefigured in "original communism," a realm that bas a more 
than superficial resemblance to Saturn's aboriginal Italic rule, 
when no laws "fettered [men] to justice." In its original an
cient form as the inception of history, the Colden Age is a 
melancholy thought; it is as though, thousands of years ago, 
our ancestors had a foreboding of the eventual discovery of 
the entropy principle in the midst of the progress-drunk nine
teenth century-a discovery which, if it had gone unchallenged, 
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would have deprived action of all meaning, tsa What actually 
disposed of the entropy principle for the men who made the 
revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was 
less Engels' "scientific" refutation than Marx's turning-and, of 
course, Nietzsche's too-to a cyclical time concept where the 
prehistoric innocence of the beginning would finally return, no 
less triumphant than the Second Coming. 

But this does not concern us here. When we directed our 
attention to men of action, hoping to find in them a notion of 
freedom purged of the perplexities caused for men's minds by 
the reflexivity of mental activities-the inevitable recoil on 
itself of the willing ego-we hoped for more than we finally 
achieved. The abyss of pure spontaneity, which in the founda
tion legends is bridged by the hiatus between liberation and 
the constitution of freedom, was covered up by the device, 
typical of the Occidental tradition (the only tradition where 
freedom has always been the raison d'etre of all politics) of un
derstanding the new as an improved re-statement of the old. 
In its original integrity, freedom survived In political theory 
-i.e., theory conceived for the purpose of political action
only in utopian and wtfounded promises of a final "realm of 
freedom" that, in its Marxian version at any rate, would in
deed spell "the end of all things," a sempitemal peace in which 
all specifically human activities would wither away. 

No doubt to arrive at such a conclusion is frustrating. but I 
know of only one tentative alternative to it in our entire history 
of political thought. If, as Hegel believed, the philosopher's 
task is to catch the most elusive of all manifestations, the spirit 
of an age, in the net of reason's concepts, then Augustine, the 
Christian philosopher of the fifth centu.ry A.D., was the only 
philosopher the Romans ever had. He was a Roman by educa
tion rather than birth, and it was his learning that sent him 
back to the classical texts of Republican Rome of the first 
century B.c., which even then were alive only in the form of 
erudition. In his great work on the City of God, he mentions, 
but does not explicate, what could have become the ontologi
cal underpinning for a truly Roman or Virgilian philosophy of 
politics. According to him, as we know, God created man as a 
temporal creature, homo temporalis; time and man were 
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created together, and this temporality was affirmed by the fact 
that each man owed his life not just to the multiplication of the 
species, but to birth, the entry of a novel creature who as some
thing entirely new appears in the midst of the time continuum 
of the world. The purpose of the creation of man was to make 
possible a beginning: "That there be a beginning man was 
created, before whom nobody was" -"Initium ... ergo ut et· 
set, creatus est homo, ante quem nullus fuit."ue The very ca
pacity for beginning is rooted in natality, and by no means in 
creativity, not in a gift but in the facr that human beings, new 
men, again and again appear in the world by virtue of birth. 

I am quite aware that the argument even in the Augus
tinian version is somehow opaque, that it seems to tell us no 
more than that we are doomed to be free by virtue of being 
born, no matter whether we like freedom or abhor its arbitrari
ness, are "pleased" with it or prefer to escape its awesome 
responsibility by electing some form of fatalism. This impasse, 
if such it is, cannot be opened or solved except by an appeal to 
another mental faculty, no less mysterious than the faculty of 
beginning, the faculty of Judgment, an analysis of which at 
least may tell us what is involved in our pleasures and dis
pleasures. 
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tiquity." See Renaissonce Concepts of M<1n, Harper Torch
books, New York, 1972, p. 149. 

67. On the T rinitv, bk. 13, iv, 7: "Be<~tl cene, fnqult [Cicero) 
omnes ene uolumw." 

68. ·o l>it<l6 philosophi<l dux," Twcuwnoe Dlsputatlone1, bk. v, 
chap. 2. 

69. Quoted with approbation from a Roman writer (VUTO) In 
The Citv of Cod, bk. XIX, i, 3: "Nu/IQ est homini CQusa phiU»
aphandi nill ul beatus nt." 

70. For the importance and depth of this question, see especiaDy 
On the Trinity, bk. X, chaps i.ii and viii: "How the mind may 
seek and flnd itself is a remarkable question: whither does it 
go in order to seek, and whence does it come in order to flnd?" 

71. Confesslcm.t, bk. X.I, especially chaps. xiv a.nd xxii. 
72. Peter Brown, Augustine of H iJIPO, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 

1967, p. 123. 
73. Ibid., p. 112. 
74. On Free Choice of the Will, bk. I, chaps. i and ii. 
75. Ibid., chap. xvi, 117 and 118. 
76. Con/6131on4, bk. VIII, chap. v. 
77. Ibid., chap. viii. 
78 . A detailed explanation deriving uoluntas from veils and 

potenas from po~~e occurs in The Spirit and the Letter, arts. 
52-58, a late work, concerned with the question "Is faith 
itself placed In our power?" in Morgenbesser and Walsh, ap. 
cit., p. 22. 

79. On Free Choice of the Will, bk. Ill, chap. ill, 27; cf. Ibid., 
bk. I, chap. XU. 88 and Retroctotlones, bk. I, chap. lx, 3. 
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80. Eplstoloe, 177, 5; On Free Choice of til. Will, bk. Ill, dlap. 
l, S-10; chap. ill, 33. 

81. See Etienne Cilson, Jean Dun8 Scot: Introduction d us poe. 
tlom fondamentales, Paris. 1952, p. 657. 

82. On Free Choice of the Will. bk. m. chap. xxv. 
83. Ibid., chap. xvil. 
84. On Crace and Free WiU. chap. J!Jv. 
85. Confession$, bk. VIIJ, chap. ill, S-8. 
86. On Free Choice of the Will, bk. UI, chaps. vi-viii; Leh-

mann, op. oil., sent. 14, p . 16. 
87. On Free Choice of the Will, bk. lll, chap. v. 
88. "Precious Five," Collected Poems, New Yorlc, 1976, p. 450. 
89. Confeukms, bk. VIII, chap. viii 
90. Ibid., chap. ix. 
91. Ibid., chaps. ix and x. 
92. Ibid., chap. x. 
93. Eplstoloe, 157, 2, 9; 55, 10, 18; Confeuions, bk. xm, chap. 

ix. 
94. In An Exominotlon of Sir Willlmn Hamilton's P~, 

"On the Freedom of the Will" (1867), quoted from Morgeo
besser and Walsh, op. cit., pp. 57~9. Italics added. 

95. Confessions, bk. III. chap. vi, 11. 
96. Bk. IX, chap. iv. 
97. Bk. xm. chap. xi. 
98. Bk. X. chap. xi, 18. 
99. Ibid., bk. XI, chap. ill, 6. 

100. Ibid., chap. ii, 2. 
101. Ibid., chap. lv, 7. 
I02. Ibid., chap. v, 8. 
103. Ibid., bk. XII, chap. iii, 3. 
104. Efrem Bettoni, Dum Scotu.t: The Basic Principles of Hll 

Philosophy, trans. Bemardine Bonansea, Washington, 1961, 
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105. On the Trinity, bk. XV, chap. xxi, 41. 
106. Ibid., bk. VIII, chap. x. 

107. Ibid., bk. X. chap. viii, 11. 
108. Ibid., bk. XI, chap. ii, 5. 
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110. Ibid., chap. xi, 17. 
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112. Ibid., bk. X. chap. v, 7. 
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114. Ibid., chap. v, 7. Cf. bk. XII, chaps. xii, xiv, xv. 
115. Ibid., bk. XII, chap. xiv, 23. 
116. Ibid., bk. X. chap. xi, 18. 
117. Ibid., bk. XI, chap. xi, 18. 
1!8. The City of Cod, bk. XI, chap. xxvill. 
119. WilUam H. Davis, The FreewtU Question, The Hague, 1971, 

p. 29. 
120. ln its extreme form, as held by Augustine at the end of his 

life, the doctrine maintains that children are eternally damned 
if they die before receiving the sacrament of baptism. This 
cannot be justified by referring to Paul because these children 
cannot yet have known faith. Only after grace has materialized 
in a sacrament, dispensed by the Church, and when faith 
has been institutionalized, can this version of predestination 
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121. The City of God, bk. XI, chap. xxi. 
122. CortfesWns, bk. XI, chap. xiv. 
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124. Ibid., chap. xxi. 
125. Ibid., chaps. xxiv, xxvi, and xxviii. 
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127. Ibid., bk. XII, chap. xiv. 
128. Ibid., bk. XI, chap. vi. 
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130. Ibid., chaps. xxi and xx. 
131. Ibid., bk. XI, chap. xxxii. 

132. Ibid., bk. XII, chaps. xxi and xxii. 
133. Ibid., chap. vi. 
134. Ibid., bk. XIII, chap. x. 
135. 8478. 

Chapter III 

1. The Spirit of Medieval P/,ilosophy, pp. 207 and 70. 

2. Summa Theologico, I, qu. 82. a. 1. 
3. Ibid., qu. 81, a. 3, and qu. 83, a. 4. 
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7. De Cioltate Dei, bk. XII, chap. xiv. 
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10. Ibid., I, qu. 5, a. 1, a.nd I-II, qu. 18, a. 1. 
11. Ibid., I, qu. 48, a. 3. 
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14. History of Christian Phi/.o$ophy In the Middle Ages, New 

York, 1955, p. 375. 
15. Summa Theologica, I, qu. 75, a. 6. 
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18. Gilson, Hmory of Chrl.tti4n Philllsophll In the Middle Ages, 

p . 786. 
19. Summa Theawgica, I, qu. 29, a. 3, Resp. 
20. Augustine, De Cioltate Dei, bk. XII, chap. xxl. 
21. Summa Theologtca, I, qu. 82, a. 4. 
22. Ibid., qu. 83, a. 3. 
23. Raised by Thomas in th.e Summa contra Gentiles, m, 26. 
24. Quoted from Wilhelm Kahl, Die Lehre oom Prlmot des Wll

lem bei Augustin, Dun.t Scatus und Descartes, Strassburg. 
1886, p. 61 n. 

25. The Diolne Comedy, Paradiso, Canto xvili, line 109 f., trans. 
Laurence Binyon, New York, 1949. 

26. Quoted from Gustav S.iewerth, Thomas oon Aquln, Die 
menschllche W llletufreiheit. T ezu . . . ousgewiihlt & mit 
einer Elnleitung oersehen, Diisseldorf, 1954, p. 62. 

27. Summa Thealogica, I, qu. 79, a. 2. 
28. Ibid., 1- ll, qu. 9, a. 1. 
29. N/comacheon Ethic$, bk. X, 1178b1S-21; 11~. 
30. Summa Theologlca, I- II, qu. 10, a. 2; Summa contra Genlllu, 

loc. cit. 
3 1. Met4phys/Q, 1072b3. 
32. Summa Theologica, I-II, qu. 11, a. 3. Cf. Commentary on St. 

Paul• Epistle to the Calation.t, chap. S,lec. S. 
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34. See, for instance, sect. IV of the bilingual edition of Duns 
Scotus: PhiloJOphlcal WrltingJ, ed. and trans. ADao Wolter, 
Edinburgh, London, 1962, pp. 83 ff. 

35. Quoted from Kahl, qp. cit., pp. fY7 and 99. 
36. See Efrem Bettoni, "The Originality of the Scoti!tic Syn

thesis," in John K. Ryan and Bemardine M. Bonansea, John 
DunJ Scotus, 1265-1965, Washington, 1965, p. 34. 
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in the same book (p. 144), Bettoni maintain! that "to a 
great extent • . . the originality of the Scotistic demonstra
tion [of the existence of God lies] in being a synthesis of St. 
Thomas and St. Anselm." 
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Ernst Stadter, Psycho/ogle und Metaphysik der memchllchen 
Freiheit, Miinchen, Paderbom, Wien, 1971; Ludwig Walter, 
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Johannes Auer, Die menschliehe Willenlfreiheit lm Lehr
Jyrtem des Thomas oon Aquln und Johannu Dum Scotul, 
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"Tbe Voluntarism of Duns Scotus," in Francllcan Studiu, voL 
28, Annual VI, 1968; Berard Vogt, "Tbe Metaphysics of Hu
man Liberty in Duns Scotus," in Proceeding• of the American 
Catholic Philosqphlcal Anoclallon, vol. XVI, 1940. 

39. Quoted from Wolter, qp. cit., pp. 64, 73, and rrt. 
40. Quoted from Kristeller, qp. cit., p. 58. 
41. Quoted from Wolter, Of'· cit., p. 162. Author's translation. 
42. Ibid., p. 161. Author's translation. 
43. Ibid., n. 25 to sect. V, p. 184. 
44. Ibid., p. 73. 
45. Ibid., p. 75. 
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Spirit of Aledlevol Phllolophfl, p. 55. 

47. See Walter, qp. cit., p. 130. 
48. Quoted from Stadler, qp. cit., p. 315. 
49. Quoted from Auer, qp. cit., p. 86. 
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52. Quoted from Kahl, op. cit., pp. 86-87. 
53. Bettoni, Duru Srolut, p. 76. 
54. See Bemardine M. Bonansea, "Duns Scotus' Voluntarism," 

in Ryan and Bonansea, op. cit., p. 92. "Non possum velle 
esse mi.lerum; . • . sed ex hoo non sequitur, ergo neceuarlo 
oolo beatitudinem, quia nullum t>elle neceuorio elicltur a 
voluntate," p. 93, n. 38. 

55. See Ibid., pp. 89-90 and n. 28. Bonansea enumerates the pas
sages "which seem to indicate the possibility for the will to 
seek evil as evil" (p. 89, n. 25). 

56. Quoted from Vogt, op. cit., p. 31. 
57. Bonansea, op. cit., p. 94, n. 44. 
58. See Vogt, op. cit., p. 29, and Bonansea, op. cit., p. 86, n. 13: 

"V oluntaa noluralls non est voluntaa, nee vel1e naturale est 
veUe." 

59. Quoted from Hoeres, op. cit., pp. 113,-114. 
60. Ibid., p. 151. The quotation is from Auer, op. cit., p. 149. 
61. Hoeres, op. cit., p. 120. So long as the definitive edition of 

Duns Scotus' works Is not completed, a number of questions 
will remain open concerning his teachings on these matten. 

62. Betton~ Duru Scotw, p. 187. 
63. Ibid., p. 188. 
64. See Stadler, op. cit., especially the section on Petrus Johannes 

Oliv~ pp. 144-167. 
65. See Betton!, Duru Srotw, p. 193. n. 
66. Such phrases occur here and there. For a discussion of this 

sort of "introspection," see Beraud de Saint-Maurice, "'The 
Contemporary Significance of Duns Scotus' Philosophy," In 
Ryan and Bonansea, op. cit., p. 354, and Ephrem Longpr~ 
"The Psychology of Duns Scotus and Its Modernity," in TM 
Franci3c<m Educational Conference, vol. XII, 1931. 

67. For the "proor· of contingency, Scotus Invokes the authority 
of A vicenna, quoting from his M etaph~slcl: 'Those who deny 
the first principle [i.e ., "Some being is contingent"] should be 
flogged or burned until they admit that It Is not the same thing 
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See Arthur Hyman and James J. Walsh, Phllosoph11 In 1M 
Middle Ages, New York, 1967, p. 592. 

68. Anybody who is acquainted with the medieval disputations 
between the schools i3 still struck by their contentious spirit. 
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and Rabelals' satires u well u Francis Bacon'• attacks testify 
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For S<:otus, lee Saint-Maurice in Ryan and Bo11811Se8, op. cit., 
pp. 354-358. 

69. Quoted from Hyman and Walsh, op. cit., p. 591. 
70. Bonansea, op. cit., p. 109, n. 90. 
71. Hoeres, op. cit., p. 121. 
72. Bonansea, op. cit., p. 69. 
73. Stadter, op. cit., p. 193. 
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75. Wolter, op. cit., p. 80. 
76. Aristotle, Phyriu, 256b10. 
77. Auer, op. cit., p. 169. 
78. For the theory of "concurring causes," 1ee Bo11811Se8, op. cit., 

pp. 109-llO. The quotations are chie.8y from P. Ch. Balle, 
"Une question inedite de J. Duns Scots sur Ia volon~: In 
Recherche$ de thto/ogie anclenne et ~. voL S, 1931. 

79. Wolter, op. cit., p. 55. 
80. Cf. Bergson's Insight cited In chap. I of this volume, p. 31. 
81. Quoted from Hoeres, op. cit., p . 111, who unfortunately d

not give any Latin original for tlie sentence: NDenn al1M 
V ergangeM l&f IChlechthin notwendlg." 

82. See Bonansea, op. cit., p. 95. 
83. Quoted from Hyman and Walsh, op. cit., p. 596. 
84. See Vogt. op. cit., p. 29. 
85. Auer, op. cit., p. 152. 
86. Bettoni, Duns ScoWl, p. 158. 
87. Wolter, op. cit., pp. 57 and 177. 
88. Hoeres, op. cit., p. 191. 
89. Stadter, op. cit., pp. 288-289. 
90. Quoted in Heldegger, W dl H el#t Detlhn?, Tiiblngen, 1954, 

p . 41. 
91. Quoted from Vogt, op. cit., p. 93. 
92. Haeres, op. cit., p. 197. 
93. Betton!, Dum Scolul, p. 122. 
94. Bonansea, op. cit., p. 120. 
95. Ibid., p. 119. 
96. Ibid., p. 120. 
97. On the Trlntlfl, blc. X, chap. vW, 11. 
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98. Betton!, Dum Scotus, p. 40. 
99. I have used for my interpretation the following Latin text 

from the Opus Oronienu IV, dlst. 49, qu. 4, nn. S..9: "SI enlm 
GCCipjatur quietotlc pro . • . comequente operotlonem per· 
fectom, concedo quod illam quletotlonem prauedit perfecto 
conteCUtio finis; II autem IICCip/tltur quletotio pro actu 
quletatlvo In fine, dlco quod aclus onumdl, qui noturollter 
proecedit delectotlonem, quietot l11o modo, qul4 potentltJ 
operatloo non quletotur In oblecto, nLsi per operatlonem 
perfectam, per quom otllnglt obleelum." 

I propose the following translation: ''For if quietude is ac
cepted as following upon the perfect operation, I admit that a 
perfect attainment of the end precedes this quietude; If, 
however, quietude is accepted for an act resting in its end, I 
say that the act of loving, which naturally precedes delight, 
brings quiet in such a way that the acting faculty does not 
come to rest in the object except through the perfect opera
tion by which it attains the object." 

100. B643-B645, Smith trans., pp. 515-516. 

Chapter IV 
1. Lewis White Beck, op. cit., p. 41. 
2. For Pascal, see Pcnsee8, no. 81, Pantheon ed.; no. 438 [257], 

Pleiade ed.; and "Sayings Attributed to Pascal" in Pemk.a, 
Penguin ed., p. 356. For Donne, see • An Anatomy of the 
World; The First Anniversary.• 

3. The Will to Power, no. 487, p. 269. 
4. Ibid., no. 419, p. 225. 
5. Heidegger, in "Uberwindung der Metaphysik, • op. ell., p. 

83. 
6. For this and the following. - especla)ly Edgar Zilsd, "The 

Genesis of the Concept of Scientific Progress. • in Journal of 
the Hlllory of ldetU, 1945, vol. VI, p. 3. 

7. Zilsel thus Snds the genesis of the Progress concept in the 
experience and "intellectual attitude" of ''superior artisans." 

8. Pri/GCtl pour le TraiU du Vide, Pleiade ed., p. 310. 
9. VII, 803c. 

10. See Kant, Idea for a Unioersol Hl&kwy from a ComwfJOlltan 
Point of View ( 1784), Introduction, in KJJnt on Hl3tory, ed. 
Lewis White Beck, Library of Liberal Arts, Indianapolis, New 
York, 1963, pp. 11-12. 
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2<4. Ibid., nc>. 668, p. 31S3. Author's trarulation. 
25. Nlttucll., vol. I, p. 70. 
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28. The Will top,.._, no. 693, p. 369. 
29. Ibld.,l'l(). 417, p. 224. 
30. See chap. Ul, p. 142. 
31. In AufZ81chnuns wm IV, Triloon • Also Spracb Zanthustra: 

quoted from Helde88er, W<U llellst DenkenP, p. 46. 
32. T lte Will to Power, nc>. 667, p. 352. Author's translatioo. 
33. The Ca11 Selene., trans. Walter Kaufmonn, Vintage Books, 

New York, 1974, bk. IV, no. 310, pp. 247-248. 
34. See Tltlnlring, chap. II, pp. 98-110. 
8.5. TowtJTd a Genuk>&V of Morou, oo. 28. 
36. TM Will to Power, no. 689, p . 368. 
37. TM Cov Selene., bk. IV, 1'1(). 341, pp. 273-274. 
38. TM Will to Power, no. 664, p. 3150. 
39. Ibid., no. 668, pp. 351-352. Author's translation. 
40. Thut Spoke Z4ratlltutro, pt. U, "On Self-Overcoming," In Til. 

Portobl. Nl4wcloe, p. 227. 
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42. Thut Spoke Z4rathullra, pt. U. "On Redemptlou; ill TM 

Porl4ble N~. p. 251. 
43. TM Will to Pow.., no. 585 A, pp. 316-319. 
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46. The Will top_,, DO. 585 A, p. 318. 
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in The PorliJble Nletuche, pp. 500-501. 

48. Thus Spoke Zarathu#ra, pt II, in The PorliJble Nietzsche, p. 
252. 

49. The Will to POll#, no. 708, pp. 377-378. 
SO. The Cay Science, bk. IV, no. 276, p. 223. 
51. Thus Spoke Zarathll#ra, pt. lll, "Before Sunrise,ft also "The 

Seven Seals (or: The Yes and Amen Song); in The PorliJble 
Nietzsche, pp. 276-279 and 340-343. 

52. See the excellent Inde% to Heldegger's whole work up to 
and including Wegmarken (1968) by Hildegard Feick, 2nd 
ed., Tiibingen, 1968. Under "Wille WoUen,ft the lnde% 
refers the reader to "Sorge, Subfekt'" and quotes one sentence 
from Seln und Zeit: "W oUen und W unschen sind im Daseln 
al4 Sorge oerwur:elt." I have mentioned that the modern 
emphasis on the future as the predominant tense showed itself 
in Heidegger's singling out Care as the dominating existen
tial in his early analyses of human existence. If one rereads 
the corresponding sections in Seln und Zeit (especially no. 
41), It is evident that he later used certain characteri.stics 
of Care for his analysis of the WiD. 

53. New York. 1971, p. 112. 
54. First edition, Frankfurt, 1949, p. 17. 
55. Die Selbstbehauptung der deuuchen Unlver8ftl# (The Self· 

Assertion of the German University). 
56. Mehta, op. cit., p. 43. 
57. "Brief iiber den 'Humanlsmus,' • Platom Lehre von der Wllhr

helt, Bern, 1947, p. 57; translation quoted from Mehta, op. 
cit., p. 114. 

58. "Brief fiber den 'Humani.smus,' • p . 47. 
59. Vol. II, p. 468. 
60. "Brief fiber den 'Humani.smus,' • p. 53; translation quoted 

from Mehta, op. cit., p. 114. 
61. "Brief fiber den 'Hurnanlsmus,' • pp. 46-47. 
62. Nietzsche, vol. I, p. 624. 
63. The Will to Power, no. 708. Author's translation. 
64. Nietzsche, vol. II, p. 272. In Mehta, op. cit., p. 179. 
65. Nietzsche, vol. I, pp. 63-64. 
66. Ibid., p. 161. 
67. Ibid., vol. II, p. 462. 
66. Ibid., p. 265. 
69. Ibid., p. 'U!T. 
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Editor's Postface 

Hannah Arendt died suddenly on December 4, 1975. It was a 
Thursday evening; she was entertaining friends. The Saturday 
before, she bad finished •willing. • tbe second section of The 
Life of the Mind. Like The Human Condition, its forerunner, 
the work was conceived in three parts. Where The Human 
Condition, subtitled The Vila Acti~a. had been divided into 
Labor, Work, and Action, The Life of the Mind, as planned, 
was divided into Thinking, Willing, and Judging, the three 
basic activities, as she saw it, of mental life. The distinction 
made by the Middle Ages between the active life of man in 
the world and the solitary vita contemp/atlva was of course 
present to her thought, although her own thinker, willer, and 
judger was not a contemplative, set apart by a monkish voca
tion, but everyman insofar as he exercised his speciBeally 
human capacity to withdraw from time to time into the in
visible region of the mind. 

Whether or not the life of the mind is superior to the so
called active ll!e (as antiquity and the Middle Ages had con
sidered) was an i.ssue she never pronounced on in so many 
words. Yet it would not be too much to say that the last yeaiS 
of he.r life were consecrated to this work, which she treated as 
a task laid on her as a vigorously thinking being-the highest 
she had been called to. In the midst of her multifarious teach
ing and lecture commitments, her service on various round 
tables and panels and consultative boards (she was a constant 
recruit to the vita activo of the citizen and public figure, 
though seldom a volunteer), she remained immersed in The 
Life of the Mind, as though Its completion would acquit her 
not so much of an obligation, which sounds too onerous, as of a 



compact she had entered into. All roads, however secondary, 
on which chance or intention put her in her daily and profes
sional existence, led back to that 

When an invitation came, in June 1972, to give the Cillord 
Lectures at the University of Aberdeen, she chose to use the 
occasion for a kind of try-out of the volumes already in prep
aration. The Gilford Lectures also served as a stimulus. En
dowed in 1885 by Adam Gilford, a leading Scottish justice and 
law lord, "for the purpose of establishing in each of the four 
cities of Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen, and St Andrews ... 
a Chair .. . of Natural Theology, in the widest sense of that 
term," they had been given by Josiah Royce, WiUiam fames, 
Bergson, J. C. Frazer, Whitehead, Eddington, John Dewey, 
Werner Jaeger, Ka.rl Barth, Etienne Gilson, Gabriel Marcel, 
among others-an honor roll to which she was quite proud to 
accede. lf she was normally superstitious, she must have seen 
them too as a porta-forturuz: The Varieties of Religious Experi
ence, Whitehead's Process and Reality, Dewey's The Quest for 
Certainty, Marcel's The Mystery of Being, Gilson's The Spirll 
of Medieval Philosophy had first seen the Ugllt as Gilford Leo
tu.res .... Having accepted, she drove herself harder per
haps than she ought to have to get hers ready in the time 
available; she delivered the first series, on Thinking. in 
the spring of 1973. In the spring of 1974, she returned for 
the second series, on Willing, and was interrupted by a 
heart attack after she had given her first lecture. She was 
intending to go back, in the spring of 1976, to finish the series; 
meanwhile she had given most of Thinking and Willing to 
her classes at the New School for Social Research in New 
York. Judging, she had not started, though she had used 
material on Judgment in courses she gave at the University of 
Chicago aqd at the New School on Kant's poUtical philosophy. 
After her death, a sheet of paper was found in her typewriter, 
blank except for the heading "Judging" and two epigraphs. 
Some time between the Saturday of finishing "Willing" and 
the Thursday of her death, she must have sat down to confront 
the final section. 

Her plan was for a work in two volumes. Thinking, the 
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longest, was to occupy the first, and the second was to contain 
Willing and Judging. As she told friends, she counted on 
Judgment to be much shorter than the other two. She abo 
used to say that she expected it to be the easiest to handle. 
The hardest had been the Will The reason she gave for count
ing on J udifi!ent to be short was the lack of source ma
terial: only Kant had written on the faculty, which before him 
had been unnoticed by philosophers except in the field of 
aesthetics, where it had been named Taste. As for ease, she 
no doubt felt that her lectures on Kant's political philosophy, 
with their careful analysis of The Critique of Judgment, had 
pretty well prepared the ground to be covered. Still, one can 
guess that Judging might have surprised her and ended by 
taking up a whole volume to itself. In any case, to give the 
reader some notion of what would have been in the concluding 
section, an appendix has been joined to the second volume 
containing extracts from her classroom lectures. Aside from a 
seminar paper, not included here, on the Imagination, which 
touches briefty on its role in the judging process, this is an 
we now have of her thoughts on the subject (though some
thing further may tum up in her correspondence, when that is 
edited). Mournful that there is not more; anyone familiar 
with her mind will feel sure that the contents of the appendix 
do not exhaust the ideas that must already have been stirring 
in her head as she inserted the fresh page in her typewriter. 

About the editing. As far as I know, all of Hannah Arendt's 
books and articles were edited before reaching print. Those 
written in English, naturally. It was done by publishers' editors, 
magazine editors (William Shawn on The New Yorker, Robert 
Silvers on The New York Review of Books, Philip Rahv, in the 
old days, on Parlisan Reoiew ), and also by friends. Sometimes 
several hands, unknown to each other, went to work on her 
manuscripts, with her consent and usually, though not always, 
with her collaboration; those she had learned to trust, she 
tended to leave rather free with the blue pencil. She referred 
to all this wryly as her ·Englishing." She had taught herself to 
write English as an exile, when she was over thirty-five, and 
never felt as comfortable in it even as a spoken tongue as she 
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bad once felt in French. She chafed against our language and 
its awesome, mysterious constraints. Though she had a natural 
gift, which would have made itself felt in Sioux or Sanskrit, 
for eloquent, forceful, sometimes pungent expression, her sen
tences were long, in the German way, and had to be unwound 
or broken up into two or three. Also, like anybody writing or 
speaking a foreign language, she had trouble with prepositions. 
And with what Fowler called "cast-iron idiom." And with find
Ing the natural place for adverbs; for that in English there are 
no rules-only an unwritten law, which appears tyrannous and 
menacing to a foreigner because it can also, unpredictably, 
be broken. Besides, she was impatient Her sentences could be 
unwieldy not only because her native language was German, 
with its affection for strings of modifiers and subordinate 
clauses encumbering t:be road to the awaited verb, but also 
because she tried to get too much in at once. The mixture of 
hurry and generosity was very characteristic. 

Anyway, she was edited. I worked on several of her texts 
with her, sometimes after another editor, amateur or profes
sional, had preceded me. We went over "On Violencew to
gether one summer in the Cafe F1ore, and then I took it home 
for further attention. We worked on "On Civil Disobedience• 
in a pens/one in Switzerland for several days, and we put some 
finishing touches on her last published article, "Home to 
Roost,n in an apartment she had been lent in Marbach 
(Schiller's birthplace), handy to the Deulsche Literaturarchiv, 
where she was sorting Jaspers' papers. I worked with her on 
the Thinking section of The Life of the Mind in Aberdeen; 
in the photostat of the original manuscript, I can make out 
my penciled changes. The next spring, when she was in a 
ward in the Aberdeen hospital, for some days under an 
oxygen tent, 1 went over bits of Willing by myself, at her 
request 

When she was alive, the editing was fun, because it was a 
collaboration and an exchange. On the whole she accepted 
correction with good grace, with reli.ef when it came to prepo
sitions, for instance, with interest when some point of usage 
came up that was new to her. Sometimes we argued and con
tinued the argument by correspondence; thU happened over 
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her translation of Kant's Verstand as "intellect~; I thought 
It should be ·understanding" as in the standard translations. 
But I never convinced her and I yielded. Now I thi.nk we 
were both right, because we were aiming at dilfere.nt th.ings: 
she clung to the original sense of the word, and I was after 
audience comprehension. In the present text it is "intellect. • 
Most of the disagreements we bad were settled by compromise 
or by cutting. But in the process her natural impatience, sooner 
or later, would reassert itself. She did not like fussing over 
details. "You fix it," she would say, finally, starting to cover a 
yawn. If she was Impatient, she was also indulgent; for her, 
I figured as a "perfectionist," and she was i.ncli.ned to humor 
the tendency, provided no proselytization was in view. 

In any case, we never had a substant.ive dilference. If at 
times I questione.d the thought in one of her manuscripts, it 
was only to point out what seemed to be a contradiction 
with another thought she had been putting forward several 
pages back. It would usually tum out that I had failed to · 
perceive some underlying distinction or, conversely, that she 
had failed to perceive the reader's need for the dlstinguo. 
Strange as it may seem, our minds were in some respects very 
close-a fact she often remarked on when the same notior 
would occur to each of us independently, while an ocean-the 
Atlantic-lay between us. Or she read some text I bad writte'l 
and found there a thought she had been silently pondering. 
This convergence of cast of mind, she decided, must have 
somethi.ng to do with the theology in my Catholic background, 
which had given me, she believed, an aptitude for philosophy. 
Actually I had made far from brilliant marks in the two college 
courses ill philosophy I had taken, bumbling and lethargically 
taught, it must be added. Otherwise, though, our studies had 
not been so far apart. In Germany, she had done her doctoral 
thesis on the Concept of Love in St. Augustine; ill America, 
I bad read him in an undergraduate course in Medieval Latin 
and been exhilarated by The City of God-my favorite. Pos
sibly my medieval and Renaissance studies in French, Latin, 
and English, plus years of classical Latin and later home read
ing of Plato, had joined with a Catholic gi.rlhood to make up 
the deficiency ill formal philosophical training. There is also 
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the fact, which she did not consider, that in the course of years 
I bad learned a great deal from her. 

I mention these things now to cite my qualiBcat!ons for 
editing The Life of the MInd. It was not a job I had applied 
for, and when, in January, 1974, she made me her literary ex· 
eeutor, I doubt very much that she foresaw what was coming, 
i.e., that she would not live to llnish those volumes and that It 
would be I, without benefit of her assistance, who would 
see them through the press. If finally she did foresee it, at 
least as a distinct possibility, after the heart attack a few 
months later in Aberdeen, she must have known how I would 
set about the work, with all my peculiarities and stringencies, 
and have accepted the Inevitable In a philosophical spirit 
Knowing me, she may even have foreseen the temptations that 
the new freedom from interference would dangle before me, 
freedom to do it "my" way, but if she read me as well as that, 
she would also have foreseen the resistanoe the mere glimmer 
of such temptations would muster in my still-Catholic con
science. . . . If she divined, in short, that there would be days 
when I would become a battlefield on which allegiance to the 
prose of my forefathers fought my sense of a duty to her, the 
picture of all that furious contention-the contest of the scru
ples and the temptations-so foreign to her own nature, would 
probably have amused her. I must assume that she trusted my 
judgment, bad faith that in the end no damage would be done, 
that the manuscript would emerge uoscarred from the light
ing; lacking that basic conlldenoe in her conlldence, I would 
have soon had to throw in the sponge. 

But whatever she foresaw, or failed to foresee, she is not 
here now to consult or appeal to. I have been forced to guess 
her reaction to every act of editorial interference. In most cases, 
previous experience has made that easy: if she knew me, I 
also knew her. But here and there problems have come up 
which in the past I would surely not have attempted to solve 
on my own, by guesswork. Whenever I was unsure, I would 
pepper a manuscript with question marks meaning "What do 
you want to say here?" "Can you clarify?" "Right word?" 
Today those points of interrogation ("What do you suppose 
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she means by that?" "Does she intend this repetition or not?'") 
are leveled at me. Yet not in my own person exactly; rather, 
I put myself in her place, turn into a sort of mind-reader or 
medium. With eyes closed, I am talking to a quite lively ghost. 
She bas haunted me, given pause to my pencil, caused erasures 
and re-erasu.res. In practice, the new-found freedom has meant 
that I feel less free with her typescript than I would have felt 
i.E she were alive. Now and then I have caught myself leaning 
over backwards for fear of some imagined objection and have 
bad to right myself with the reminder that in normal circum· 
stances the page-long sentence staring at me would never have 
been allowed to pass. 

Or on the contrary it has happened that I have firmly 
crossed out a phrase or sentence whose meaning was opaque 
to me and substituted language that seemed to make better 
sense; then, on a second reading, I have had misgivings, 
gone back to consult the original text, seen that I had missed a 
nuance, and restored the passage as written or else made a 
fresh effort at paraphrase. Anybody who has done translating 
will recogni2e the process-the repeated endeavors to read 
through language into the mind of an author who Is absent. 
Here the fact that several years ago-and mainly, I suppose, 
because of my friendship with her-1 started taking German 
lessons has turned out to be a benign stroke of fate. I know 
enough of her native language now to make out the original 
structure like a distant mountainous outline behind her English 
phrasing; this has rendered many troublesome passages "trans
latable": I simply put them into German, where they become 
<:lear, and then do them back into English. 

In any event, so far as I know, no change has been made 
that in any way affects the thought. A few cuts, mostly small, 
have been made, usually to eliminate repetitions, when I con
cluded that these were accidental rather than deliberate. In a 
very few places, not more than two or three, I have added 
something, for the sake of clarity, e.g., the words "Scotus was 
a Franciscan" to a passage that otherwise would be obscure 
to a reader lacking that information. But with these minor 
exceptions, what has been done is just the habitual "English
ing" that all her texts underwent 
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This does not apply to the material from her lectures 
printed In the appendix. These extracts are given verbatim, 
except for obvious typing mistakes, which have been corrected. 
It appeared to me that since the Kant lectures had never been 
Intended for publication but to be delivered viva voce to a class 
of students, any editorial meddling would be inappropriate. It 
was not my business to tamper with history. Along with 
her other papers, the lectures from which the extracts have 
been taken are in the Library of Congress, where they can be 
consulted with perm.ission from her executors. 

I ought to mention one other group of changes. The manu
scripts of both "Thinking" and "Willing" were still In lecture 
form, unchanged in that respect from the way they bad been 
delivered in Aberdeen and New York, though in other respects 
much revised and added to (the last chapter of "Willing" was 
wholly new). Had she had time, obviously she would have 
altered that, turning listeners into readers, as she normally did 
when what bad been given as a lecture came out In a book 
or magazine. In the present text, this has been done, except 
In the case of the general Introduction, with its pleasant al
lusion to the Gilford Lectures. If something of the flavor o.f 
the spoken word nevertheless remai.ns, that is all to the good. 

A final remark about the Englishing should be interjected. 
Evidently personal taste plays a part in an editor's decisions. 
My own notion of acceptable written English is, like every
body's, idiosyncratic. 1 do not object, for instance, to ending a 
sentence with a preposition- in fact, 1 rather favor It-but I 
am squeamish when I see certain nouns, such as "shower~ (in 
the sense of shower-bath) or "trigger," being used as verbs. 
So I could not let Hannah Arendt, whom I so greatly admired, 
say "trigger~ when "cause· or "set in motion" would do. And 
"when the chips are down~: I cannot say why the phrase grates 
on me, and particularly coming from her, who, I doubt, ever 
handled a poker chip. But 1 can see her (cigarette perched in 
bolder) contemplating the roulette table or chemin de fer, 
so it is now "when the stakes are on the table" -more fitting, 
more in character. Would she have minded these small ex
amples of interference with her freedom of expression? Did she 
set much store on "triggered"? I hope she would have indulged 
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me in my prejudices. And though personal taste has occasion
ally marched in as arbiter (where once I would have sought to 
persuade), much care bas been taken throughout to respect her 
characteristic tone. My own idiom bas not been permitted to 
intrude; there is not a "Mary McCarthy word" in the text. In 
the one instance when, finding nothing better, I used such a 
word, it stuck out like a sore thumb from the galley proof and 
had to be hastily amputated. So that the text that the reader 
bas been reading is hers; it 1$ her, I hope, in the sense that the 
excisions and polishing reveal her, just as cutting away the 
superfluous marble from a quarried block lays bare the in
trinsic form. Michelangelo said that about sculpture (as op
posed to painting), and here at any rate there bas been no hint 
of laying on or embellishment 

It has been a heavy job, which has kept going an imaginary 
dialogue with her, verging sometimes, as in life, on debate. 
Though in life it never came to that. now I reproach her, 
and vice versa. The work has gone on till late at night; then, 
in my dreams, pages of the manuscript are found all of a sudden 
to be missing or, on the contrary, tum up without warning, 
throwing everything, including the footnotes, out of kilter. But 
it has also been, if not fun, as in former days, rewarding. I 
have learned, for example, that I can understand the Critique 
Ill Pure Reason, which I had previously thought impenetrable 
by me. Searching for a truant reference, I have read some en
tire Platonic dialogues (the Thaeatetus, the Sophist) that I 
had never dipped into before. I have learned the dilference be
tween an electric ray and a sting ray. I have reread bits of 
Virgil's Bucolics and Georgics, which I had not looked at since 
college. Many of my old college textbooks have come down 
from their shelves, and not only mine but my husband's (he 
studied philosophy at Bowdoin) and my dear secretary's bus
band's (he bad Rilke, some of the Aristotle we lacked, and 
more Virgil). 

It has been a co-operative enterprise. My secretary, typing 
the manuscript, bas gently interposed on behalf of commas and 
a sterner way with grammatical lapses: she is a Scruple, doing 
battle on the side of Temptation .. Hannah Arendt's teaching 
assistant at the New School-Jerome Kobo-has hunted down 
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dozens of references and, quite often, answering the appeal 
of those anxious question marks, been able to clarify, or else 
we have pooled our bewilderment and arrived at reasonable 
certainties. He has even (see the bad dream above) discovered 
a page that, unnoticed by us, was missing from the photo
statted manuscript. Other friends, including my German 
teacher, have helped. Throughout this travail, there have been 
times of positive elation, a mixture of our school days revisited 
(those textbooks, late-night discussions of philosophic points), 
and the tonic effect of our dead friend's ideas, alive and gen
erative of controversy as well as of surprised agreement 
To.ough I have missed her in the course of these months-in 
fact more than a year now-of work, wished her back to clarify, 
object, reassure, compliment and be complimented, I do not 
think I shall truly miss her, feel the pain in the amputated 
limb, till it is over. I am aware that she is dead but I am simul· 
taneously aware of her as a distinct presence in this room, lis
tening to my words as I write, possibly assenting with her mus
ing nod, possibly stilling a yawn. 

A few explanations of practical matter1. Since the manu
script, though finished in terms of content, was not in final 
shape, not every quotation and allusion in the text was accom· 
pan led by a footnote. Thanks to Jerome Kohn and to Roberta 
Leighton and her helpers at Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, many 
of these have been run down. ~ut as I write, a few are still 
missing and if they cannot be found in time, the search wlll 
have to continue and the results be included in a future edition. 
Also, even where we do have references, a few of the footnotes 
are incomplete, chielly because the page or volume number as 
given appears to be wrong and we have not yet been able 
to locate the right passage. This too, I hope, will eventually 
be rectilled. We have been aided by having books from 
Hannah Arendt's libmry that were used by her for reference. 
But we do not have all the books she referred to. 

It is clear that sbe often quoted from memory. Where her 
memory did not cor.respond with a cited text, this has been 
corrected. Except in the case of translations: here we have 
sometimes corrected, sometime~ not Again it has been a 
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question of trying to read her mind. When she varied from n 
standard translation of a Greek or Latin or German or French 
original, did she do so on purpose or from a faulty recollection? 
Often one cannot be sure. As comparison shows, she did use 
standard translations: Norman Kemp Smith's of Kant, Walter 
Kaufmann's of Nietzsche, McKeon's Aristotle, the various 
translations of Plato in the Edith Hamilton-Huntington Cairns 
edition. But she knew all those languages well- a fact which 
prompted her to veer from the standard version when it suited 
her, that is, when she found Kemp Smith, for example, or Kauf
mann Imprecise, too far from the original, or for some other, 
purely literary reason. From an editorial point of view, this has 
created a rather chaotic situation. Do we credit Kemp Smith 
and Kaufmann in the footnotes when she has leaned heavily, 
but not entirely, on their versions? Not to do seem.s unfair, but 
in some eventualities the opposite could seem unfair too: 
Kaufmann, for instance, might not care to be credited with 
words and expressions that are not his. Kemp Smith is dead, 
like many of the Plato translators, but that does not mean that 
feeling for their feelings should die too. 

Leaving the puzzles of credit aside for the moment, we 
have attacked the overall problem of translations in what may 
be a piecemeal, ad hoc way but which does meet the realities 
of the circumstance, for which no general and consistently 
applied rule seems to work. Where possible, each passage has 
been checked against the standard translation, often under
lined or otherwise marked by her in the book she owned; when 
the variation is wide, we have gone back to the original lan
guage, and if Kemp Smith seems closer to Kant's German, we 
have used Kemp Smith. But when there is a shade of meaning 
overlooked in the standard translation that the Arendt trans
lation brings out, we have used hers; also when the meaning 
is debatable. With practice, it soon becomes fairly easy to 
discern when a variant rendering corresponds to an Intention 
on her part as opposed to inadvertence-a slip of memo.ry or 
mistake in oopying; differences in punctuation, for instance, we 
have treated as inadvertent. 

Unfortunately, this common-sense solution does not meet 
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all contingencies. Unless the text cited was in her library, in 
English, we have no idea of what translation, if any, she used 
for reference. In the absence of further clues, I have assumed 
that she made her own translation and have felt free to alter It 
slightly, in the interests of English idiom or grammar, just as 
I would with her own text. (Once in a while, I have retrans
lated from the original myself. But I have Jacked the effrontery 
to try that much with Heldegger, though I have dared with 
Master Eckhart.) In the case of classical authors, there is such 
a wealth of translations to choose among that one could 
hardly hope to Snd the one she might have been drawing 
on-a needle in a haystack. Once, by luck, I happened on a 
translation of Virgil which-it was apparent in a flash-she 
had used My pencil moved (Eureka!) to indicate editor, date, 
and so on, in a footnote; then I looked again-no. Here, as so 
often, she had used a translation but had not stuck to it. And 
it is impossible to show in a footnote in which spots she di
verged and which not 

Eventually we arrived at a policy, which has been to cite 
a translation only when it has been followed to the Jetter. Where 
no translator is named, it means that the version used is en
tirely or largely the author's or that we could not find the 
translation she drew on, if one exists. Yet even that policy 
requires qualiScation. The reader should know that some 
standard translations (McKeon, Kemp Smith, Kaufmann, the 
Hamilton-Cairns miscellany), even where not speciScally men
tioned, have served grosso modo as the author's guides. 

The Bible has been a special problem. It seemed hard to tell 
at llrst whether she was using the King James version, the 
Revised Standard version, the Doual version, a German 
version which she then translated into English, or a mixture 
of all these. I even amused myself with the fond hypothesis 
that she had gone back to St. Jerome's Vulgate and done her 
own rendering from the Latin. My inclination was to use the 
King James version; aside from personal preference, there was 
the argument that the "thou shalt•s in the author's voice that 
appear repeatedly in the "Willing" volume should be matched 
by Biblical •thou• and •thee•s of the older version-otherwise it 
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would sound peculiar. But Roberta Leighton has demonstrated 
to me that careful comparison shows that the manuscript is 
closest to the Revised · Standard version; hence, that has been 
used, with a few exceptions, where the beauty of the King 
James language proved irresistible to us, as it evidently had 
to our author. At any rate, sticking on the whole to the Revised 
Standard has done away with one difficulty: the fact that the 
old version translates "love" (agape) as "charity." Since for 
modem ears, the word has a mainly tax-deductible connota
tion, or refers to "taking a charitable view" of something, It 
would have had to be changed to "Jove," in surrounding 
brackets, each time it occurred, which would have made awk
ward reading. 

Such preoccupations with consistency and mirror-fidelity 
of reference will seem curious to the general reader. They are 
an occupational infirmity of editors and academics. Or they 
are the game-rules that scholarly writing agrees to and by their 
very strictness they add to the zest of the pursuit-a zest that 
cannot be shared by non-players. Hunting-the-slipper in the 
guise of an elusive footnote must be taken with dead s~:rious
ness, like any absorbing sport or game. Yet if it matters only to 
a few, mainly those engaged in it, where is the sense? What 
dlllerence does it make whether God is "He" on one page and 
"be" on the next? Maybe the author just changed her attitude, 
which is her right Why seek to divine her underlying prefer
ence and lock her, a free spirit, into a uniform "He" or "he"? 
Well, it i.s "He." And the willis "Will" when it is a concept and 
"will" when it is acting in a human subject. 

I apologize to the general reader for mentioning these de
tails of footnotes, capitalization, brackets, and so on, as devoid 
of interest to an outsider as a sportsman's pondered choice of 
trout-fly when a worm will catch the fish. That the fish is the 
point tends to be lost sight of by specialists, as Hannah Arendt 
would be the first to agree. She cared for the general reader, 
who for her remained a student in adult form. That was why 
she especially loved Socrates. Still, being a teacher and scholar, 
she knew about the game-rules and by and large accepted 
them, though more In the spirit of tolerance one brings to cbil-
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dren's pastimes than with the zeal of a true participant. Any
bow, in the course of these months with the manuscript, my 
well-sharpened pencils have turned Into stubs. And now I 
have talked enough shop-talk. It is time to leave the manu
script to itself. 
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Appendix / Judging 

Excerpts from Lectures on 
Kant's Political Philosophy 

... We know from Kant's own testimony that the turning
point of his life was the discovery of the human mind's cogni
tive faculties and their limitations (in 1770), which took biro 
more than 10 years to elaborate and publish as Critique of 
Pure Reoson. We also know from his letters what this immense 
labor of so many years signlfled for his other plans and ideas. 
He writes of this •main subject" that it kept back and ob
structed like "a dam" all the other matters which he had 
hoped to finish and publish, that it was like "a stone ln bls 
way" on wbicb be could only proceed alter its removal. ... 
Prior to the event of 1770, he had intended to write and pub
lish soon the Metaphysics of Morals which was then written 
and published nearly 30 years later. But at this early date, 
the book was announced under the title of Critique of Moral 
Taste. When Kant tumed finally to the third Critique, he still 
called it to begin with Critique of Taste. Thus two things 
happened: Behind taste, a favored topic of the whole eigh
teenth century, he had discovered an entirely new human 
faculty, namely, judgment. But at the same time, he withdrew 
moral propositions from the competence of the new faculty. In 
other words: It now is more than taste t.hat will decide about 
the beautiful and the ugly; but the [moral] question of right 
and wrong is to be decided neither by taste nor judgment but 
by reason alone. 
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• 0 • • • • 

The links between [the) two parts [of The Critique of 
Judgment] ..• are closer connected with the political than 
with anything in the other Critiques. The most important of 
these links are first that in neither of the two parts Kant speaks 
of man as an intelligible or cognitive being. The word truth 
does not occur. The first part speaks of men in the plural ..• 
as they live in societies, the second speaks of the human 
species. . . . The most decisive diHerence between the Cf'l. 
tfque of Practical Reason and the Critique of Judgment is that 
the moral laws of the former are valid for all intelligible beings 
whereas the rules of the latter are strictly limited in their 
validity to human beings on earth. And the 2nd link lies in 
that the faculty of judgment deals with particulars which "as 
such, contain something contingent in respect to the universalw 
which normally is what thought is dealing with. These par
ticulars . . . are of two kinds; the first part of the Critique of 
Judgment deals with objects of judgment properly speaking, 
such as an object which we call "beautiful" without being able 
to subsume it under a general category. (If you say, What a 
beautiful rose! you don't arrive at this judgment by first saying, 
all roses are beautiful, this Hower is a rose, hence it is beauti
ful.) The other lcind, dealt with in the second part, is the im
possibility to derive any particular product of nature from 
general causes: • Absolutely no buman reason (in fact no finite 
reason like ours in quality, however much it may surpass it in 
degree) can hope to understand the production of even a 
blade of grass by mere mechanical causes.w (Mechanical in 
Kant's terminology means natural causes; its opposite is "tech
nical," by which he means artiBcial, i.e. something fabricated 
with a purpose.) The accent here is on "understaodw: How can 
I understand (and not just explain) why there is grass at ail 
and then this particular blade of grass. 

. . . . . . 
Judgment of the particular- thi.t is beautiful, this is ugly, 

this is right, this is wrong- has no place in Kant's moral 
philosophy. Judgment is not practical reason; practical reason 
"reasons" and tells me what to do and what not to do; it lays 
down the law and is Identical with the will, and the will utten 
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commands; it speaks in imperatives. Judgment, on the con
trary, arises from "a merely contemplative pleasure or inactive 
delight [untatiges Wohlgefallen]." This "feeling of contempla
tive pleasure is called taste," and the Critique of Judgment 
was originally called Critique of Taste. "If practical philoso
phy speaks of contemplative pleasure at all it mentions it only 
In passing, and not as if the concept were indigenous to it." 
Doesn't that sound plausible? How could "contemplative 
pleasure and inactive delight" have anything to do with prao
tice? Doesn't that conclusively prove that Kant . . . had de 
cided that his concern with the particular and the contingent 
was a thing of the past and had been a somewhat marginal 
affair? And yet, we shall see that his final position on the 
French Revolution, an ev~nt which played a central role in his 
old age when he waited with great impatience every day for 
the newspapers, was decided by this attitude of the mere 
spectators, of those "who are not engaged in the game them
selves," only follow it with "wishful," "passionate J.larticipa
tion," which ... arose from mere "contemplative pleasure 
and inactive delight." 

• • • • • • 
The "enlargement of the mind" plays a crucial role in the 

Critique of Judgment. It is accomplished by "comparing our 
judgment with the possible rather than the actual judgment of 
others, and by putting ourselves in the place of any other 
man." The faculty which makes this possible is called imaglna· 
tion. . . . Critical thinking is possible only where the stand
points of aU others are open to inspection. Hence, critical 
thinking while still a solitary business has not cut itseH off 
from "all others." . . . [By] force of imagination it makes the 
others present and thus moves potentially in a space which is 
public, open to all sides; in other words, it adopts the position 
of Kant's world citizen. To think with the enlarged mentality
that means you train your imagination to go visiting. . , • 

I must warn you here of a very common and easy misun
derstanding. The trick of critical thin.king does not consist m 
an enormously enlarged empathy through which I could know 
what actually goes on in the mind of all others. To think, so
cording to Kant's understanding of enlightenment, means 

Copyrighted material 



258 

Appendix: Judging 

Selbndenken, to thinlc for oneself, "which is the maxlm of a 
never-passive reason. To be given to such passivity is called 
prejudice; and enlightenment Is 6rst of all liberation from prej
udice.. To accept what goes on In the minds of those whose 
"standpoint" (actually, the place where they stand, the condi
tions they are subject to, always different from one individual 
to the next, one class or group as compared to another) is not 
my own would mean no more than to accept passively their 
thought, that is, to exchange their prejudices for the prejudices 
proper to my own station. "Enlarged thought" Is the result of 
6rst "abstracting from the limitations which contingently at
tach to our own judgment," of "disregarding its private subjec
tive conditions . . . by which so many are limited," that is, of 
disregarding what we usually call self-interest and which a1> 
cording to Kant i.s not enlightened or capable of enlightenment 
but is in fact limiting . . .. [The] larger the realm in which 
the enlightened individual is able to move, from standpoint to 
standpoint, the more • general" will be his thinlcing. . . . This 
generality, however, is not the generality of concept-of the 
concept "house" under which you then can subsume all con
crete buildings. It Is on the contrary closely connected with 
particulars, the particular conditions of the standpoints you 
have to go through in order to arrive at your own "general 
standpoint." This general standpoint we mentioned before as 
impartiality; it is a viewpoint from which to look upon, to 
watch, to form judgments, or, as Kant himself says, to reflect 
upon human aHairs. It does not tell you how to act. .•• 

In Kant himself this perplexity comes to the fore In the 
seemingly contradictory attitude In his last yean of almost 
boundless admiration for the French RevolutioD, on one side, 
and his equally almost boundless opposition to any revolu
tionary undertaking from the side of the citizens, on the 
other . . . . 

Kant's reaction at first and even at second glance is by no 
means equivocaL •.. He never wavered In his estimation of 
the grandeur of what he called the "recent event." and he 
hardly ever wavered In his condemnation of all those who 
prepare such an event. 
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This event consists neither in momentous deeds nor misdeeds 
committed by men whereby what was great among men is made 
small or what was small is made great, nor in ancient splendid po
litical structures which vanish as if by magic while others come 
forth in their place as i.E from the depths of the ea.rth. No, nothing 
of the sort. It is simply the mode of thinking of the spectators which 
reveal5 itself publicly in this great game of transformations. . • • 

The revolution of a gifted people which we have seen unfolding 
in our day may suceced or miscarry; it may be 611ed with misery 
and atrocities to the point that a sensible man, were be boldly to 
hope to execute it successfully the second time, would never resolve 
to make the experiment at such cost-this revolution, I say, nonethe
less 6nds in the hearts of all spectators (who are not engaged in this 
game themselves) a wishful participation that borders closely on 
enthusiasm . • . with what exaltation the uninvolved pub1ic look· 
ing on sympathized then without the least intention of assisting. 

• • . Without this sympathetic participation, the "meaning" of 
the occurrence would be altogether different, or simply non
existent. For this sympathy is what Inspires hope: 

the hope that after many revolutions, with all their transforming 
effects, the highest purpose of nature, a =opo/lt4n existence, will 
at last be realized within which all the original capacities of the 
human raoe may be developed. 

From which, however, one should not conclude that Kant 
sided in the least with future men of revolutions. 

These rights . • . always remain an idea which can be ful6!Jed only 
on condition that the means employed to do so are compatible with 
mora1ity. This limiting condition must not be overstepped by the 
people, who may not therefore pursue their rights by revolution, 
which Is at all times unjust. 

... And: 

U a violent revolution, enaendered by a bad constitution, introduces 
by iDegal means a more legal constitution, to lead the people back 
to the earlier constitution would not be permitted but, while the 
revolution lasted, each penon who openly or covertly shared in it 
would have justly incurred the punishment due to those who rebeL 

••• What you see here clearly is the clash between the princi
ple according to which you a.ct and the principle according to 
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which you judge .... Kant more than once stated his opinion 
on war . •. and nowhere moce emphatically than in the 
Critique of Judgment where he discusses the topic, cbaracter
l.stically enough, in the section on the Sublime: 

What is it which is, even to the savage, an object of the greatest 
admiration? It is a man who shrinlcs from nothing, who fears noth
ing, and therefore does not yield to danger. . . . Even in the most 
highly civilized state this peculiar veneration for the soldier re
mains . . . because even by these it is recognized that his mind is 
unsubdued by danger. Hence .. . in the comparison of a statesman 
and a general, the aesthetical judgment decides for the latter. War 
itself . . . has somfthing sublime in it. . . . On the other hand, a 
long peace generally bring.< about a predominant commercial spirit 
and, along with it, low selfishness, cowardice, and effeminacy, and 
debases the disposition of the people. 

This ~ the judgment of the spectator (i.e., aesthetical) . 
. • • Yet, not only can war, «an unintended enterprise . • . 
stirred up by men's unbridled passions," a ctually serve be
cause of its very meaninglessness as a preparation for the 
eventual cosmopoUtan peace-eventually sheer exhaustion will 
Impose what neither reason nor good will have been able to 
achieve-but 

In spite of the dreadful alllictions with which it visits the human 
race, and the perhaps greater alllictions with which the constant 
preparation for it in time of peace oppresses them, yet is it . . . a 
motive for developing all talents serviceable for culture to the high· 
est pitch. 

. . . These insights of aesthetic and reflective judgment 
have no practical consequences for action. As far as action is 
concerned, there is no doubt that 

moral·practical reason within us pronounces the following irresistible 
veto: There shaU be no war. . . . Thus it is no longer a question of 
whether perpetual peace is possible or not, or whether we are not 
perhaps mistaken in our theoretical judgment if we assume that it is. 
On the contrary, we must simply act as if It could really come about 
. . . even if the fulfillment of this pacific intention were forever to 
remain a pious hope . . . for it Is our duty to do so. 

But these maxims for action do not nullify the aesthetic and 
reflective judgment. In other words: Even though Kant would 
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always have acted for peace, he knew and kept in mind his 
judgment. Had he acted on the knowledge gained as a specta
tor, he would in his own mind have been a criminal. Had he 
forgotten because of this «moral duty" his insights as a specta
tor, he would have become what so many good men, iiwolved 
and engaged in public aHairs, tend to be-an idealistic fool. 

• • • 0 • • 

Since Kant did not write his political philosophy, the best 
way to find out what he thought about this matter is to tum to 
his Critique of Aesthetic Judgment where, in discussing the 
production of art works in their relations to taste which judges 
and decides about them, he confronts a similar, analogous 
problem. We . .. are inclined to think that in order to judge 
a spectacle you must first have the spectacle, that the spectator 
is secondary to the actor-without considering that no one in 
his right mind would ever put on a spectacle without being 
sure of having spectators to watch it Kant is convinced that 
the world without roan would be a desert, and a world with· 
out man meant for him: without spectator. In the discussion of 
aesthetic judgment, the distinction is between genius which is 
required for the production of art works, while for judging 
them, and deciding whether or not they are beautiful objects, 
"no more~ (we would say, but not Kant ) is required than taste. 
"For judging of beautiful objects taste is required .. : for 
their production geniw is required.n Genius according to Kant 
is a matter of productive imagination and originality, taste a 
. . . matter of judgment He raises the question, which of the 
two is the •more noblen faculty, which ls the condition sine 
qua non "to which one has to look In the judging of art as 
beautiful art?" - assuming of cou.rse that though most of the 
judges of beauty have not the faculty of productive imagina
tion which is called genius, the few endowed with genius, lack 
not the faculty of taste. And the answer is: 

Abundance and originality of ideas are less necessary to beauty than 
the acrordance of the Imagination in its freedom with the conformity 
to law of the understanding (which Is called taste]. For all the 
abundance of the former produces . . . in lawless freedom nothing 
but nonsense: on the other hand, the judgment is the faculty by 
which it is adjwted to the understanding. 
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Taste, like the judgment in general, is the discipline (or training) 
of genius; it clips its wings . . . gives guidance, brings clearness 
and order .. . into the thoughts [of genius), it malces the ideas 
susceptible of being permanently and generally assented to, and 
capable of being followed by others, and of an ever progressing 
culture. If, then, in the oonllict of these two properties in a product 
something must be sacrillced, it should be rather on the side of 
genius-without which nothing for judgment to judge would exist. 

But Kant says explicitly that "for beautiful art •.. Imagina
tion, intellect, spirit, and taste are required" and adds in a note 
that "the three former faculties are un.ited by means of the 
fourth," that is, by taste-i.e., by judgment. Spirit, moreover, a 
special faculty apart from reason, intellect, and imagination, 
enables the genius to find an expression for the ideas "by means 
of which the subjective state of mind brought about by them 
. . . can be communicated to others." Spirit, in other words, 
namely, that which inspires the genius and only him and 
which "no science can teach and no industJy can learn; con
sists in expressing "the ineffable element in the state of mind 
[ Gemiitszustand)" which certain representations arouse in all 
of us but for which we have no words and could therefore, 
without the help of genius, not communicate them to each 
other; It is the proper task of genius to make this state of mind 
"generally communicable." The faculty that guides this com
municability is taste, and taste or judgment is not the privilege 
of genius. The condition sine qua non for the existence of 
beautiful objects ls communicability; the judgment of the 
spectator creates the space without which no such objects 
could appear at all. The public realm is constituted by the 
critics and the spectators and not by the actors or the makers. 
And this critic and spectator sits in every actor and fabricator; 
without this critical, judging faculty the doer or maker would 
be so isolated from the spectator that he would not even be 
perceived. Or to put it another way, still in Kantian terms: The 
very originality of the artist (or the very novelty of the actor} 
depends on his making himself understood by those who are 
not artists (or actors). And while you can speak of genius in 
the singular because of his originality, you can never speak 
• • . in the same way of the spectator: spectators exist only in 
the plural. Tbe spectator is not involved in the act, but he is 
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always involved with his fellow-spectators. He does not share 
the faculty of genius, originality, with the malcer, or the faculty 
of novelty with the actor; the faculty that they have in com· 
mon is the faculty of judgment 

As far as malcing is concerned, this insight is at least as old 
as Latin (as distinguished from Creek) antiquity. We find it 
expressed for the lint time in Cicero's On the Orator: 

For everybody discriminates [ dlludicare ], distinguishes between 
right and wrong in matten of art and proportion by some silent 
sense without any lcnowledge of art and proportion: and while they 
can do tiW In the case of pictures and statues [and] In other such 
works for whose undentandlng nature has given them less equip
ment, they display this discrimination much more In judgins the 
rhythms and pronunciations of words, since these are rooted [ infiu] 
In common senses and of such things nature has willed that no one 
should be altogether unable to sense and experience them [erperlw]. 

And he goes on to notice that it is truly marvellous and re
markable 

how IJttle difference there is between the learned and the Ignorant 
In judging while there is the greatest dilference In makins. 

Kant quite in the same vein remarks in his Anthropology that 
insanity consists In having lost this common sense which en
ables w to judge as spectators; and the opposite of it Is a 
sefl8W prlvatw, a private sense which he also calls: iogical 
Eigemlnn; implying that our logical faculty, the faculty which 
enables us to draw conclusioru from premises, could indeed 
function without communication-except that then, namely, if 
insanity has caused the loss of common sense, It would lead to 
Insane results precisely because it has separated itself from 
that experience which can be valid and validated only by the 
presence of others. 

The most surprising aspect of this business il that common 
sense, the faculty of judgment and of discriminating between 
right and wrong. should be based on the sense of taste. Of our 
Sve senses, three give us clearly objects of the external world 
and therefore are easily communicable. Sight, hearing. touch
ing deal directly and, as it were, objectively, with objects; 
smell and taste give inner sensations which are entirely private 
and incommunicable; what I taste and what I smell cannot be 
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expressed in words at alL They seem to be the private senses 
by definition. Moreover, the three objective senses have in 
common that they are capable of representation-to have 
something present which is absent; I can recall a building. a 
melody, the touch of velvet. 1Dis faculty is called in Kant: 
Imagination-of which neither taste nor smell are capable. On 
the other hand, they are quite clearly the discriminatory 
senses: You can withhold judgment from what you see and, 
though less easily, you can withhold judgment from what you 
hear or touch. But in the matters of taste or smell, the it· 
pleases or displeases me is immediate and overwhelming. And 
pleasure or displeasure again are entirely private. Why then 
should taste-not only with Kant but since Gracian-be ele
vated to and become the vehicle of the mental faculty of judg
ment? And judgment in turn, that is, judgment that Is not 
simply cognitive and residing on the senses which give us the 
objects which we have in common with all living things that 
have the same sensual equipment, but judgment between right 
and wrong, why should it be based on this private sense? Is it 
not true that about matters of taste we can so little communi
cate that we cannot even dispute about them-de gu.slibw 
non &sputandum en? 

• • • • • • 

.. . We mentioned that taste and smell are the most pri· 
vate of the senses, that is, those senses where not an object but 
a sensation is sensed, where this sensation is not object-bound 
and cannot be recollected. You may recognize the smell of a 
rose or the taste of a dish if you sense it again, but you can
not have it present as you can have present any sight you ever 
saw or any melody you heard . . . At the same time, we saw 
why taste rather than any of the other senses, became the 
vehicle for judgment; only taste and smell are discriminatory 
in their very nature and only these senses relate to the particu
lar qua particular: all objects given to the objective senses 
share their properties with other objects; they are not unique. 
Moreover, the it-pleases or displeases me is overwhelmingly 
present in taste and smell. It is Immediate, nonrnediated by 
any thought or reBection. . . . And the It-pleases or displeases 
is almost identical with an it-agrees or disagrees with me. The 
point of the matter is: I am directly allected. For this very 
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reason, there can be no dispute about right or wrong here. 
... No argument can persuade me to lilce oysters if I do not 
lilce them. In other words, the disturbing thing about matters 
of taste is that they are not communicable. 

The solution of these riddles can be indicated by the names 
of two other faculties-imagmation and common sense. 1) 
Imagination . . . transforms an object into something with 
which I do not have to be directly confronted but which in 
some sense I have internalized, so that I now can be affected 
by it as though it were given to me by a nonobjective sense. 
Kant says: "That is beautiful which pleases in the mere act of 
judging it." That is: It is not important whether or not it 
pleases in perception; what pleases merely in perception is 
gratifying but not beautiful. It pleases in representation: The 
imagination has prepared it so that I now can re8ect on it: 
"the operation of reRection." Only what touches, affects, you in 
representation, when you can no longer be affected by im
mediate presence-uninvolved as the spectator is uninvolved 
in the actual doings during the French Revolution-can then 
be judged to be right or wrong, important or irrelevant, beau
tiful or ugly or something in-between. You then call it judg
ment and no longer taste because, though it still affects you 
like a matter of taste, you have now, by means of representa
tion, established the proper distance, the remoteness or unin
volvedness or disinterestedness requisite for approbation and 
disapprobation, or for evaluating something at its proper 
worth. By removing the object, you have established the con
dition for impartiality. 

And 2) common sense: Kant was very early aware that 
there was something non-subjective in what seems to be the 
most private and subjective sense; this awareness is expressed 
as follows: There is the fact that matters of taste, "the beauti
ful, interests only in society . ... A man abandoned by him
self on a desert island would adorn neither his hut nor his 
person .. .. [Man) is not contented with an object if he can
not feel satisfaction in it in common with others; whereas we 
despise ourselves when we cheat at play, but are ashamed 
only when we get caught. Or: "In matters of taste we must 
renounce ourselves in favor of others" or in order to please 
others (W ir mW!sen uns gleichsam anderen zu gefallen 
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entsagen). Finally, and most radically: "'n Taste egoism Is 
overcome," we are considerate in the original meaning of the 
word. We must overcome our ~pedal subjective conditions for 
the sake of others. In other words, the non-subjective element 
in the non-objective senses is intersubjectivity. (You must be 
alone in order to think; you need company to enjoy a meal.) 

Judgment, and especially judgments of taste, always reflect 
upon others and . . . take their possible judgments into ac
count. This is necessary because I am human and cannot live 
outside the company of men. . . . The basic other-directedness 
of judgment and taste seems to stand in the greatest possible 
opposition to the very nature, the absolutely idiosyncratic WI· 

ture of the sense itself. Hence, we may be tempted to conclude 
that the faculty of judgment is wrongly derived from this 
sense. Kant, being very aware of all the implioations of this 
derivation, remains convinced that it is a correct one. And the 
most plausible phenomenon in his favor is his observation, 
entirely correct, that the true opposite to the Beautiful is not 
the Ugly but "that which excites disgust.~ And do not forget 
that Kant originally planned to write a Critique of Moral 
Taste .... 

. • . The operation of the imagination: you judge objects 
that are no longer present .. ·. and no longer aHect you di· 
rectly. Yet while the object Is removed from your outward 
senses, it now becomes an object for your inward senses. 
When you represent something to you that is absent, you 
close as it were those senses by which objects in their 
objectivity are given to you. The sense of taste is a sense in 
which it is as though you sense yourself, like an inner sense. 
. . . This operation of imagination prepares the object for 
"the operation of reflection.~ And this operation of reflection Is 
the actual activity of judging something. 

. . . By closing your eyes you become an impartial, not 
directly affected, spectator of visible things. The blind poet. 
Also: By making what your external senses perceived an ob
ject for your inner sense, you compress and condense the 
manifold of the sensually given, you are in a position to "see~ 
by the eyes of your mind, i.e., to see the whole that gives 
meaning to particulars. . . . 
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The question that now arises is: What are the standards of 
the operation of reHection? . . . It [the inner sense] is called 
taste because, like taste, it chooses. But this choice itself is 
once more subject to another choice: You can approve or dis
approve of the very fact of pleasing, it is subject to "approba
tion or disapprobation." Kant gives examples: "The joy of a 
needy but well-meaning man at becoming the heir of an aHeo
tionate but penurious father"; or, conversely, "a deep grief 
may satisfy the person experiencing it (the sorrow of a widow 
at the death of her excellent husband; or . . . a gratification 
can in addition please (as in the sciences that we pursue); or a 
grief (e.g., hatred, envy, revenge) can moreover displease." All 
these approbations and disapprobations are after-thoughts; 
while you are doing scientific research you may be vaguely 
aware that you are happy doing it, but only in reBecting on it 
later . . . will you be able to have this additional "pleasure"
of approving it. In this additional pleasure, it is no longer the 
object that pleases but that we judge it pleasing: If you re
late this to the whole of nature or the world, you can say: We 
are pleased that the world of nature pleases us. The very act 
of approbation pleases, the very act of disapprobation dis
pleases. Hence the question: How do you choose between 
approbation and disapprobation? One criterion you may guess 
if you consider the examples: the criterion is communicability 
or publicness. You will not be over·eager to announce your joy 
at the death of your father or your feelings of hatred and 
envy; you will on the other band have no compunctions to tell 
that you enjoy doing scientific work and you will not bide 
your grief at the death of an excellent husband. 

The criterion is communicability, and the standard of 
deciding about it is Common Sense. 

On the Communicability of a Sensation. 
It is true that the sensation of the senses is "generally com

municable because we can assume that everyone bas senses 
like our own. But this cannot be presupposed of any single 
sensation." These sensations are private, also no judgment is 
involved: we are merely passive, we react, we are not spon
taneous as we are when we at will imagine something or re
flect on it. 
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At the opposite pole we lind moral judgments: these, ao
cording to Kant, are necesslll)'; they are dictated by practical 
reuon ... even if they could not [be communicated] they 
would remain valid. 

We have, third, judgments or pleasure in the beautiful: 
"this pleasure accompanies the ordinlll)' apprehension [A.uf
fassung, not perception] of an object by the imagination ... 
by means of a proceduxe of the judgment which it must also 
exercise on behalf of the commonest experience." Some such 
judgment is in every experience we have with the world. This 
judgment is based on "that common and sound intellect 
[gemeiner and gemnder Ver.ttand] which we have to presup
pose in everyone." How does this "common sense" rustinguish 
itself from the other senses which we also have in common and 
which nevertheless do not guarantee agreement of sensations? 

Taste as a Kind of Sensus Communis. 
The term is changed. The one, common sense, meant a 

sense like our other senses-the same for everybody in his very 
privacy. By using the Latin term, Kant inrucates that he means 
something different: He means an extra sense-like an extra 
mental capability {the German: MenschenOOTstand)-which 
fits us into a community. The "common understanrung of men 
• . . is the very least to be expected from anyone claiming 
the name of man." . . . 

The sensus communu is the specifically human sense be
cause communication, i.e., speech, depends on it .... "The 
only general symptom of insanity is the loss of the sensus 
communl.r and the logical stubbornness in insisting on one's 
own (sensus privatus) . •.• " 

Under the sensus communl.r we must include the idea of a sense 
common to Dll, i.e. of a faculty of judgment which, in its re8ection, 
takes account (a priori) of the mode of representation of aD other 
men in thought, in order, as it were, to compare its judgment with 
the collective reason of humanity. . .. This is done by comparing 
our judgment with the possible rather than the actual judgment of 
others, and by putting ourselves in the place of any other man, by 
abstracting fror.1 the limitations which contingently attach to our 
own judgment. . .. Now this operation of reSection seems per
haps too artillcial to be attributed to the faculty called common 
mue, but it ooly appears so when expressed In abstract formulae. 
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In itself there is nothing more natural than to abstract from chann 
or emotion if we are seeking a judgment that is to serve IS a uni
versal rule. 

After this follow the maxims of this sensw communl.r: To think 
for oneself (the maxim of enlightenment); to put ourselves in 
thought in the place of everyone else (the maxim of the en· 
larged mentality); and the maxim of consistency (to be in 
agreement with oneself, mit sich aelb81 einstimmig denken). 

These are not matters of cognition; truth compels you, you 
do not need any ''maxims.· Maxims apply and are needed only 
for matter of opinions and in judgments. And just as in moral 
matters your maxim of conduct testllles to the quaUty of your 
Will. so the maxims of judgment testify to your "turn of 
thought" (Denlrungaart) in the worldly matters which are 
ruled by the community sense. 

However small may be the area or the degree to which a man's 
natural gifts reach, yet it indicates a man of enlarged thought il he 
disregards the subjective private conditions of his own judgment, by 
which so many others are con6ned, and reflects upon it from a 
general standpoint (which he can only determine by placing himself 
at the standpoint of others) . 

. . . Taste is this "community sense• (gemeinschaftllcher 
Sinn) and sense mea.ns here "the effect of a reftection upon the 
mind." This reftection affects me as though it were a sensation . 
. . . "We could even de6ne taste as the faculty of judging of 
that which makes generally communicable, without the media
tion of a concept, our feeling [Uke sensation] in a given rep
resentation [not perception]." 

U we could assume that the mere general communicability of a 
feeling must carry in itself an interest for us with it . ·. . we should 
be able to explain why the feeling in the judgment of taste comes 
to be imputed to everyone, so to speak, IS a duty . 

. . . The vaUdity of these judgments never [has] the va
lidity of cognitive or scientlllc propositions, which are not 
judgments, p roperly speaking. (If you say, the sky is blue or 
two and two are four, you do not "judge~; you say what is, 
compelled by the evidence either of your senses or your 
mind.) In this way, you can never compel anybody to agree 
with your judgments-this is beau tiful, this is wrong (Kant 
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however does not believe that moral judgments are the prod
uct of reflection and imagination, hence they are not judg
ments strictly speaking)-you can only "woo, court" the 
agreement of everybody else. And in this persuasive activity 
you actually appeal to the "community sense." . . . The less 
idiosyncratic your taste Is the better can it be communicated; 
communicability again Is the touchstone. Impartiality in Kant 
Is called "disinterestedness," the disinterested delight in the 
Beautiful .... If, therefore, #41 (in the Critique of Judg
ment] speaks of an "Interest in the Beautiful," it actually 
speaks of having an "interest" in disinterestedness. •.. Be
cause we can call something beautiful, we have a "pleasure In 
its existence" and that Is "wherein all interest consists." (In 
one of his reSections in the notebooks, Kant remarks that the 
Beautiful teaches us to love without self-interest [ohne Elgen
nutz].) And the peculiar characteristic of this interest Is that it 
"interests only in society." 

•.. Kant stresses that at least one of our mental faculties, 
the faculty of judgment, presupposes the presence of others. 
And not just what we terminologically call judgment; bound 
up with it Is ... our whole soul apparatus, so to speak. . .• 
By communicating your feelings, your pleasures and dis
interested delights, you tell your cholcea and you choose 
your company. ·r d rather be wrong with Plato than right with 
the Pythagorean$" [Cicero I. 

Finally, the larger the scope of men to whom you could 
communicate, the greater the worth of the object: 

Altltough the pleasure which everyone has in such an object Is In
considerable [that Is, so long as he does not share it) and in Itself 
without any marked Interest, yet the idea of its general commu
nicability i.ncreases its worth In an almost in6nite degree. 

At this point, the Critique of Judgment joins effortlessly 
Kant's deliberation about a united manlcind, living in eternal 
peace .... If 

everyone expects and requires from everyone else this reference to 
general communication [of pleasure, of disinterested delight, then 
we have reached a point where it is as though there existed] an 
original oompact dictated by mankind itself. 
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•.. It is by virtue of this idea of mankind, present in every 
single man, that men are human, and they can be called civil
ized or humane to the extent that this idea becomes the prin
ciple of their actions as well as their judgments. It is at this 
point that actor and spectator become united; the maxim of 
the actor and the maxim, the "standard," according to which 
the spectator judges the spectacle of the world become one. 
The, as it were, categorical imperative for action could read 
as follows: Always act on the maxim through which this orig
inal compact can be actualized into a general law. 

In conclusion, I shall try to clear up some of the difficul
ties: The chief difficulty in judgment is that it is "the faculty of 
thinking the particular"; but to think means to generalize, 
hence it is the faculty of mysteriously combining the particular 
and the general. This is relatively easy if the general is given
as a rule, a principle, a law-so that the judgment merely 
subsumes the particular under it. Tbe diJ!iculty becomes great 
"if only the particular be given for which the general has to be 
found." For the standard cannot be borrowed from experience 
and cannot be derived from outside. I cannot judge one partic
ular by another particular; in order to determine its worth I 
need a tertium quid or a tertium comparationis, something 
related to the two particulars and yet distinct from both. In 
Kant we God actually two altogether different solutions of this 
diJ!iculty: 

As a real tertium comparationis two ideas appear in Kant 
on which you must reflect in order to arrive at judgments: 
This is either, in the political writings and, occasionally, also in 
the CrUtque of Judgment, the Idea of an original compact of 
mankind as a whole and derived from this idea the notion of 
humanity, of what actually constitutes the humanness of hu
man beings, living and dying in this world, on this earth that is 
a globe, which they inhabit in common, share in common, in 
the succession of generations. In the Critique of /udgrrumt you 
also God the idea of purposiveness: Every object, says Kant, as 
a particular, needing and containing the ground of its actuality 
in itself, has a purpose. The only objects that seem purposeless 
are aesthetic objects, on one side, and men, on the other. You 
cannot ask quem ad finem-for what purpose?-since they are 
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good for nothing. But ... purposeless art objects as well 
as the seemingly purposeless variety of nature have the 
"purpose" of pleasing men, making them feel at home in the 
world. This can never be proved; but Purposiveness Is an idea 
to regulate your reflections in your reflective judgments. 

Or Kant's second and I think by far more valuable solution 
is the following. It is exemp/My oalidlty. rExamples are the 
go-cart of judgments.") Let us see what that is: Every partie.. 
ular object, for instance a table, has a corresponding concept 
by which we recognize the table as a table. This you can 
conceive of as a Platonic "idea" or Kantian schema, that is, you 
have before the eyes of your mind a schematic or merely 
formol table shape to which every table somehow must con
form. Or: If you proceed conversely from the many tables 
which you have seen In your life, strip off them all secondary 
qualities and the remainder is a table in general, containing 
the minimum properties common to all tables. The abstract 
table. You have one more possibility left, and this enters into 
judgments which are not cognitions: You may meet or think of 
some table which you judge to be the best possible table and 
take this table as the example of how tables actually should 
be-the exemplary table. (Example from exi~, to single 
out some particular.) This is and remains a particular which in 
its very particularity reveals the generality which otherwise 
could not be defined. Courage is like AchUles. Etc. 

We were talking here about the partiality of the actor who, 
because he is involved, never sees the meaning of the whole . 
• . . The same is not true for the beautiful or for any deed in 
itself. The beautiful is, in Kantian terms, an end in itself be
cause all its possible meaning Is contained within itself, with
out reference to others, without linkage, as it were, to other 
beautiful things. In Kant himself, there is this contradiction: 
InB.nite Progress is the law of the human species; at the same 
time man's dignity demands that be is seen, every single one 
. . . in his particularity, reflecting as such, but without any 
comparison and independent of time, mankind in general. In 
other words the very idea of progress-if it is more than a mere 
change of circumstances and an Improvement oE the world
contradicts Kant's notion of man's dignity. 
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