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How should we live? This question lies at the core of what
it means to be human.

In Volume IV we explore "the best of what has been thought
and said" looking at themes of Ideology and Emancipation.
The idea of human liberty has taken millennia to incubate,
and in this volume we make that conversation our own.
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TGC IV: Ideology and Emancipation

This semester we ask the question, “How should we live?,” in conversation 
with thinkers of our own time. This is the age of Western (European and 

American) hegemony over the world, the age of modernity’s full flowering 
after the American, French, and Industrial Revolutions. Our everyday lives 

are now determined by the secular nation-state, multinational corporations, 
ceaseless technological innovation, and consumerism. 

Increasing secularization of European governments in the wake of the 
religious reform, and then rupture, of medieval Catholic Europe in the 

Renaissance and the early modern period coincided with seismic changes in 
the forces and relations of production: a fulfilling human life in this world 

became possible for an increasing portion of humanity. Nothing has 
restructured world history more thoroughly than has the Industrial 
Revolution. The immensity of modern productivity was unleashed, 

rendering invincible (despite repeated catastrophe) the notion of inevitable 
progress. But the raw human suffering caused by industrialization and its 

inhuman ideologies (such as David Ricardo’s “iron law of wages”), and the 
scale of economic inequality involved, have recharged the age-old conflict 

between the classes, putting occasional pressure on the millennial 
persistence of oligarchy. Unprecedented population growth and 

urbanization have been the bases for prosperity, but have too often been left 
out of the scope of political care. And the social dislocations have been 

wrenching: deracination has left the modern individual increasingly 
alienated and alone.

Modernity promises much: a life without slavery, a life above subsistence, a 
life free of clerical and aristocratic control, an enlightened life of literacy, 
democratic and republican self-government, personal development, free 
pursuit of desires, mutual recognition. Liberty, equality, fraternity. This 

dream of human emancipation magnetically draws the scattered filings of 
contemporary existence. But the dream is contested. The range of reactions 
to the French Revolution has determined left, right, and center ideological 

positions to this day. Napoleon contained many of the contradictions; Hegel 
theorized them most profoundly. 

Is modern liberty about the individual or the community, truth or power, 
politics or society, ideals or economics, spirit or matter? Should it be rooted 
in localism or cosmopolitanism? Can “reason” take over completely from 
authority and tradition? Can modern liberty coexist with belief in a world 
and a life beyond this one? Can it exist with the idea of “God”? Can it exist 

without something that transcends the pretensions of ideology? Is the 
dream of a progressive utopia enough to satisfy the human longing for 

justice and love? 
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Intellectuals, like the theologians that preceded them, are still tempted to 
think themselves masters of reality (think a thing and it is so: that, the very 

pretense of ideology, being fostered by the modern research university). 
Plato’s problem of how to reconcile philosophy and power has only become 

more urgent.

As the most conservative element in Europe, the Catholic Church (the 
bridge between antiquity and modernity) attempted to restrain, or 

moderate, the titanic forces unleashed by the modern revolutions. Liberal 
Protestantism became the religion of the new bourgeois world—but the 

West continued to lose its religion. Marx and Darwin made an ever more 
comprehensive mechanism seemingly inescapable, sitting strangely to our 
dreams of fullness of liberty. Attention shifted from political towards social 

and economic questions. “Society” became the central arena of 
emancipation, with identity “politics” (including nationalism) increasingly 

essential to the project. 

The bourgeois and scientistic faith in this-worldly progress met an 
astonishing crisis in the trenches of the First World War—and (again!) in 

World War II. The contradictions of modern emancipation are to be seen in 
anti-Semitism, imperialism, totalitarianism, consumerist conformism. Yet 

technological innovation, global capital, and the bureaucratic 
administration of life roll on. What has happened to the promise of 

modernity? What can possibly check the unprecedented accumulation of 
power in the nation-state and global capital? Is the dignity of this world 

sustainable without the open horizon of another world embracing it? Is a 
postmodern renaissance of religious humanism necessary for 

emancipation? Is modernity capable of a new beginning: of earnest 
thinking, of energetic conversation, of loving responsibility? How should we 

live this day?  
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Elements of the Philosophy of Right

With Kant, philosophy’s center of gravity shifted into German-speaking 
territory. Indeed, Kant and Hegel stand as the two greatest philosophers of 
the post-Catholic age. It was Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s ambition to 

be the prophet-philosopher of the modern world, to realize in thought what 
was happening in history. His origins were not the likeliest for such 

ambition, as “Germany” did not yet exist as a nation. It was a philosophical 
backwater compared to England and France, the former being the driver of 
modernity until the French Revolution, which made France an ideological 
force in revolutionary modernism. Hegel was born in Stuttgart in 1770, the 
capital of the Duchy of Württemberg in southwestern Germany, one of the 

more than 300 principalities and free cities into which “Germany” was 
fragmented (the federal system of territories of the Holy Roman Empire). 
Napoleon unleashed the forces of nationalism across Europe, not least by 

destroying that millennium-old empire—inspiring and practically 
facilitating the eventual consolidation of a smaller Germany (excluding 

Austria) under the hegemony of Prussia.

The question of Christianity’s relationship to modernity motivated Hegel 
from the start. During the early years of the French Revolution, he attended 

the Protestant seminary at Tübingen, where, remarkably, his roommates 
were the great poet Hölderlin and the brilliant philosopher Schelling. As 

most young minds were, Hegel was fired by the principles of the Revolution. 
After seminary, he served as a house tutor, finally entering academia in 1801 

as an unpaid lecturer at the University of Jena, an institution aglow with 
Goethe’s presence in Weimar. There Hegel wrote The Phenomenology of 

Spirit, completing the work the night before Napoleon triumphed over 
Prussian forces at the Battle of Jena in 1806. Hegel ended up becoming 

headmaster of a prep school for eight years. Eventually he would succeed to 
the chair Fichte held at the University of Berlin in 1818, where he published 
Elements of the Philosophy of Right (1821), holding this post until his death 

in 1831.
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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

The alienation consequent upon dethronement of traditionally 
authoritative social, political, and religious scripts and the atomizing 

dislocations of bourgeois industrial capitalism summoned the romantic 
demand for harmonic integration—of spirit and matter, self and society, 
history and nature. Hegel provides a metaphysics for such integration in 

the rationalist mysticism of his absolute idealism, an idealism that realizes 
itself through a process both logical and historical. Whereas “dialectic” in 

Kant was the generation of metaphysical illusion by pure reason’s 
overreach, it becomes in Hegel the process by which reason, in history, 

transcends partial viewpoints into self-consciousness as both subject and 
object: total comprehensiveness. Freedom is to be found in a total 

integration, above all, between universal rationality and organic 
community. This is Hegel’s great concern: “The history of the world is 
none other than the progress of the consciousness of freedom.” This is 
somehow to know that what is, what necessarily is, is at the same time 
free. This convergence of freedom and necessity sounds like divinity. 

Indeed, while maintaining a kind of Trinitarianism, Hegel argues that the 
divine and the human spirit (Geist) are not different from each other. 
This collapse of the analogy of spirit enables Hegel to present human 

reason as master of the very processes of nature and history.
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Elements of the Philosophy of Right

Introduction

§20

The reflection which is brought to bear upon impulses, placing them
before itself, estimating them, comparing them with one another, and
contrasting them with their means and consequences, and also with a
whole of satisfaction, namely happiness, brings the formal universal to
this material, and in an external way purifies it of its crudity and bar-
barism. This propulsion by the universality of thought is the absolute
worth of education (§ 187).

Addition: In happiness thought has already the upper hand with the
force of natural impulse, since it is not satisfied with what is momen-
tary, but requires happiness as a whole. This happiness is dependent
upon education to the extent to which education confirms the univer-
sal. But in the ideal of happiness there are two elements. There is a
universal that is higher than all particulars; yet, as the content of this
universal is in turn only universal pleasure, there arises once more the
individual, particular and finite, and retreat must be made to impulse.
Since the content of happiness lies in the subjective perception of each
individual, this universal end is again particular; nor is there present
in it any true unity of content and form.

Third Part: Ethical Life

§151

But when individuals are simply identified with the actual order, eth-
ical life (das Sittliche) appears as their general mode of conduct, i.e.
as custom (Sitte), while the habitual practice of ethical living appears
as a second nature which, put in the place of the initial, purely natu-
ral will, is the soul of custom permeating it through and through, the
significance and the actuality of its existence. It is mind living and
present as a world, and the substance of mind thus exists now for the
first time as mind.

Addition: Just as nature has its laws, and as animals, trees, and the
sun fulfil their law, so custom (Sitte) is the law appropriate to free
mind. Right and morality are not yet what ethics (Sitte) is, namely
mind. In right, particularity is still not the particularity of the concept,
but only that of the natural will. So, too, at the standpoint of morality,
self-consciousness is not yet mind’s consciousness of itself. At that level
it is only the worth of the subject in himself that is in question, i.e. the
subject who determines himself by reference to good in contrast with
evil, who still has self-will as the form of his willing. Here, however,
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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

at the standpoint of ethics, the will is mind’s will and it has a content
which is substantive and in conformity with itself.

Education is the art of making men ethical. It begins with pupils
whose life is at the instinctive level and shows them the way to a
second birth, the way to change their instinctive nature into a second,
intellectual, nature, and makes this intellectual level habitual to them.
At this point the clash between the natural and the subjective will
disappears, the subject’s internal struggle dies away. To this extent,
habit is part of ethical life as it is of philosophic thought also, since
such thought demands that mind be trained against capricious fancies,
and that these be destroyed and overcome to leave the way clear for
rational thinking. It is true that a man is killed by habit, i.e. if he has
once come to feel completely at home in life, if he has become mentally
and physically dull, and if the clash between subjective consciousness
and mental activity has disappeared; for man is active only in so far
as he has not attained his end and wills to develop his potentialities
and vindicate himself in struggling to attain it. When this has been
fully achieved, activity and vitality are at an end, and the result - loss
of interest in life - is mental or physical death.

§153

The right of individuals to be subjectively destined to freedom is ful-
filled when they belong to an actual ethical order, because their con-
viction of their freedom finds its truth in such an objective order, and
it is in an ethical order that they are actually in possession of their
own essence or their own inner universality (see § 147).

Remark: When a father inquired about the best method of educating
his son in ethical conduct, a Pythagorean replied: ‘Make him a citizen
of a state with good laws.’ (The phrase has also been attributed to
others.)

Addition: The educational experiments, advocated by Rousseau in
Emile, of withdrawing children from the common life of every day and
bringing them up in the country, have turned out to be futile, since
no success can attend an attempt to estrange people from the laws of
the world. Even if the young have to be educated in solitude, it is
still useless to hope that the fragrance of the intellectual world will
not ultimately permeate this solitude or that the power of the world
mind is too feeble to gain the mastery of those outlying regions. It is
by becoming a citizen of a good state that the individual first comes
into his right.
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Elements of the Philosophy of Right

Subsection 1: The Family
C. The Education of Children and the Dissolution of the

Family

§173

In substance marriage is a unity, though only a unity of inwardness
or disposition; in outward existence, however, the unity is sundered
in the two parties. It is only in the children that the unity itself
exists externally, objectively, and explicitly as a unity, because the
parents love the children as their love, as the embodiment of their
own substance. From the physical point of view, the presupposition
- persons immediately existent (as parents) - here becomes a result,
a process which runs away into the infinite series of generations, each
producing the next and presupposing the one before. This is the mode
in which the single mind of the Penates reveals its existence in the finite
sphere of nature as a race.

Addition: The relation of love between husband and wife is in itself not
objective, because even if their feeling is their substantial unity, still
this unity has no objectivity. Such an objectivity parents first acquire
in their children, in whom they can see objectified the entirety of their
union. In the child, a mother loves its father and he its mother. Both
have their love objectified for them in the child. While in their goods
their unity is embodied only in an external thing, in their children it is
embodied in a spiritual one in which the parents are loved and which
they love.

§174

Children have the right to maintenance and education at the expense of
the family’s common capital. The right of the parents to the service as
service of their children is based upon and is restricted by the common
task of looking after the family generally. Similarly, the right of the
parents over the wishes of their children is determined by the object
in view - discipline and education. The punishment of children does
not aim at justice as such; the aim is more subjective and moral in
character, i.e. to deter them from exercising a freedom still in the toils 
of nature and to lift the universal into their consciousness and will.

Addition: Man has to acquire for himself the position which he ought
to attain; he is not already in possession of it by instinct. It is on
this fact that the child’s right to education is based. Peoples under
patriarchal government are in the same position as children; they are
fed from central stores and not regarded as self-subsistent adults. The
services which may be demanded from children should therefore
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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

have education as their sole end and be relevant thereto; they must not 
be ends in themselves, since a child in slavery is in the most unethical 
of all situations whatever. One of the chief factors in education is dis-
cipline, the purport of which is to break down the child’s self-will and 
thereby eradicate his purely natural and sensuous self. We must not 
expect to achieve this by mere goodness, since it is just the immediate 
will which acts on immediate fancies and caprices, not on reasons and 
representative thinking. If we advance reasons to children, we leave it 
open to them to decide whether the reasons are weighty or not, and 
thus we make everything depend on their whim. So far as children 
are concerned, universality and the substance of things reside in their 
parents, and this implies that children must be obedient. If the feeling 
of subordination, producing the longing to grow up, is not fostered in 
children, they become forward and impertinent.

§175

Children are potentially free and their life directly embodies nothing 
save potential freedom. Consequently they are not things and cannot 
be the property either of their parents or others. In respect of his 
relation to the family, the child’s education has the positive aim of 
instilling ethical principles into him in the form of an immediate feeling 
for which differences are not yet explicit, so that thus equipped with 
the foundation of an ethical life, his heart may live its early years 
in love, trust, and obedience. In respect of the same relation, this 
education has the negative aim of raising children out of the instinctive, 
physical, level on which they are originally, to self-subsistence and 
freedom of personality and so to the level on which they have power 
to leave the natural unity of the family.

Remark: One of the blackest marks against Roman legislation is the 
law whereby children were treated by their fathers as slaves. This 
gangrene of the ethical order at the tenderest point of its innermost 
life is one of the most important clues for understanding the place of 
the Romans in the history of the world and their tendency towards 
legal formalism.

The necessity for education is present in children as their own feeling 
of dissatisfaction with themselves as they are, as the desire to belong 
to the adult world whose superiority they divine, as the longing to 
grow up. The play theory of education assumes that what is childish 
is itself already something of inherent worth and presents it as such 
to the children; in their eyes it lowers serious pursuits, and education 
itself, to a form of childishness for which the children themselves have 
scant respect. The advocates of this method represent the child, in

8



Elements of the Philosophy of Right

the immaturity in which he feels himself to be, as really mature and
they struggle to make him satisfied with himself as he is. But they
corrupt and distort his genuine and proper need for something better,
and create in him a blind indifference to the substantial ties of the in-
tellectual world, a contempt of his elders because they have thus posed
before him, a child, in a contemptible and childish fashion, and finally
a vanity and conceit which feeds on the notion of its own superiority.

Addition: As a child, man must have lived with his parents encir-
cled by their love and trust, and rationality must appear in him as
his very own subjectivity. In the early years it is education by the
mother especially which is important, since ethical principles must be
implanted in the child in the form of feeling. It is noteworthy that on
the whole children love their parents less than their parents love them.
The reason for this is that they are gradually increasing in strength,
and are learning to stand on their own feet, and so are leaving their
parents behind them. The parents, on the other hand, possess in their
children the objective embodiment of their union.

Subsection 2: Civil Society

§187

Individuals in their capacity as burghers in this state are private per-
sons whose end is their own interest. This end is mediated through
the universal which thus appears as a means to its realisation. Conse-
quently, individuals can attain their ends only in so far as they them-
selves determine their knowing, willing, and acting in a universal way
and make themselves links in this chain of social connections. In these
circumstances, the interest of the Idea - an interest of which these
members of civil society are as such unconscious - lies in the process
whereby their singularity and their natural condition are raised, as a
result of the necessities imposed by nature as well as of arbitrary needs,
to formal freedom and formal universality of knowing and willing - the
process whereby their particularity is educated up to subjectivity.

Remark: The idea that the state of nature is one of innocence and that
there is a simplicity of manners in uncivilised (ungebildeter) peoples,
implies treating education (Bildung) as something purely external, the
ally of corruption. Similarly, the feeling that needs, their satisfaction,
the pleasures and comforts of private life, and so forth, are absolute
ends, implies treating education as a mere means to these ends. Both
these views display lack of acquaintance with the nature of mind and
the end of reason. Mind attains its actuality only by creating a dualism
within itself, by submitting itself to physical needs and the chain of
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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

these external necessities, and so imposing on itself this barrier and 
this finitude, and finally by maturing (bildet) itself inwardly even when 
under this barrier until it overcomes it and attains its objective reality 
in the finite. The end of reason, therefore, is neither the manners 
of an unsophisticated state of nature, nor, as particularity develops, 
the pleasure for pleasure’s sake which education procures. On the 
contrary, its end is to banish natural simplicity, whether the passivity 
which is the absence of the self, or the crude type of knowing and 
willing, i.e. immediacy and singularity, in which mind is absorbed. It 
aims in the first instance at securing for this, its external condition, 
the rationality of which it is capable, i.e. the form of universality or 
the Understanding (Verständigkeit). By this means alone does mind 
become at home with itself within this pure externality.

There, then, mind’s freedom is existent and mind becomes objective to 
itself in this element which is implicitly inimical to mind’s appointed 
end, freedom; it has to do there only with what it has itself produced 
and stamped with its seal. It is in this way then that the form of 
universality comes explicitly into existence in thought, and this form 
is the only worthy element for the existence of the Idea. The final 
purpose of education, therefore, is liberation and the struggle for a 
higher liberation still; education is the absolute transition from an 
ethical substantiality which is immediate and natural to the one which 
is intellectual and so both infinitely subjective and lofty enough to have 
attained universality of form. In the individual subject, this liberation 
is the hard struggle against pure subjectivity of demeanor, against the 
immediacy of desire, against the empty subjectivity of feeling and the 
caprice of inclination. The disfavour showered on education is due in 
part to its being this hard struggle; but it is through this educational 
struggle that the subjective will itself attains objectivity within, an 
objectivity in which alone it is for its part capable and worthy of being 
the actuality of the Idea. Moreover, this form of universality (the 
Understanding), to which particularity has worked its way and 
developed itself, brings it about at the same time that particularity 
becomes individuality genuinely existent in its own eyes. And since it is 
from this particularity that the universal derives the content which fills 
it as well as its character as infinite self-determination, particularity 
itself is present in ethical life as infinitely independent free subjectivity. 
This is the position which reveals education as a moment immanent 
in the Absolute and which makes plain its infinite value.

Addition: By educated men, we may prima facie understand those 
who without the obtrusion of personal idiosyncrasy can do what oth-
ers do. It is precisely this idiosyncrasy, however, which uneducated
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Elements of the Philosophy of Right

men display, since their behaviour is not governed by the universal
characteristics of the situation. Similarly, an uneducated man is apt
to hurt the feelings of his neighbours. He simply lets himself go and
does not reflect on the susceptibilities of others. It is not that he
intends to hurt them, but his conduct is not consonant with his inten-
tion. Thus education rubs the edges off particular characteristics until
a man conducts himself in accordance with the nature of the thing.
Genuine originality, which produces the real thing, demands genuine
education, while bastard originality adopts eccentricities which only
enter the heads of the uneducated.

A. The System of Needs
b) The Kind of Work

§197

The multiplicity of objects and situations which excite interest is the 
stage on which theoretical education develops. This education consists 
in possessing not simply a multiplicity of ideas and facts, but also a 
flexibility and rapidity of mind, ability to pass from one idea to an-
other, to grasp complex and general relations, and so on. It is the 
education of the understanding in every way, and so also the build-
ing up of language. Practical education, acquired through working, 
consists first in the automatically recurrent need for something to do 
and the habit of simply being busy; next, in the strict adaptation of 
one’s activity according not only to the nature of the material worked 
on, but also, and especially, to the pleasure of other workers; and fi-
nally, in a habit, produced by this discipline, of objective activity and 
universally recognised aptitudes.

Addition: The savage is lazy and is distinguished from the educated 
man by his brooding stupidity, because practical education is just ed-
ucation in the need and habit of being busy. A clumsy man always 
produces a result he does not intend; he is not master of his own job. 
The skilled worker, on the other hand, may be said to be the man who 
produces the thing as it ought to be and who hits the nail on the head 
without shrinking (keine Sprödigkeit in seinem subjektiven Tun gegen 
den Zweck findet).

B The Administration of Justice

§209

The relatedness arising from the reciprocal bearing on one another of 
needs and labour to satisfy these is first of all reflected into itself as
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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

infinite personality, as abstract right. But it is this very sphere of 
relatedness - a sphere of education, which gives abstract right the de-
terminate existence of being something universally recognised, known, 
and willed, and having a validity and an objective actuality mediated 
by this known and willed character.

Remark: It is part of education, of thinking as the consciousness of the 
single in the form of universality, that the ego comes to be apprehended 
as a universal person in which all are identical. A man counts as a man 
in virtue of his manhood alone, not because he is a Jew, Catholic, 
Protestant, German, Italian, &c. This is an assertion which thinking 
ratifies and to be conscious of it is of infinite importance. It is defective 
only when it is crystallised, e.g. as a cosmopolitanism in opposition 
to the concrete life of the state.

Addition: From one point of view, it is through the working of the 
system of particularity that right becomes an external compulsion as 
a protection of particular interests. Even though this result is due 
to the concept, right nonetheless only becomes something existent be-
cause this is useful for men’s needs. To become conscious in thought of 
his right, man must be trained to think and give up dallying with mere 
sensation. We must invest the objects of our thought with the form 
of universality and similarly we must direct our willing by a universal 
principle. It is only after man has devised numerous needs and after 
their acquisition has become intertwined with his satisfaction, that he 
can frame laws for himself.

C. The Police & the Corporation
a) Police

§239

In its character as a universal family, civil society has the right and 
duty of superintending and influencing education, inasmuch as educa-
tion bears upon the child’s capacity to become a member of society. 
Society’s right here is paramount over the arbitrary and contingent 
preferences of parents, particularly in cases where education is to be 
completed not by the parents but by others. To the same end, society 
must provide public educational facilities so far as is practicable.

Addition: The line which demarcates the rights of parents from those 
of civil society is very hard to draw here. Parents usually suppose 
that in the matter of education they have complete freedom and may 
arrange everything as they like. The chief opposition to any form of 
public education usually comes from parents and it is they who talk
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Elements of the Philosophy of Right

and make an outcry about teachers and schools because they have a 
faddish dislike of them. None the less, society has a right to act on 
principles tested by its experience and to compel parents to send their 
children to school, to have them vaccinated, and so forth. The disputes 
that have arisen in France between the advocates of state supervision 
and those who demand that education shall be free, i.e. at the option 
of the parents, are relevant here.

Subsection 3: The State 

A. Constitutional Law

§270
(1) The abstract actuality or the substantiality of the state consists 
in the fact that its end is the universal interest as such and the 
conser-vation therein of particular interests since the universal 
interest is the substance of these.

(2) But this substantiality of the state is also its necessity, since its 
substantiality is divided into the distinct spheres of its activity which 
correspond to the moments of its concept, and these spheres, owing to 
this substantiality, are thus actually fixed determinate characteristics 
of the state, i.e. its Powers.

(3) But this very substantiality of the state is mind knowing and 
will-ing itself after passing through the forming process of education. 
The state, therefore, knows what it wills and knows it in its 
universality, i.e. as something thought. Hence it works and acts by
reference to consciously adopted ends, known principles, and laws 
which are not merely implicit but are actually present to 
consciousness; and fur-ther, it acts with precise knowledge of existing 
conditions and circum-stances, inasmuch as its actions have a bearing 
on these.

Remark: This is the place to allude to the relation of the state to reli-
gion, because it is often reiterated nowadays that religion is the basis 
of the state, and because those who make this assertion even have the 
impertinence to suggest that, once it is made, political science has said 
its last word. No doctrine is more fitted to produce so much confusion, 
more fitted, indeed to exalt confusion itself to be the constitution of the 
state and the proper form of knowledge.

In the first place, it may seem suspicious that religion is principally 
sought and recommended for times of public calamity, disorder, and 
oppression, and that people are referred to it as a solace in face of 
wrong or as a hope in compensation for loss. Then further, while the 
state is mind on earth (der Geist der in der Welt steht), religion may 
sometimes be looked upon as commanding downright indifference to
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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

earthly interests, the march of events, and current affairs, and so to 
turn men’s attention to religion does not seem to be the way to exalt 
the interest and business of the state into the fundamental and serious 
aim of life. On the contrary, this suggestion seems to assert that 
politics is wholly a matter of caprice and indifference, either because 
this way of talking merely amounts to saying that it is only the aims of 
passion and lawless force, etc., which bear sway in the state, or because 
this recommendation of religion is supposed to be of self-sufficient 
validity, and religion is to claim to decide the law and administer it. 
While it might seem a bitter jest to stifle all animus against tyranny 
by asserting that the oppressed find their consolation in religion, it 
still must not be forgotten that religion may take a form leading to 
the harshest bondage in the fetters of superstition and man’s degraded 
subservience to animals. (The Egyptians and the Hindus, for instance, 
revere animals as beings higher than themselves.) This phenomenon 
may at least make it evident that we ought not to speak of religion 
at all in general terms and that we really need a power to protect us 
from it in some of its forms and to espouse against them the rights of 
reason and self-consciousness.

The essence of the relation between religion and the state can be deter-
mined, however, only if we recall the concept of religion. The content 
of religion is absolute truth, and consequently the religious is the most 
sublime of all dispositions. As intuition, feeling, representative knowl-
edge, its task is concentrated upon God as the unrestricted principle 
and cause on which everything hangs. It thus involves the demand that 
everything else shall be seen in this light and depend on it for corrob-
oration, justification, and verification. It is in being thus related to 
religion that state, laws, and duties all alike acquire for consciousness 
their supreme confirmation and their supreme obligatoriness, because 
even the state, laws, and duties are in their actuality something de-
terminate which passes over into a higher sphere and so into that on 
which it is grounded. It is for this reason that in religion there lies the 
place where man is always assured of finding a consciousness of the 
unchangeable, of the highest freedom and satisfaction, even within all 
the mutability of the world and despite the frustration of his aims and 
the loss of his interests and possessions.

Footnote: Religion, knowledge and science have as their principle a 
form peculiar to each and different from that of the state. They there-
fore enter the state partly as means - means to education and (a higher) 
mentality - partly in so far as they are in essence ends in themselves, 
for the reason that they are embodied in existent institutions. In both 
these respects the principles of the state have, in their application,
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a bearing on them. A comprehensive, concrete treatise on the state 
would also have to deal with those spheres of life is well as with art 
and such things as mere geographical matters, and to consider their 
place in the state and their bearing on it. In this book, however, it 
is the principle of the state in its own special sphere which is being 
fully expounded in accordance with the Ideal, and it is only in passing 
that reference can be made to the principles of religion, &c., and to 
the application of the right of the state to them.

I. The Internal Constitution
b) The Executive

§296

But the fact that a dispassionate, upright, and polite demeanor be-
comes customary [in civil servants] is (i) partly a result of direct edu-
cation in thought and ethical conduct. Such an education is a mental 
counterpoise to the mechanical and semi-mechanical activity involved 
in acquiring the so-called ‘sciences’ of matters connected with adminis-
tration, in the requisite business training, in the actual work done, &c.
(ii) The size of the state, however, is an important factor in producing 
this result, since it diminishes the stress of family and other personal 
ties, and also makes less potent and so less keen such passions as ha-
tred, revenge, &c. In those who are busy with the important questions 
arising in a great state, these subjective interests automatically disap-
pear, and the habit is generated of adopting universal interests, points 
of view, and activities.

c) The Legislature

§314

The purpose of the Estates as an institution is not to be an inherent sine 
qua non of maximum efficiency in the consideration and dispatch of 
state business, since in fact it is only an added efficiency that they can 
supply (see § 301). Their distinctive purpose is that in their pooled 
political knowledge, deliberations, and decisions, the moment of formal 
freedom shall come into its right in respect of those members of civil 
society who are without any share in the executive. Consequently, it is 
knowledge of public business above all which is extended by the 
publicity of Estates debates.

§315

The opening of this opportunity to know has a more universal aspect 
because by this means public opinion first reaches thoughts that are
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true and attains insight into the situation and concept of the state
and its affairs, and so first acquires ability to estimate these more
rationally. By this means also, it becomes acquainted with and learns
to respect the work, abilities, virtues, and dexterity of ministers and
officials. While such publicity provides these abilities with a potent
means of development and a theatre of higher distinction, it is at the
same time another antidote to the self-conceit of individuals singly and
en masse, and another means - indeed one of the chief means - of their
education.

Addition: Estates Assemblies, open to the public, are a great spectacle 
and an excellent education for the citizen, and it is from them that the 
people learns best how to recognise the true character of its interests. 
The idea usually dominant is that everyone knows from the start what 
is best for the state and that the Assembly debate is a mere discus-sion 
of this knowledge. In fact, however, the precise contrary is the truth. It 
is here that there first begin to develop the virtues, abilities, dexterities, 
which have to serve as examples to the public. Of course such debates 
are irksome to ministers, who have to equip themselves with wit and 
eloquence to meet the criticisms there directed against them. None the 
less, publicity here is the chief means of educating the public in national 
affairs. A nation which has such public sittings is far more vitally 
related to the state than one which has no Estates Assembly or one 
which meets in private. It is only because their every step is made 
known publicly in this way that the two Houses keep pace with the 
advance of public opinion, and it then becomes clear that a man’s castle 
building at his fireside with his wife and his friends is one thing, while 
what happens in a great Assembly, where one shrewd idea devours 
another, is something quite different.
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On the Jewish Question

Karl Marx has affected more human lives than has any other
philosopher. He transposed Hegel’s dialectic into the key of economic
materialism, following-out the socialist logic of the French Revolution
in terms of the non-political requisites of emancipation and resolving

into atheism its component tendency to identify Catholicism (and
revealed religion in general) with reaction against rationalist

emancipation. The Industrial Revolution brought the potencies of
the Scientific Revolution into massive realization, changing the

conditions of life totally. Medieval otherworldliness became generally
incredible, but the alienation of the new conditions of existence

called for a new kind of hope. Marx came preaching a kingdom of
social equality: the immiseration of the proletariat in capitalism

would become so intolerable as inevitably to cause the final
revolution, resulting in a post-political communist paradise. Born in
1818, in what is now Trier, Germany, Marx descended from rabbis,

but his father converted to Protestant Christianity because that was
necessary to work as a lawyer in the Rhineland. The Jews had been
emancipated (granted equal civil status) in the wake of Napoleon,

but that gain was reversed in certain German states after the
Congress of Vienna (1815).
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While studying law at the University of Berlin, Marx became 
interested in Hegel’s philosophy, joining in with the Young, or Left, 

Hegelians, including Feuerbach and Bruno Bauer. As opposed to the 
Old, or Right, Hegelians, who believed the dialectical process had 

culminated in the Prussian state and were more religiously 
conservative, the Young employed the dialectical method to catalyze 

political liberalization and attacked religion as prop of retrograde 
politics. Marx moved to Paris in 1843, becoming friends with 

Friedrich Engels. Their Communist Manifesto appeared in 1848. 
Marx moved to London in 1849, and would live there till his death in 

1883.

In our selection, Marx responds to a book by Bauer. “The Jewish 
question” would eventually be taken over by anti-Semitism (even 
unto the horror of the Nazi “Final Solution”), but at first it was a 
way of describing the problematic of Jewish civil disabilities in the 
context of Enlightenment toleration, revolutionary assertion of the 

universalism of human rights, and the rising fervor of
nationalism—the latter in some cases involving stigmitization of  

perceived Jewish singularity in a time of increasing conformism. Marx 
does not really have a politics—or, perhaps, here we have the supreme 

reduction of politics to economics, of the political to the social. 
Unfortunately, when Marxist revolutionaries took control of states, 

they wielded that state power to violently remake the social: 
totalitarianism. Be that as it may, there has been no more effective 

critique of liberalism than Marx’s. Reading Capital, you feel the 
prophetic fire in the words: Marx revolts against human misery.
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On the Jewish Question

First chapter

The German Jews desire emancipation. What kind of emancipation
do they desire? Civic, political emancipation.

Bruno Bauer replies to them: No one in Germany is politically eman-
cipated. We ourselves are not free. How are we to free you? You
Jews are egoists if you demand a special emancipation for yourselves
as Jews. As Germans, you ought to work for the political emanci-
pation of Germany, and as human beings, for the emancipation of
mankind, and you should feel the particular kind of your oppression
and your shame not as an exception to the rule, but on the contrary
as a confirmation of the rule.

Or do the Jews demand the same status as Christian subjects of the
state? In that case, they recognize that the Christian state is justified
and they recognize, too, the regime of general oppression. Why should
they disapprove of their special yoke if they approve of the general
yoke? Why should the German be interested in the liberation of the
Jew, if the Jew is not interested in the liberation of the German?

The Christian state knows only privileges. In this state, the Jew has
the privilege of being a Jew. As a Jew, he has rights which the Chris-
tians do not have. Why should he want rights which he does not have,
but which the Christians enjoy?

In wanting to be emancipated from the Christian state, the Jew is
demanding that the Christian state should give up its religious preju-
dice. Does he, the Jew, give up his religious prejudice? Has he, then,
the right to demand that someone else should renounce his religion?

By its very nature, the Christian state is incapable of emancipating the
Jew; but, adds Bauer, by his very nature the Jew cannot be emanci-
pated. So long as the state is Christian and the Jew is Jewish, the one
is as incapable of granting emancipation as the other is of receiving it.

The Christian state can behave towards the Jew only in the way char-
acteristic of the Christian state - that is, by granting privileges, by per-
mitting the separation of the Jew from the other subjects, but making
him feel the pressure of all the other separate spheres of society, and
feel it all the more intensely because he is in religious opposition to
the dominant religion. But the Jew, too, can behave towards the state
only in a Jewish way - that is, by treating it as something alien to him,
by counterposing his imaginary nationality to the real nationality, by
counterposing his illusory law to the real law, by deeming himself jus-
tified in separating himself from mankind, by abstaining on principle
from taking part in the historical movement, by putting his trust in
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a future which has nothing in common with the future of mankind in
general, and by seeing himself as a member of the Jewish people, and
the Jewish people as the chosen people.

On what grounds, then, do you Jews want emancipation? On account
of your religion? It is the mortal enemy of the state religion. As
citizens? In Germany, there are no citizens. As human beings? But
you are no more human beings than those to whom you appeal.

Bauer has posed the question of Jewish emancipation in a new form,
after giving a critical analysis of the previous formulations and solu-
tions of the question. What, he asks, is the nature of the Jew who
is to be emancipated and of the Christian state that is to emancipate
him? He replies by a critique of the Jewish religion, he analyzes the
religious opposition between Judaism and Christianity, he elucidates
the essence of the Christian state - and he does all this audaciously,
trenchantly, wittily, and with profundity, in a style of writing that is
as precise as it is pithy and vigorous.

How, then, does Bauer solve the Jewish question? What is the result?
The formulation of a question is its solution. The critique of the
Jewish question is the answer to the Jewish question. The summary,
therefore, is as follows:

We must emancipate ourselves before we can emancipate others.

The most rigid form of the opposition between the Jew and the Chris-
tian is the religious opposition. How is an opposition resolved? By
making it impossible. How is religious opposition made impossible?
By abolishing religion. As soon as Jew and Christian recognize that
their respective religions are no more than different stages in the de-
velopment of the human mind, different snake skins cast off by history,
and that man is the snake who sloughed them, the relation of Jew and
Christian is no longer religious but is only a critical, scientific, and
human relation. Science, then, constitutes their unity. But, contra-
dictions in science are resolved by science itself.

The German Jew, in particular, is confronted by the general absence
of political emancipation and the strongly marked Christian charac-
ter of the state. In Bauer’s conception, however, the Jewish question
has a universal significance, independent of specifically German con-
ditions. It is the question of the relation of religion to the state, of the
contradiction between religious constraint and political emancipation.
Emancipation from religion is laid down as a condition, both to the
Jew who wants to be emancipated politically, and to the state which
is to effect emancipation and is itself to be emancipated.
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“Very well,” it is said, and the Jew himself says it, “the Jew is to 
become emancipated not as a Jew, not because he is a Jew, not because 
he possesses such an excellent, universally human principle of morality; 
on the contrary, the Jew will retreat behind the citizen and be a 
citizen, although he is a Jew and is to remain a Jew. That is to say, 
he is and remains a Jew, although he is a citizen and lives in universally 
human conditions: his Jewish and restricted nature triumphs always 
in the end over his human and political obligations. The prejudice 
remains in spite of being outstripped by general principles. But if it 
remains, then, on the contrary, it outstrips everything else.”

“Only sophistically, only apparently, would the Jew be able to remain 
a Jew in the life of the state. Hence, if he wanted to remain a Jew, 
the mere appearance would become the essential and would triumph; 
that is to say, his life in the state would be only a semblance or only 
a temporary exception to the essential and the rule.” (“Bauer, The 
Capacity of Present-Day Jews and Christians to Become Free,”)

Let us hear, on the other hand, how Bauer presents the task of the 
state.

“France,” he says, “has recently shown us” (Proceedings of the Cham-
ber of Deputies, December 26, 1840) “in the connection with the Jew-
ish question - just as it has continually done in all other political ques-
tions - the spectacle of a life which is free, but which revokes its freedom 
by law, hence declaring it to be an appearance, and on the other hand 
contradicting its free laws by its action.” (Bauer, The Jewish Question, 
p. 64)

“In France, universal freedom is not yet the law, the Jewish question 
too has not yet been solved, because legal freedom - the fact that all 
citizens are equal - is restricted in actual life, which is still dominated 
and divided by religious privileges, and this lack of freedom in actual 
life reacts on law and compels the latter to sanction the division of the 
citizens, who as such are free, into oppressed and oppressors.” 

When, therefore, would the Jewish question be solved for France?

“The Jew, for example, would have ceased to be a Jew if he did not 
allow himself to be prevented by his laws from fulfilling his duty to the 
state and his fellow citizens, that is, for example, if on the Sabbath he 
attended the Chamber of Deputies and took part in the official pro-
ceedings. Every religious privilege, and therefore also the monopoly of a 
privileged church, would have been abolished altogether, and if some or 
many persons, or even the overwhelming majority, still be-lieved 
themselves bound to fulfil religious duties, this fulfilment ought
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to be left to them as a purely private matter.” (p. 1) 

“There is no longer any religion when there is no longer any privileged 
religion. Take from religion its exclusive power and it will no longer 
exist.” (p. 2) 

“Just as M. Martin du Nord saw the proposal to omit mention of 
Sunday in the law as a motion to declare that Christianity has ceased 
to exist, with equal reason (and this reason is very well founded) the 
declaration that the law of the Sabbath is no longer binding on the 
Jew would be a proclamation abolishing Judaism.” (p. 3) 

Bauer, therefore, demands, on the one hand, that the Jew should 
renounce Judaism, and that mankind in general should renounce re-
ligion, in order to achieve civic emancipation. On the other hand, 
he quite consistently regards the political abolition of religion as the 
abolition of religion as such. The state which presupposes religion is 
not yet a true, real state.

“Of course, the religious notion affords security to the state. But to 
what state? To what kind of state?” (p. 5) 

At this point, the one-sided formulation of the Jewish question be-
comes evident.

It was by no means sufficient to investigate: Who is to emancipate?
Who is to be emancipated? Criticism had to investigate a third point. 
It had to inquire: What kind of emancipation is in question? What 
conditions follow from the very nature of the emancipation that is 
demanded? Only the criticism of political emancipation itself would 
have been the conclusive criticism of the Jewish question and its real 
merging in “the general question of time.”

Because Bauer does not raise the question to this level, he becomes 
entangled in contradictions. He puts forward conditions which are not 
based on the nature of political emancipation itself. He raises ques-
tions which are not part of his problem, and he solves problems which 
leave this question unanswered. When Bauer says of the opponents 
of Jewish emancipation: “Their error was only that they assumed the 
Christian state to be the only true one and did not subject it to the 
same criticism that they applied to Judaism” (op. cit., p. 3,) we find 
that his error lies in the fact that he subjects to criticism only the 
“Christian state,” not the “state as such,” that he does not inves-tigate 
the relation of political emancipation to human emancipation and, 
therefore, puts forward conditions which can be explained only by 
uncritical confusion of political emancipation with general human
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emancipation. If Bauer asks the Jews: Have you, from your stand-
point, the right to want political emancipation? We ask the converse 
question: Does the standpoint of political emancipation give the right 
to demand from the Jew the abolition of Judaism and from man the 
abolition of religion?

The Jewish question acquires a different form depending on the state 
in which the Jew lives. In Germany, where there is no political state, 
no state as such, the Jewish question is a purely theological one. The 
Jew finds himself in religious opposition to the state, which recog-
nizes Christianity as its basis. This state is a theologian ex professo. 
Criticism here is criticism of theology, a double-edged criticism - criti-
cism of Christian theology and of Jewish theology. Hence, we continue 
to operate in the sphere of theology, however much we may operate 
critically within it.

In France, a constitutional state, the Jewish question is a question 
of constitutionalism, the question of the incompleteness of political 
emancipation. Since the semblance of a state religion is retained here, 
although in a meaningless and self-contradictory formula, that of a 
religion of the majority, the relation of the Jew to the state retains 
the semblance of a religious, theological opposition.

Only in the North American states - at least, in some of them - does 
the Jewish question lose its theological significance and become a really 
secular question. Only where the political state exists in its completely 
developed form can the relation of the Jew, and of the religious man 
in general, to the political state, and therefore the relation of religion 
to the state, show itself in its specific character, in its purity. The 
criticism of this relation ceases to be theological criticism as soon as 
the state ceases to adopt a theological attitude toward religion, as soon 
as it behaves towards religion as a state - i.e., politically. Criticism, 
then, becomes criticism of the political state. At this point, where 
the question ceases to be theological, Bauer’s criticism ceases to be 
critical.

“In the United States there is neither a state religion nor a religion de-
clared to be that of the majority, nor the predominance of one cult over 
another. The state stands aloof from all cults.” (Marie ou l’esclavage 
aux Etats-Unis, etc., by G. de Beaumont)

Indeed, there are some North American states where “the constitution 
does not impose any religious belief or religious practice as a condition 
of political rights.” 

Nevertheless, “in the United States people do not believe that a man
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without religion could be an honest man.” 

Nevertheless, North America is pre-eminently the country of religios-
ity, as Beaumont, Tocqueville, and the Englishman Hamilton unani-
mously assure us. The North American states, however, serve us only 
as an example. The question is: What is the relation of complete po-
litical emancipation to religion? If we find that even in the country 
of complete political emancipation, religion not only exists, but dis-
plays a fresh and vigorous vitality, that is proof that the existence of 
religion is not in contradiction to the perfection of the state. Since, 
however, the existence of religion is the existence of defect, the source 
of this defect can only be sought in the nature of the state itself. We 
no longer regard religion as the cause, but only as the manifestation 
of secular narrowness. Therefore, we explain the religious limitations 
of the free citizen by their secular limitations. We do not assert that 
they must overcome their religious narrowness in order to get rid of 
their secular restrictions, we assert that they will overcome their re-
ligious narrowness once they get rid of their secular restrictions. We 
do not turn secular questions into theological ones. History has long 
enough been merged into superstition, we now merge superstition into 
his-tory. The question of the relation of political emancipation to 
religion becomes for us the question of the relation of political 
emancipation to human emancipation. We criticize the religious 
weakness of the po-litical state by criticizing the political state in its 
secular form, apart from its weaknesses as regards religion. The 
contradiction between the state and a particular religion, for 
instance Judaism, is given by us a human form as the contradiction 
between the state and particular secular elements; the contradiction 
between the state and religion in general as the contradiction 
between the state and its presuppositions in general.

The political emancipation of the Jew, the Christian, and, in general, 
of religious man, is the emancipation of the state from Judaism, from 
Christianity, from religion in general. In its own form, in the manner 
characteristic of its nature, the state as a state emancipates itself from 
religion by emancipating itself from the state religion - that is to say, 
by the state as a state not professing any religion, but, on the contrary, 
asserting itself as a state. The political emancipation from religion is 
not a religious emancipation that has been carried through to comple-
tion and is free from contradiction, because political emancipation is 
not a form of human emancipation which has been carried through to 
completion and is free from contradiction.

The limits of political emancipation are evident at once from the fact 
that the state can free itself from a restriction without man being
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really free from this restriction, that the state can be a free state [pun 
on word Freistaat , which also means republic] without man being a 
free man. Bauer himself tacitly admits this when he lays down the 
following condition for political emancipation:

“Every religious privilege, and therefore also the monopoly of a priv-
ileged church, would have been abolished altogether, and if some or 
many persons, or even the overwhelming majority, still believed them-
selves bound to fulfil religious duties, this fulfilment ought to be left to 
them as a purely private matter.” (The Jewish Question)

It is possible, therefore, for the state to have emancipated itself from 
religion even if the overwhelming majority is still religious. And the 
overwhelming majority does not cease to be religious through being 
religious in private.

But, the attitude of the state, and of the republic [free state] in par-
ticular, to religion is, after all, only the attitude to religion of the 
men who compose the state. It follows from this that man frees him-
self through the medium of the state, that he frees himself politically 
from a limitation when, in contradiction with himself, he raises him-
self above this limitation in an abstract, limited, and partial way. It 
follows further that, by freeing himself politically, man frees himself 
in a roundabout way, through an intermediary, although an essential 
intermediary. It follows, finally, that man, even if he proclaims himself 
an atheist through the medium of the state - that is, if he proclaims 
the state to be atheist - still remains in the grip of religion, precisely 
because he acknowledges himself only by a roundabout route, only 
through an intermediary. Religion is precisely the recognition of man 
in a roundabout way, through an intermediary. The state is the in-
termediary between man and man’s freedom. Just as Christ is the 
intermediary to whom man transfers the burden of all his divinity, all 
his religious constraints, so the state is the intermediary to whom 
man transfers all his non-divinity and all his human unconstraint.

The political elevation of man above religion shares all the defects and 
all the advantages of political elevation in general. The state as a state 
annuls, for instance, private property, man declares by political means 
that private property is abolished as soon as the property qualification 
for the right to elect or be elected is abolished, as has occurred in many 
states of North America. Hamilton quite correctly interprets this fact 
from a political point of view as meaning:

“the masses have won a victory over the property owners and financial 
wealth.” (Thomas Hamilton, Men and Manners in America)
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Is not private property abolished in idea if the non-property owner has 
become the legislator for the property owner? The property qualifica-
tion for the suffrage is the last political form of giving recognition to 
private property.

Nevertheless, the political annulment of private property not only fails 
to abolish private property but even presupposes it. The state abol-
ishes, in its own way, distinctions of birth, social rank, education, 
occupation, when it declares that birth, social rank, education, oc-
cupation, are non-political distinctions, when it proclaims, without 
regard to these distinctions, that every member of the nation is an 
equal participant in national sovereignty, when it treats all elements 
of the real life of the nation from the standpoint of the state. Nev-
ertheless, the state allows private property, education, occupation, to 
act in their way - i.e., as private property, as education, as occupation, 
and to exert the influence of their special nature. Far from abolish-
ing these real distinctions, the state only exists on the presupposition 
of their existence; it feels itself to be a political state and asserts its 
universality only in opposition to these elements of its being. Hegel, 
therefore, defines the relation of the political state to religion quite 
correctly when he says:

“In order that the state should come into existence as the self-knowing, 
moral reality of the mind, its distinction from the form of authority 
and faith is essential. But this distinction emerges only insofar as the 
ecclesiastical aspect arrives at a separation within itself. It is only in 
this way that the state, above the particular churches, has achieved and 
brought into existence universality of thought, which is the principle 
of its form.” (Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, 1st edition, p. 346)

Of course! Only in this way, above the particular elements, does the 
state constitute itself as universality.

The perfect political state is, by its nature, man’s species-life, as op-
posed to his material life. All the preconditions of this egoistic life 
continue to exist in civil society outside the sphere of the state, but 
as qualities of civil society. Where the political state has attained its 
true development, man - not only in thought, in consciousness, but in 
reality, in life - leads a twofold life, a heavenly and an earthly life: life 
in the political community, in which he considers himself a communal 
being, and life in civil society, in which he acts as a private individual, 
regards other men as a means, degrades himself into a means, and be-
comes the plaything of alien powers. The relation of the political state 
to civil society is just as spiritual as the relations of heaven to earth. 
The political state stands in the same opposition to civil society, and
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it prevails over the latter in the same way as religion prevails over the 
narrowness of the secular world - i.e., by likewise having always to 
acknowledge it, to restore it, and allow itself to be dominated by it. 
In his most immediate reality, in civil society, man is a secular being. 
Here, where he regards himself as a real individual, and is so regarded 
by others, he is a fictitious phenomenon. In the state, on the other 
hand, where man is regarded as a species-being, he is the imaginary 
member of an illusory sovereignty, is deprived of his real individual life 
and endowed with an unreal universality.

Man, as the adherent of a particular religion, finds himself in conflict 
with his citizenship and with other men as members of the community. 
This conflict reduces itself to the secular division between the politi-
cal state and civil society. For man as a bourgeois [i.e., as a member 
of civil society, “bourgeois society” in German], “life in the state” is 
“only a semblance or a temporary exception to the essential and the 
rule.” Of course, the bourgeois, like the Jew, remains only sophistically 
in the sphere of political life, just as the citoyen ['citizen’ in French, i.e., 
the participant in political life] only sophistically remains a Jew or a 
bourgeois. But, this sophistry is not personal. It is the sophistry of the 
political state itself. The difference between the merchant and the 
citizen [Staatsbürger ], between the day-laborer and the citizen, be-
tween the landowner and the citizen, between the merchant and the 
citizen, between the living individual and the citizen. The contradic-
tion in which the religious man finds himself with the political man is 
the same contradiction in which the bourgeois finds himself with the 
citoyen, and the member of civil society with his political lion’s skin.

This secular conflict, to which the Jewish question ultimately reduces 
itself, the relation between the political state and its preconditions, 
whether these are material elements, such as private property, etc., or 
spiritual elements, such as culture or religion, the conflict between the 
general interest and private interest, the schism between the political 
state and civil society - these secular antitheses Bauer allows to persist, 
whereas he conducts a polemic against their religious expression.

“It is precisely the basis of civil society, the need that ensures the 
continuance of this society and guarantees its necessity, which exposes 
its existence to continual dangers, maintains in it an element of uncer-
tainty, and produces that continually changing mixture of poverty and 
riches, of distress and prosperity, and brings about change in general.” 

Compare the whole section “Civil Society”, which has been drawn up 
along the basic lines of Hegel’s philosophy of law. Civil society,
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in its opposition to the political state, is recognized as necessary, 
because the political state is recognized as necessary.

Political emancipation is, of course, a big step forward. True, it is not 
the final form of human emancipation in general, but it is the final 
form of human emancipation within the hitherto existing world order. 
It goes without saying that we are speaking here of real, practical 
emancipation.

Man emancipates himself politically from religion by banishing it from 
the sphere of public law to that of private law. Religion is no longer the 
spirit of the state, in which man behaves - although in a limited way, 
in a particular form, and in a particular sphere - as a species-being, in 
community with other men. Religion has become the spirit of civil so-
ciety, of the sphere of egoism, of bellum omnium contra omnes. It is no 
longer the essence of community, but the essence of difference. It has 
become the expression of man’s separation from his community, from 
himself and from other men - as it was originally. It is only the ab-
stract avowal of specific perversity, private whimsy, and arbitrariness. 
The endless fragmentation of religion in North America, for example, 
gives it even externally the form of a purely individual affair. It has 
been thrust among the multitude of private interests and ejected from 
the community as such. But one should be under no illusion about 
the limits of political emancipation. The division of the human being 
into a public man and a private man, the displacement of religion from 
the state into civil society, this is not a stage of political emancipation 
but its completion; this emancipation, therefore, neither abolished the 
real religiousness of man, nor strives to do so.

The decomposition of man into Jew and citizen, Protestant and citi-
zen, religious man and citizen, is neither a deception directed against 
citizenhood, nor is it a circumvention of political emancipation, it 
is political emancipation itself, the political method of emancipating 
oneself from religion. Of course, in periods when the political state 
as such is born violently out of civil society, when political liberation 
is the form in which men strive to achieve their liberation, the state 
can and must go as far as the abolition of religion, the destruction 
of religion. But it can do so only in the same way that it proceeds 
to the abolition of private property, to the maximum, to confiscation, 
to progressive taxation, just as it goes as far as the abolition of life, 
the guillotine. At times of special self-confidence, political life seeks to 
suppress its prerequisite, civil society and the elements composing this 
society, and to constitute itself as the real species-life of man, devoid 
of contradictions. But, it can achieve this only by coming into violent 
contradiction with its own conditions of life, only by declaring the
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revolution to be permanent, and, therefore, the political drama neces-
sarily ends with the re-establishment of religion, private property, and
all elements of civil society, just as war ends with peace.

Indeed, the perfect Christian state is not the so-called Christian state
- which acknowledges Christianity as its basis, as the state religion,
and, therefore, adopts an exclusive attitude towards other religions.
On the contrary, the perfect Christian state is the atheistic state, the
democratic state, the state which relegates religion to a place among
the other elements of civil society. The state which is still theological,
which still officially professes Christianity as its creed, which still does
not dare to proclaim itself as a state, has, in its reality as a state, not
yet succeeded in expressing the human basis - of which Christianity
is the high-flown expression - in a secular, human form. The so-called
Christian state is simply nothing more than a non-state, since it is
not Christianity as a religion, but only the human background of the
Christian religion, which can find its expression in actual human cre-
ations.

The so-called Christian state is the Christian negation of the state, but
by no means the political realization of Christianity. The state which
still professes Christianity in the form of religion, does not yet profess it
in the form appropriate to the state, for it still has a religious attitude
towards religion - that is to say, it is not the true implementation
of the human basis of religion, because it still relies on the unreal,
imaginary form of this human core. The so-called Christian state
is the imperfect state, and the Christian religion is regarded by it
as the supplementation and sanctification of its imperfection. For
the Christian state, therefore, religion necessarily becomes a means;
hence, it is a hypocritical state. It makes a great difference whether
the complete state, because of the defect inherent in the general nature
of the state, counts religion among its presuppositions, or whether
the incomplete state, because of the defect inherent in its particular
existence as a defective state, declares that religion is its basis. In the
latter case, religion becomes imperfect politics. In the former case, the
imperfection even of consummate politics becomes evident in religion.
The so-called Christian state needs the Christian religion in order to
complete itself as a state. The democratic state, the real state, does
not need religion for its political completion. On the contrary, it can
disregard religion because in it the human basis of religion is realized
in a secular manner. The so-called Christian state, on the other hand,
has a political attitude to religion and a religious attitude to politics.
By degrading the forms of the state to mere semblance, it equally
degrades religion to mere semblance.
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In order to make this contradiction clearer, let us consider Bauer’s 
projection of the Christian state, a projection based on his observation 
of the Christian-German state.

“Recently,” says Bauer, “in order to prove the impossibility or non-
existence of a Christian state, reference has frequently been made to 
those sayings in the Gospel with which the [present-day] state not 
only does not comply, but cannot possibly comply, if it does not want 
to dissolve itself completely [as a state].” “But the matter cannot be 
disposed of so easily. What do these Gospel sayings demand? Super-
natural renunciation of self, submission to the authority of revelation, 
a turning-away from the state, the abolition of secular conditions. 
Well, the Christian state demands and accomplishes all that. It has 
assimilated the spirit of the Gospel, and if it does not reproduce this 
spirit in the same terms as the Gospel, that occurs only because it 
expresses this spirit in political forms, i.e., in forms which, it is true, 
are taken from the political system in this world, but which in the re-
ligious rebirth that they have to undergo become degraded to a mere 
semblance. This is a turning-away from the state while making use of 
political forms for its realization.”

Bauer then explains that the people of a Christian state is only a non-
people, no longer having a will of its own, but whose true existence lies 
in the leader to whom it is subjected, although this leader by his origin 
and nature is alien to it - i.e., given by God and imposed on the people 
without any co-operation on its part. Bauer declares that the laws of 
such a people are not its own creation, but are actual revelations, 
that its supreme chief needs privileged intermediaries with the people 
in the strict sense, with the masses, and that the masses themselves 
are divided into a multitude of particular groupings which are formed 
and determined by chance, which are differentiated by their interests, 
their particular passions and prejudices, and obtain permission as a 
privilege, to isolate themselves from one another, etc.

However, Bauer himself says:

“Politics, if it is to be nothing but religion, ought not to be politics, 
just as the cleaning of saucepans, if it is to be accepted as a religious 
matter, ought not to be regarded as a matter of domestic economy.” 

In the Christian-German state, however, religion is an “economic mat-
ter” just as “economic matters” belong to the sphere of religion. The 
domination of religion in the Christian-German state is the religion of 
domination.
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The separation of the “spirit of the Gospel” from the “letter of the
Gospel” is an irreligious act. A state which makes the Gospel speak
in the language of politics - that is, in another language than that of
the Holy Ghost - commits sacrilege, if not in human eyes, then in the
eyes of its own religion. The state which acknowledges Christianity as
its supreme criterion, and the Bible as its Charter, must be confronted
with the words of Holy Scripture, for every word of Scripture is holy.
This state, as well as the human rubbish on which it is based, is caught
in a painful contradiction that is insoluble from the standpoint of reli-
gious consciousness when it is referred to those sayings of the Gospel
with which it “not only does not comply, but cannot possibly comply,
if it does not want to dissolve itself completely as a state.” And why
does it not want to dissolve itself completely? The state itself cannot
give an answer either to itself or to others. In its own consciousness,
the official Christian state is an imperative, the realization of which is
unattainable, the state can assert the reality of its existence only by
lying to itself, and therefore always remains in its own eyes an object
of doubt, an unreliable, problematic object. Criticism is, therefore,
fully justified in forcing the state that relies on the Bible into a mental
derangement in which it no longer knows whether it is an illusion or a
reality, and in which the infamy of its secular aims, for which religion
serves as a cloak, comes into insoluble conflict with the sincerity of
its religious consciousness, for which religion appears as the aim of
the world. This state can only save itself from its inner torment if it
becomes the police agent of the Catholic Church. In relation to the
church, which declares the secular power to be its servant, the state is
powerless, the secular power which claims to be the rule of the religious
spirit is powerless.

It is, indeed, estrangement which matters in the so-called Christian
state, but not man. The only man who counts, the king, is a being
specifically different from other men, and is, moreover, a religious be-
ing, directly linked with heaven, with God. The relationships which
prevail here are still relationships dependent of faith. The religious
spirit, therefore, is still not really secularized.

But, furthermore, the religious spirit cannot be really secularized, for
what is it in itself but the non-secular form of a stage in the develop-
ment of the human mind? The religious spirit can only be secularized
insofar as the stage of development of the human mind of which it
is the religious expression makes its appearance and becomes consti-
tuted in its secular form. This takes place in the democratic state.
Not Christianity, but the human basis of Christianity is the basis of
this state. Religion remains the ideal, non-secular consciousness of
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its members, because religion is the ideal form of the stage of human
development achieved in this state.

The members of the political state are religious owing to the dualism
between individual life and species-life, between the life of civil society
and political life. They are religious because men treat the political life
of the state, an area beyond their real individuality, as if it were their
true life. They are religious insofar as religion here is the spirit of civil
society, expressing the separation and remoteness of man from man.
Political democracy is Christian since in it man, not merely one man
but everyman, ranks as sovereign, as the highest being, but it is man
in his uncivilized, unsocial form, man in his fortuitous existence, man
just as he is, man as he has been corrupted by the whole organization
of our society, who has lost himself, been alienated, and handed over
to the rule of inhuman conditions and elements - in short, man who
is not yet a real species-being. That which is a creation of fantasy,
a dream, a postulate of Christianity, i.e., the sovereignty of man -
but man as an alien being different from the real man - becomes, in
democracy, tangible reality, present existence, and secular principle.

In the perfect democracy, the religious and theological consciousness
itself is in its own eyes the more religious and the more theological be-
cause it is apparently without political significance, without worldly
aims, the concern of a disposition that shuns the world, the expression
of intellectual narrow-mindedness, the product of arbitrariness and
fantasy, and because it is a life that is really of the other world. Chris-
tianity attains, here, the practical expression of its universal-religious
significance in that the most diverse world outlooks are grouped along-
side one another in the form of Christianity and still more because it
does not require other people to profess Christianity, but only religion
in general, any kind of religion (cf. Beaumont’s work quoted above).
The religious consciousness revels in the wealth of religious contradic-
tions and religious diversity.

We have, thus, shown that political emancipation from religion leaves
religion in existence, although not a privileged religion. The contra-
diction in which the adherent of a particular religion finds himself
involved in relation to his citizenship is only one aspect of the univer-
sal secular contradiction between the political state and civil society.
The consummation of the Christian state is the state which acknowl-
edges itself as a state and disregards the religion of its members. The
emancipation of the state from religion is not the emancipation of the
real man from religion.

Therefore, we do not say to the Jews, as Bauer does: You cannot
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be emancipated politically without emancipating yourselves radically 
from Judaism. On the contrary, we tell them: Because you can be 
emancipated politically without renouncing Judaism completely and 
incontrovertibly, political emancipation itself is not human emancipa-
tion. If you Jews want to be emancipated politically, without eman-
cipating yourselves humanly, the half-hearted approach and contra-
diction is not in you alone, it is inherent in the nature and category 
of political emancipation. If you find yourself within the confines of 
this category, you share in a general confinement. Just as the state 
evangelizes when, although it is a state, it adopts a Christian attitude 
towards the Jews, so the Jew acts politically when, although a Jew, 
he demands civic rights.

But, if a man, although a Jew, can be emancipated politically and 
receive civic rights, can he lay claim to the so-called rights of man and 
receive them? Bauer denies it.

“The question is whether the Jew as such, that is, the Jew who himself 
admits that he is compelled by his true nature to live permanently in 
separation from other men, is capable of receiving the universal rights 
of man and of conceding them to others.”

“For the Christian world, the idea of the rights of man was only dis-
covered in the last century. It is not innate in men; on the contrary, it 
is gained only in a struggle against the historical traditions in which 
hitherto man was brought up. Thus the rights of man are not a gift of 
nature, not a legacy from past history, but the reward of the struggle 
against the accident of birth and against the privileges which up to 
now have been handed down by history from generation to generation. 
These rights are the result of culture, and only one who has earned 
and deserved them can possess them.”

“Can the Jew really take possession of them? As long as he is a Jew, 
the restricted nature which makes him a Jew is bound to triumph over 
the human nature which should link him as a man with other men, 
and will separate him from non-Jews. He declares by this separation 
that the particular nature which makes him a Jew is his true, highest 
nature, before which human nature has to give way.”

“Similarly, the Christian as a Christian cannot grant the rights of 
man.”

According to Bauer, man has to sacrifice the “privilege of faith” to 
be able to receive the universal rights of man. Let us examine, for a 
moment, the so-called rights of man - to be precise, the rights of man 
in their authentic form, in the form which they have among those
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who discovered them, the North Americans and the French. These 
rights of man are, in part, political rights, rights which can only be 
exercised in community with others. Their content is participation in 
the community, and specifically in the political community, in the life 
of the state. They come within the category of political freedom, the 
category of civic rights, which, as we have seen, in no way presuppose 
the incontrovertible and positive abolition of religion - nor, therefore, 
of Judaism. There remains to be examined the other part of the rights 
of man - the droits d’homme, insofar as these differ from the droits 
d’citoyen.

Included among them is freedom of conscience, the right to practice 
any religion one chooses. The privilege of faith is expressly recognized 
either as a right of man or as the consequence of a right of man, that 
of liberty.

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, 1791, Article 10: 
“No one is to be subjected to annoyance because of his opinions, 
even religious opinions.” “The freedom of every man to practice the 
religion of which he is an adherent.”

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, 1793, 
includes among the rights of man, Article 7: “The free exercise 
of religion.” Indeed, in regard to man’s right to express his thoughts 
and opinions, to hold meetings, and to exercise his religion, it is 
even stated: “The necessity of proclaiming these rights presupposes 
either the existence or the recent memory of despotism.” 
Compare the Constitution of 1795, Section XIV, Article 354.

Constitution of Pennsylvania”, Article 9, § 3: “All men have received 
from nature the imprescriptible right to worship the Almighty accord-
ing to the dictates of their conscience, and no one can be legally com-
pelled to follow, establish, or support against his will any religion or 
religious ministry. No human authority can, in any circumstances, 
intervene in a matter of conscience or control the forces of the soul.”

Constitution of New Hampshire, Articles 5 and 6: “Among these 
nat-ural rights some are by nature inalienable since nothing can 
replace them. The rights of conscience are among them.” (Beaumont, 
op. cit., pp. 213, 214)

Incompatibility between religion and the rights of man is to such a 
degree absent from the concept of the rights of man that, on the con-
trary, a man’s right to be religious, in any way he chooses, to practise 
his own particular religion, is expressly included among the rights of 
man. The privilege of faith is a universal right of man.
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The droits de l’homme, the rights of man, are, as such, distinct from 
the droits du citoyen, the rights of the citizen. Who is homme as 
distinct from citoyen? None other than the member of civil society. 
Why is the member of civil society called “man,” simply man; why are 
his rights called the rights of man? How is this fact to be explained?
From the relationship between the political state and civil society, from 
the nature of political emancipation.

Above all, we note the fact that the so-called rights of man, the droits 
de l’homme as distinct from the droits du citoyen, are nothing but the 
rights of a member of civil society - i.e., the rights of egoistic man, of 
man separated from other men and from the community. Let us hear 
what the most radical Constitution, the Constitution of 1793, has to 
say:

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Article 2. “These 
rights, etc., (the natural and imprescriptible rights) are: equality, lib-
erty, security, property.”

What constitutes liberty?

Article 6. “Liberty is the power which man has to do everything that 
does not harm the rights of others,” or, according to the Declaration 
of the Rights of Man of 1791: “Liberty consists in being able to do 
everything which does not harm others.”

Liberty, therefore, is the right to do everything that harms no one else. 
The limits within which anyone can act without harming someone 
else are defined by law, just as the boundary between two fields is 
determined by a boundary post. It is a question of the liberty of 
man as an isolated monad, withdrawn into himself. Why is the Jew, 
according to Bauer, incapable of acquiring the rights of man?

“As long as he is a Jew, the restricted nature which makes him a Jew 
is bound to triumph over the human nature which should link him as 
a man with other men, and will separate him from non-Jews.”

But, the right of man to liberty is based not on the association of man 
with man, but on the separation of man from man. It is the right of 
this separation, the right of the restricted individual, withdrawn into 
himself.

The practical application of man’s right to liberty is man’s right to 
private property.

What constitutes man’s right to private property?

Article 16 (Constitution of 1793): “The right of property is that

37



Marx

which every citizen has of enjoying and of disposing at his discretion 
of his goods and income, of the fruits of his labor and industry.”

The right of man to private property is, therefore, the right to enjoy 
one’s property and to dispose of it at one’s discretion (à son gré), 
without regard to other men, independently of society, the right of 
self-interest. This individual liberty and its application form the basis 
of civil society. It makes every man see in other men not the realization 
of his own freedom, but the barrier to it. But, above all, it proclaims 
the right of man

“of enjoying and of disposing at his discretion of his goods and income, 
of the fruits of his labor and industry.”

There remain the other rights of man: égalité and sûreté.

Equality, used here in its non-political sense, is nothing but the equal-
ity of the liberté described above – namely: each man is to the same 
extent regarded as such a self-sufficient monad. The Constitution of 
1795 defines the concept of this equality, in accordance with this sig-
nificance, as follows:

Article 5 (Constitution of 1795): “Equality consists in the law being 
the same for all, whether it protects or punishes.”

And security?

Article 8 (Constitution of 1793): “Security consists in the protection 
afforded by society to each of its members for the preservation of his 
person, his rights, and his property.”

Security is the highest social concept of civil society, the concept of 
police, expressing the fact that the whole of society exists only in order 
to guarantee to each of its members the preservation of his person, his 
rights, and his property. It is in this sense that Hegel calls civil society 
“the state of need and reason.”

The concept of security does not raise civil society above its egoism. 
On the contrary, security is the insurance of egoism.

None of the so-called rights of man, therefore, go beyond egoistic man, 
beyond man as a member of civil society – that is, an individual with-
drawn into himself, into the confines of his private interests and private 
caprice, and separated from the community. In the rights of man, he 
is far from being conceived as a species-being; on the contrary, species-
like itself, society, appears as a framework external to the individuals, 
as a restriction of their original independence. The sole bond hold-
ing them together is natural necessity, need and private interest, the
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preservation of their property and their egoistic selves.

It is puzzling enough that a people which is just beginning to liberate 
itself, to tear down all the barriers between its various sections, and 
to establish a political community, that such a people solemnly pro-
claims (Declaration of 1791) the rights of egoistic man separated from 
his fellow men and from the community, and that indeed it repeats this 
proclamation at a moment when only the most heroic devotion can save 
the nation, and is therefore imperatively called for, at a mo-ment when 
the sacrifice of all the interest of civil society must be the order of the 
day, and egoism must be punished as a crime. (Declara-tion of the 
Rights of Man, etc., of 1793) This fact becomes still more puzzling when 
we see that the political emancipators go so far as to reduce citizenship, 
and the political community, to a mere means for maintaining these so-
called rights of man, that, therefore, the citoyen is declared to be the 
servant of egotistic homme, that the sphere in which man acts as a 
communal being is degraded to a level below the sphere in which he acts 
as a partial being, and that, finally, it is not man as citoyen, but man as 
private individual [bourgeois] who is considered to be the essential and 
true man.

“The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural 
and imprescriptible rights of man.” (Declaration of the Rights, etc., of 
1791, Article 2)

“Government is instituted in order to guarantee man the enjoyment 
of his natural and imprescriptible rights.” (Declaration, etc., of 1793, 
Article 1)

Hence, even in moments when its enthusiasm still has the freshness of 
youth and is intensified to an extreme degree by the force of circum-
stances, political life declares itself to be a mere means, whose purpose 
is the life of civil society. It is true that its revolutionary practice is in 
flagrant contradiction with its theory. Whereas, for example, security 
is declared one of the rights of man, violation of the privacy of cor-
respondence is openly declared to be the order of the day. Whereas 
“unlimited freedom of the press” (Constitution of 1793, Article 122) is 
guaranteed as a consequence of the right of man to individual liberty, 
freedom of the press is totally destroyed, because “freedom of the press 
should not be permitted when it endangers public liberty.” (“Robe-
spierre jeune,” Historie parlementaire de la Révolution française by 
Buchez and Roux) That is to say, therefore: The right of man to liberty 
ceases to be a right as soon as it comes into conflict with political life, 
whereas in theory political life is only the guarantee of human rights, 
the rights of the individual, and therefore must be
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abandoned as soon as it comes into contradiction with its aim, with
these rights of man. But, practice is merely the exception, theory is
the rule. But even if one were to regard revolutionary practice as the
correct presentation of the relationship, there would still remain the
puzzle of why the relationship is turned upside-down in the minds of
the political emancipators and the aim appears as the means, while the
means appears as the aim. This optical illusion of their consciousness
would still remain a puzzle, although now a psychological, a theoretical
puzzle.

The puzzle is easily solved.

Political emancipation is, at the same time, the dissolution of the old
society on which the state alienated from the people, the sovereign
power, is based. What was the character of the old society? It can
be described in one word – feudalism. The character of the old civil
society was directly political – that is to say, the elements of civil life,
for example, property, or the family, or the mode of labor, were raised
to the level of elements of political life in the form of seigniory, estates,
and corporations. In this form, they determined the relation of the
individual to the state as a whole – i.e., his political relation, that is,
his relation of separation and exclusion from the other components of
society. For that organization of national life did not raise property or
labor to the level of social elements; on the contrary, it completed their
separation from the state as a whole and constituted them as discrete
societies within society. Thus, the vital functions and conditions of
life of civil society remained, nevertheless, political, although political
in the feudal sense – that is to say, they secluded the individual from
the state as a whole and they converted the particular relation of his
corporation to the state as a whole into his general relation to the life
of the nation, just as they converted his particular civil activity and
situation into his general activity and situation. As a result of this
organization, the unity of the state, and also the consciousness, will,
and activity of this unity, the general power of the state, are likewise
bound to appear as the particular affair of a ruler and of his servants,
isolated from the people.

The political revolution which overthrew this sovereign power and
raised state affairs to become affairs of the people, which constituted
the political state as a matter of general concern, that is, as a real
state, necessarily smashed all estates, corporations, guilds, and privi-
leges, since they were all manifestations of the separation of the people
from the community. The political revolution thereby abolished the po-
litical character of civil society. It broke up civil society into its simple
component parts; on the one hand, the individuals; on the other hand,
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the material and spiritual elements constituting the content of the life 
and social position of these individuals. It set free the political spirit, 
which had been, as it were, split up, partitioned, and dispersed in the 
various blind alleys of feudal society. It gathered the dispersed parts 
of the political spirit, freed it from its intermixture with civil life, and 
established it as the sphere of the community, the general concern of 
the nation, ideally independent of those particular elements of civil 
life. A person’s distinct activity and distinct situation in life were re-
duced to a merely individual significance. They no longer constituted 
the general relation of the individual to the state as a whole. Public 
affairs as such, on the other hand, became the general affair of each 
individual, and the political function became the individual’s general 
function.

But, the completion of the idealism of the state was at the same time 
the completion of the materialism of civil society. Throwing off the 
political yoke meant at the same time throwing off the bonds which 
restrained the egoistic spirit of civil society. Political emancipation 
was, at the same time, the emancipation of civil society from politics, 
from having even the semblance of a universal content.

Feudal society was resolved into its basic element – man, but man as 
he really formed its basis – egoistic man.

This man, the member of civil society, is thus the basis, the precon-
dition, of the political state. He is recognized as such by this state in 
the rights of man.

The liberty of egoistic man and the recognition of this liberty, however, 
is rather the recognition of the unrestrained movement of the spiritual 
and material elements which form the content of his life.

Hence, man was not freed from religion, he received religious freedom. 
He was not freed from property, he received freedom to own property. 
He was not freed from the egoism of business, he received freedom to 
engage in business.

The establishment of the political state and the dissolution of civil 
society into independent individuals - whose relation with one another 
depends on law, just as the relations of men in the system of estates 
and guilds depended on privilege - is accomplished by one and the 
same act. Man as a member of civil society, unpolitical man, 
inevitably appears, how-ever, as the natural man. The “rights of 
man” appears as “natural rights,” because conscious activity is 
concentrated on the political act. Egoistic man is the passive result 
of the dissolved society, a result that is simply found in existence, 
an object of immediate certainty,
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therefore a natural object. The political revolution resolves civil life
into its component parts, without revolutionizing these components
themselves or subjecting them to criticism. It regards civil society,
the world of needs, labor, private interests, civil law, as the basis of
its existence, as a precondition not requiring further substantiation
and therefore as its natural basis. Finally, man as a member of civil
society is held to be man in his sensuous, individual, immediate ex-
istence, whereas political man is only abstract, artificial man, man as
an allegorical, juridical person. The real man is recognized only in the
shape of the egoistic individual, the true man is recognized only in the
shape of the abstract citizen.

Therefore, Rousseau correctly described the abstract idea of political
man as follows:

“Whoever dares undertake to establish a people’s institutions must feel
himself capable of changing, as it were, human nature, of transforming
each individual, who by himself is a complete and solitary whole, into
a part of a larger whole, from which, in a sense, the individual receives
his life and his being, of substituting a limited and mental existence for
the physical and independent existence. He has to take from man his
own powers, and give him in exchange alien powers which he cannot
employ without the help of other men.”

All emancipation is a reduction of the human world and relationships
to man himself.

Political emancipation is the reduction of man, on the one hand, to
a member of civil society, to an egoistic, independent individual, and,
on the other hand, to a citizen, a juridical person.

Only when the real, individual man re-absorbs in himself the abstract
citizen, and as an individual human being has become a species-being
in his everyday life, in his particular work, and in his particular situa-
tion, only when man has recognized and organized his “own powers”
as social powers, and, consequently, no longer separates social power
from himself in the shape of political power, only then will human
emancipation have been accomplished.
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Philosophical Fragments

The most radically dissenting philosopher of the nineteenth century,
that age of ideology constituted by the range of reactions to the

French Revolution, Søren Kierkegaard would not gain an
international audience until the 1930s and 40s, when he found

recognition as the first existentialist philosopher. In an age of seismic
secularization, with Christianity tamed by bourgeois rationalism,
Kierkegaard sought to vindicate a supernaturalist Christianity.

When most thinkers were focused intensely on social and political
matters, Kierkegaard insisted on addressing that single individual :
you and me, in our existential relation to God and to the course of

our own lives.

Born in Copenhagen in 1813 (he would die there in 1855),
Kierkegaard was the seventh child of a brooding and devout

Lutheran father, who imparted to his son a sense of religious dread.
He floated through his university days, outwardly a socializing and

spendthrift dandy but inwardly unhappy about the vanity of his life.
His father’s death concentrated his spirit—five of his six siblings and
his mother had already died. He finally completed a dissertation in

philosophy and became engaged to Regine Olsen in 1840.
Kierkegaard broke off the engagement after a year, the most decisive

event of his life: he couldn’t see himself making her happy and
couldn’t see harmonizing his vocation as a writer with a settled

family life. But giving up Regine caused him bitter suffering, leaving
a wound that never healed. He turned away from an ecclesiastical

career, instead living off his inheritance in a life of singleness. Later
in 1841, he attended lectures in Berlin (also attended by Bakunin,

Humboldt, Engels, Ranke, Burckhardt) delivered by Schelling, whom
King Friedrich Wilhelm IV had summoned to extinguish “the

dragon-seed of Hegelian pantheism.”
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Kierkegaard’s point of contact with contemporary concerns was Hegel 
(at least Schelling’s version of him), whose all-encompassing  system of 
rational progress was his great enemy. Like Marx, Kierkegaard refused 
the Hegelian identification of the real with the rational, writing, “The 
deification of the established order is the secularization of everything.” 
Unlike Marx, he did not wish to empower dialectics by translating it 
into economics. Kierkegaard wanted instead to disrupt the triumphant 
bourgeois regime through a more intimate, and transcendent, dialogue, 

in the spirit of Socrates and Augustine. The mass conformism of 
ideologies and global capital’s industrial-commercial society hollows 
out our inwardness. Kierkegaard wanted to maintain what might be 

thought of as a Kantian reserve vis-à-vis the power of reason, so 
mystery might unsettle our arrangements. The most stylistically 
literary philosopher since Plato, Kierkegaard was not a system 
builder. He used many pseudonyms; holding vital truth to be 

subjective/existential rather than propositional, he thought indirect 
communication the only way to be a true teacher. His vocation as a 

thinker and writer was to Socratically foster self-knowledge and 
progress in the strenuous process of becoming a Christian—which 

even entailed assailing the established Lutheran Church of Denmark 
in his “attack on Christendom.”
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Can a historical point of departure be given for an eternal
consciousness; how can such a point of departure be of more than
historical interest; can an eternal happiness be built on historical

knowledge?

Better well hanged than ill wed.

SHAKESPEARE

Preface

What is offered here is only a pamphlet, proprio Marte, propriis aus-
piciis, proprio stipendio [by one’s own hand, on one’s own behalf, at
one’s own expense], without any claim to being a part of the scientific-
scholarly endeavor in which one acquires legitimacy as a thoroughfare
or transition, as concluding, introducing, or participating, as a co-
worker or as a volunteer attendant, as a hero or at any rate as a
relative hero, or at least as an absolute trumpeter. It is merely a
pamphlet and will not become anything more even if I, like Holberg’s
magister, were, volente Deo [God willing], to continue it with seven-
teen others. It has as little chance of becoming something more as a
writer of half-hour pieces has of writing something else even if he writes
folios. The accomplishment is, however, in proportion to my talents,
for I do not, like that noble Roman, refrain from serving the system
merito magis quam ignavia [from justifiable motives rather than from
indolence], but I am a loafer out of indolence ex animi sententia [by
inclination] and for good reasons. Yet I do not want to be guilty of
απραγµoσυνη [abstention from public activity], which is a political
offense in any age, but especially in a time of ferment, during which,
in ancient times, it was punishable even by death. But suppose some-
one’s intervention made him guilty of a greater crime simply by giving
rise to confusion—would it not be better for him to mind his own
business? It is not given to everyone to have his intellectual pursuits
coincide happily with the interests of the public, so happily that it
almost becomes difficult to decide to what extent he is concerned for
his own good or for that of the public. Did not Archimedes sit undis-
turbed, contemplating his circles while Syracuse was being occupied,
and was it not to the Roman soldier who murdered him that he said
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those beautiful words: Nolite perturbare circulos meos [Do not disturb 
my circles]? But one who is not that fortunate should look for another 
prototype. When Corinth was threatened with a siege by Philip and 
all the inhabitants were busily active—one polishing his weapons, an-
other collecting stones, a third repairing the wall—and Diogenes saw 
all this, he hurriedly belted up his cloak and eagerly trundled his tub 
up and down the streets. When asked why he was doing that, he an-
swered: I, too, am at work and roll my tub so that I will not be the one 
and only loafer among so many busy people. Such conduct is at least 
not sophistical, if Aristotle’s definition of sophistry as the art of mak-
ing money is generally correct. Such conduct at least cannot occasion 
any misunderstanding, for it surely would be inconceivable for anyone 
to dream of regarding Diogenes as the savior and benefactor of the 
city. And of course it is impossible for anyone to dream of attributing 
world-historical importance to a pamphlet (something that I, at least, 
regard as the greatest danger that could threaten my undertaking) 
or to assume that its author is the systematic Salomon Goldkalb so 
long awaited in our dear capital city, Copenhagen. For this to happen, 
the guilty person would have to be singularly stupid by nature, and, 
most likely, by yelling day in and day out in antistrophic antiphonies 
every time someone deluded him into thinking that now a new era, a 
new epoch, etc., was beginning, he would have so completely bel-lowed 
the sparsely bestowed quantum satis [sufficient amount] of common 
sense out of his head that he would have been transported into a state 
of bliss, into what could be called the howling madness of the higher 
lunacy, symptomatized by yelling, convulsive yelling, while the sum 
and substance of the yelling are these words: era, epoch, era and epoch, 
epoch and era, the system. The state of one thus bliss-fully transported 
is irrational exaltation, since he lives not as if every day were just one of 
the intercalary days that occur only every four years but as if it were 
one of those that occur only once in a thousand years, while the 
concept, like a juggler in this carnival time, has to keep doing those 
continual flip-flopping tricks—until the man himself flips over. Heaven 
preserve me and my pamphlet from the meddling of such an uproarious, 
bustling oaf, lest he tear me out of my care-free contentedness as the 
author of a pamphlet, prevent a kind and well-disposed reader from 
unabashedly looking to see if there is any-thing in the pamphlet he can 
use, and place me in the tragic-comic predicament of having to laugh at 
my own ill fortune, just as the fine city of Fredericia must have laughed 
amid all its ill fortune when it read in the newspaper the news of a local 
fire: “The alarm drums sounded; the fire engines raced through the 
streets”—although there is but one fire engine in Fredericia and 
probably not much more than
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one street. The newspaper thus compelled one to conclude that the
one fire engine, instead of driving straight to the scene of the fire, did
considerable side-maneuvering on the street. But, of course, my pam-
phlet seems to be least reminiscent of the beating of an alarm drum,
and its author is least of all inclined to sound an alarm.

But what is my opinion?. . . . . “Do not ask me about that. Next to
the question of whether or not I have an opinion, nothing can be of less
interest to someone else than what my opinion is”. To have an opinion
is to me both too much and too little; it presupposes a security and
well-being in existence akin to having a wife and children in this mortal
life, something not granted to a person who has to be up and about
night and day and yet has no fixed income. In the world of spirit, this
is my case, for I have trained myself and am training myself always to
be able to dance lightly in the service of thought, as far as possible to
the honor of the god and for my own enjoyment, renouncing domestic
bliss and civic esteem, the communio bonorum [community of goods]
and the concordance of joys that go with having an opinion. —Do I
have any reward for this? Do I myself, like the person who serves at
the altar, eat of what is set on the altar? . . . . . That is up to me.
The one I serve is good for it, as the financiers say, and good in quite
another sense than the financiers understand it. If, however, anyone
were to be so courteous as to assume that I have an opinion, if he were
to carry his gallantry to the extreme of embracing my opinion because
it is mine, I regret his courtesy, that it is extended to one unworthy,
and his opinion, if he does not otherwise have one apart from mine.
I can stake my own life, I can in all earnestness trifle with my own
life—not with another’s. I am capable of this, the only thing I am able
to do for thought, I who have no learning to offer it, “scarcely enough
for the one-drachma course, to say nothing of the big fifty-drachma
course” (Cratylus). All I have is my life, which I promptly stake every
time a difficulty appears. Then it is easy to dance, for the thought of
death is a good dancing partner, my dancing partner. Every human
being is too heavy for me, and therefore I plead, per deos obsecro [I
swear by the gods]: Let no one invite me, for I do not dance.

J. C.
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PROPOSITIO

The question is asked by one who in his ignorance does not even know 
what provided the occasion for his questioning in this way.

I
Thought-Project

A.

Can the truth be learned? With this question we shall begin. It was a 
Socratic question or became that by way of the Socratic question 
whether virtue can be taught—for virtue in turn was defined as insight 
(see Protagoras, Gorgias, Meno, Euthydemus). Insofar as the truth is 
to be learned, it of course must be assumed not to be—consequently, 
because it is to be learned, it is sought. Here we encounter the diffi-
culty that Socrates calls attention to in the Meno (80, near the end) 
as a “pugnacious proposition”: a person cannot possibly seek what 
he knows, and, just as impossibly, he cannot seek what he does not 
know, for what he knows he cannot seek, since he knows it, and what 
he does not know he cannot seek, because, after all, he does not even 
know what he is supposed to seek. Socrates thinks through the diffi-
culty by means [of the principle] that all learning and seeking are but 
recollecting. Thus the ignorant person merely needs to be reminded 
in order, by himself, to call to mind what he knows. The truth is not 
introduced into him but was in him. Socrates elaborates on this idea, 
and in it the Greek pathos is in fact concentrated, since it becomes a 
demonstration for the immortality of the soul—retrogressively, please 
note—or a demonstration for the pre-existence of the soul.

In view of this, it is manifest with what wonderful consistency Socrates 
remained true to himself and artistically exemplified what he had un-
derstood. He was and continued to be a midwife, not because he “did 
not have the positive,” but because he perceived that this relation is 
the highest relation a human being can have to another. And in that 
he is indeed forever right, for even if a divine point of departure is 
ever given, this remains the true relation between one human being 
and another, if one reflects upon the absolute and does not dally with 
the accidental but with all one’s heart renounces understanding the 
half-measures that seem to be the inclination of men and the secret 
of the system. Socrates, however, was a midwife examined by the god 
himself. The work he carried out was a divine commission (see Plato’s 
Apology), even though he struck people as an eccentric (ατoπωτατ oς 
Theaetetus, 149), and the divine intention, as Socrates also understood
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it, was that the god forbade him to give birth (µαιευεσθαι µε o θεoς 
αναγkαζει, γενναν δε απεkωλυσεν [the god constrains me to serve 
as a midwife, but has debarred me from giving birth], Theaetetus, 150 
c), because between one human being and another      [to 
deliver] is the highest; giving birth indeed belongs to the god.

Viewed Socratically, any point of departure in time is eo ipso some-
thing accidental, a vanishing point, an occasion. Nor is the teacher 
anything more, and if he gives of himself and his erudition in any other 
way, he does not give but takes away. Then he is not even the other’s 
friend, much less his teacher. This is the profundity of Socratic think-
ing, this his noble, thoroughgoing humanity, which does not exclusively 
and conceitedly cultivate the company of brilliant minds but feels just 
as kin to a tanner, and for that reason he soon “became convinced that 
the study of nature is not man’s concern and therefore began to 
philosophize about the ethical in workshops and in the market-
place” (Diogenes Laertius, II, V, 21) but philosophized just as 
absolutely with whomever he spoke. With half-thoughts, with higgling 
and haggling, with claiming and disclaiming, as if the individual to a 
certain de-gree owed something to another person but then again to a 
certain degree did not, with vague words that explain everything except 
what is meant by this “to a certain degree”—with all such things one 
does not go beyond Socrates or reach the concept of revelation, either, 
but simply remains in empty talk. In the Socratic view, every human 
be-ing is himself the midpoint, and the whole world focuses only on him 
because his self-knowledge is God-knowledge. Moreover, this is how 
Socrates understood himself, and in his view this is how every human 
being must understand himself, and by virtue of that understanding he 
must understand his relation to the single individual, always with equal 
humility and with equal pride. For that purpose, Socrates had the 
courage and self-collectedness to be sufficient unto himself, but in his 
relations to others he also had the courage and self-collectedness to be 
merely an occasion even for the most stupid person. What rare 
magnanimity—rare in our day, when the pastor is little more than the 
deacon, when every second person is an authority, while all these dis-
tinctions and all this considerable authority are mediated in a common 
lunacy and in a commune naufragium [common shipwreck], because, 
since no human being has ever truly been an authority or has bene-fited 
anyone else by being that or has ever really managed successfully to 
carry his dependent along, there is better success in another way, for it 
never fails that one fool going his way takes several others along with 
him.

If this is the case with regard to learning the truth, then the fact that
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I have learned from Socrates or from Prodicus or from a maidservant
can concern me only historically or—to the extent that I am a Plato
in my enthusiasm—poetically. But this enthusiasm, even though it
is beautiful, even though I wish for myself and for everyone else this
[disposition to passion], which only the Stoic could warn against, al-
though I do not have the Socratic magnanimity and the Socratic self-
denial to think its nothingness—this enthusiasm, Socrates would say,
is still but an illusion, indeed, a muddiness of mind in which earthly
distinction ferments almost grossly. Neither can the fact that the
teaching of Socrates or of Prodicus was this or that have anything but
historical interest for me, because the truth in which I rest was in me
and emerged from me. Not even Socrates would have been capable
of giving it to me, no more than the coachman is capable of pulling
the horse’s load, even though he may help the horse do it by means
of the whip. My relation to Socrates and Prodicus cannot concern me
with regard to my eternal happiness, for this is given retrogressively
in the possession of the truth that I had from the beginning without
knowing it. If I were to imagine myself meeting Socrates, Prodicus,
or the maidservant in another life, there again none of them would be
more than an occasion, as Socrates intrepidly expresses it by saying
that even in the underworld he would only ask questions, for the ul-
timate idea in all questioning is that the person asked must himself
possess the truth and acquire it by himself. The temporal point of
departure is a nothing, because in the same moment I discover that I
have known the truth from eternity without knowing it, in the same
instant that moment is hidden in the eternal, assimilated into it in
such a way that I, so to speak, still cannot find it even if I were to
look for it, because there is no Here and no There, but only an ubique
et nusquam [everywhere and nowhere].

B.

If the situation is to be different, then the moment in time must have
such decisive significance that for no moment will I be able to for-
get it, neither in time nor in eternity, because the eternal, previously
nonexistent, came into existence [blev til ] in that moment. With this
presupposition, let us now examine the relations involved in the ques-
tion: Can the truth be learned?

a. The Preceding State

We begin with the Socratic difficulty: How is one able to seek the truth,
since it is indeed equally impossible whether one has it or one does
not. The Socratic line of thought in effect annulled the disjunction,
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since it appeared that basically every human being possesses the truth.
That was his explanation. We have seen what resulted with regard to
the moment. Now if the moment is to acquire decisive significance,
then the seeker up until that moment must not have possessed the
truth, not even in the form of ignorance, for in that case the moment
becomes merely the moment of occasion; indeed, he must not even be
a seeker. This is the way we have to state the difficulty if we do not
want to explain it Socratically. Consequently, he has to be defined
as being outside the truth (not coming toward it like a proselyte, but
going away from it) or as untruth. He is, then, untruth. But how,
then, is he to be reminded, or what would be the use of reminding
him of what he has not known and consequently cannot call to mind?

b. The Teacher

If the teacher is to be the occasion that reminds the learner, he cannot
assist him to recollect that he actually does know the truth, for the
learner is indeed untruth. That for which the teacher can become the
occasion of his recollecting is that he is untruth. But by this calling
to mind, the learner is definitely excluded from the truth, even more
than when he was ignorant of being untruth. Consequently, in this
way, precisely by reminding him, the teacher thrusts the learner away,
except that by being turned in upon himself in this manner the learner
does not discover that he previously knew the truth but discovers his
untruth. To this act of consciousness, the Socratic principle applies:
the teacher is only an occasion, whoever he may be, even if he is a
god, because I can discover my own untruth only by myself, because
only when I discover it is it discovered, not before, even though the
whole world knew it. (Under the assumed presupposition about the
moment, this becomes the one and only analogy to the Socratic.)

Now, if the learner is to obtain the truth, the teacher must bring
it to him, but not only that. Along with it, he must provide him
with the condition for understanding it, for if the learner were himself
the condition for understanding the truth, then he merely needs to
recollect, because the condition for understanding the truth is like
being able to ask about it—the condition and the question contain
the conditioned and the answer. (If this is not the case, then the
moment is to be understood only Socratically.)

But the one who not only gives the learner the truth but provides the
condition is not a teacher. Ultimately, all instruction depends upon
the presence of the condition; if it is lacking, then a teacher is capable
of nothing, because in the second case, the teacher, before beginning to
teach, must transform, not reform, the learner. But no human being

53



Søren Kierkegaard

is capable of doing this; if it is to take place, it must be done by the
god himself.

Now, inasmuch as the learner exists [er til ], he is indeed created, and,
accordingly, God must have given him the condition for understanding
the truth (for otherwise he previously would have been merely animal,
and that teacher who gave him the condition along with the truth
would make him a human being for the first time). But insofar as the
moment is to have decisive significance (and if this is not assumed, then
we do in fact remain with the Socratic), he must lack the condition,
consequently be deprived of it. This cannot have been due to an
act of the god (for this is a contradiction) or to an accident (for it
is a contradiction that something inferior would be able to vanquish
something superior); it must therefore have been due to himself. If
he could have lost the condition in such a way that it was not due to
himself, and if he could be in this state of loss without its being due to
himself, then he would have possessed the condition only accidentally,
which is a contradiction, since the condition for the truth is an essential
condition. The untruth, then, is not merely outside the truth but
is polemical against the truth, which is expressed by saying that he
himself has forfeited and is forfeiting the condition.

The teacher, then, is the god himself, who, acting as the occasion,
prompts the learner to be reminded that he is untruth and is that
through his own fault. But this state—to be untruth and to be that
through one’s own fault—what can we call it? Let us call it sin.

The teacher, then, is the god, who gives the condition and gives the
truth. Now, what should we call such a teacher, for we surely do agree
that we have gone far beyond the definition of a teacher. Inasmuch as
the learner is in untruth but is that by his own act (and, according
to what has already been said, there is no other way he can be that),
he might seem to be free, for to be on one’s own certainly is freedom.
And yet he is indeed unfree and bound and excluded, because to be
free from the truth is indeed to be excluded, and to be excluded by
oneself is indeed to be bound. But since he is bound by himself, can he
not work himself loose or free himself, for that which binds me should
also be able to set me free at will, and since that is himself, he should
certainly be able to do it. But first of all he must will it. But just
suppose that he was very profoundly reminded of that for which that
teacher became the occasion (and this must never be forgotten) of his
recollecting—just suppose that he willed it. In that case (if by willing
it he could do it by himself), his having been bound would become
a bygone state, one that in the moment of liberation would vanish
without a trace—and the moment would not gain decisive significance.
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He would be unaware that he had bound himself and now set himself
free.

Considered in this way, the moment acquires no decisive significance,
and yet this was what we wanted to assume as the hypothesis. Ac-
cording to the hypothesis, then, he will not be able to set himself free.
(And this is truly just the way it is, for he uses the power of freedom
in the service of unfreedom, since he is indeed freely in it, and in this
way the combined power of unfreedom grows and makes him the slave
of sin.)

What, then, should we call such a teacher who gives him the condition
again and along with it the truth? Let us call him a savior, for he does
indeed save the learner from unfreedom, saves him from himself. Let
us call him a deliverer, for he does indeed deliver the person who had
imprisoned himself, and no one is so dreadfully imprisoned, and no
captivity is so impossible to break out of as that in which the individual
holds himself captive! And yet, even this does not say enough, for by
his unfreedom he had indeed become guilty of something, and if that
teacher gives him the condition and the truth, then he is, of course, a
reconciler who takes away the wrath that lay over the incurred guilt.

A teacher such as that, the learner will never be able to forget, because
in that very moment he would sink down into himself again, just as the
person did who once possessed the condition and then, by forgetting
that God is, sank into unfreedom. If they were to meet in another life,
that teacher would again be able to give the condition to the person
who had not received it, but he would be quite different for the person
who had once received it. After all, the condition was something
entrusted, and therefore the receiver was always responsible for an
accounting. But a teacher such as that—what should we call him? A
teacher certainly can evaluate the learner with respect to whether or
not he is making progress, but he cannot pass judgment on him, for he
must be Socratic enough to perceive that he cannot give the learner
what is essential. That teacher, then, is actually not a teacher but is
a judge. Even when the learner has most fully put on the condition
and then, by doing so, has become immersed in the truth, he still
can never forget that teacher or allow him to disappear Socratically,
which still is far more profound than all unseasonable punctiliousness
and deluded fanaticism—indeed, it is the highest if that other is not
truth.

And, now, the moment. A moment such as this is unique. To be sure,
it is short and temporal, as the moment is; it is passing, as the moment
is, past, as the moment is in the next moment, and yet it is decisive,

55



Søren Kierkegaard

and yet it is filled with the eternal. A moment such as this must have
a special name. Let us call it: the fullness of time.

c. The Follower

When the learner is untruth (and otherwise we go back to the Socratic)
but is nevertheless a human being, and he now receives the condition
and the truth, he does not, of course, become a human being for the
first time, for he already was that; but he becomes a different person,
not in the jesting sense—as if he became someone else of the same
quality as before—but he becomes a person of a different quality or,
as we can also call it, a new person.

Inasmuch as he was untruth, he was continually in the process of
departing from the truth; as a result of receiving the condition in
the moment, his course took the opposite direction, or he was turned
around. Let us call this change conversion, even though this is a word
hitherto unused; but we choose it precisely in order to avoid confusion,
for it seems to be created for the very change of which we speak.

Inasmuch as he was in untruth through his own fault, this conversion
cannot take place without its being assimilated into his consciousness
or without his becoming aware that it was through his own fault, and
with this consciousness he takes leave of his former state. But how
does one take leave without feeling sorrowful? Yet this sorrow is, of
course, over his having been so long in the former state. Let us call
such sorrow repentance, for what else is repentance, which does indeed
look back, but nevertheless in such a way that precisely thereby it
quickens its pace toward what lies ahead!

Inasmuch as he was in untruth and now along with the condition
receives the truth, a change takes place in him like the change from
“not to be” to “to be.” But this transition from “not to be” to “to be”
is indeed the transition of birth. But the person who already is cannot
be born, and yet he is born. Let us call this transition rebirth, by
which he enters the world a second time just as at birth—an individual
human being who as yet knows nothing about the world into which he
is born, whether it is inhabited, whether there are other human beings
in it, for presumably we can be baptized en masse but can never be
reborn en masse. Just as the person who by Socratic midwifery gave
birth to himself and in so doing forgot everything else in the world
and in a more profound sense owed no human being anything, so also
the one who is born again owes no human being anything, but owes
that divine teacher everything. And just as the other one, because of
himself, forgot the whole world, so he in turn, because of this teacher,
must forget himself.
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If, then, the moment is to have decisive significance—and if not, we
speak only Socratically, no matter what we say, even though we use
many and strange words, even though in our failure to understand
ourselves we suppose we have gone beyond that simple wise man
who uncompromisingly distinguished between the god, man, and him-
self, more uncompromisingly than Minos, Aeacus, and Rhadaman-
thus—then the break has occurred, and the person can no longer come
back and will find no pleasure in recollecting what remembrance wants
to bring him in recollection, and even less will he by his own power be
capable of drawing the god over to his side again.

But is what has been elaborated here thinkable? We shall not be
in a hurry with the answer, for someone who because of prolonged
pondering never comes up with an answer is not the only one who
fails to answer—so too the one who admittedly manifests a marvelous
quickness in answering but not the desirable slowness in considering
the difficulty before explaining it. Before we answer, we shall ask
who ought to answer the question. This matter of being born—is it
thinkable? Well, why not? But who is supposed to think it—one who
is born or one who is not born? The latter, of course, is unreasonable
and cannot occur to anyone, for this notion certainly cannot occur to
one who is born. When one who is born thinks of himself as born, he
of course is thinking of this transition from “not to be” to “to be.”
The situation must be the same with rebirth. Or is the matter made
more difficult by this—that the non-being preceding the rebirth has
more being than the non-being that precedes birth? But who, then, is
supposed to think this? It must, of course, be one who is reborn, for
it would be unreasonable to think that one who is not reborn should
do it, and would it not be ludicrous if this were to occur to one who
is not reborn?

If a person originally possesses the condition to understand the truth,
he thinks that, since he himself is, God is. If he is in untruth, then he
must of course think this about himself, and recollection will be unable
to help him to think anything but this. Whether or not he is to go
any further, the moment must decide (although it already was active
in making him perceive that he is untruth). If he does not understand
this, then he is to be referred to Socrates, even though his opinion
that he has gone much further will cause that wise man a great deal
of trouble, as did those who became so exasperated with him when he
took away some foolish notion from them (επειδαν τινα ληρoν αυτων
αφαιρωµαι) that they positively wanted to bite him (see Theaetetus,
151).
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In the moment, a person becomes aware that he was born, for his
previous state, to which he is not to appeal, was indeed one of “not to
be.” In the moment, he becomes aware of the rebirth, for his previous
state was indeed one of “not to be.” If his previous state had been
one of “to be,” then under no circumstances would the moment have
acquired decisive significance for him, as explained above. Whereas
the Greek pathos focuses on recollection, the pathos of our project
focuses on the moment, and no wonder, for is it not an exceedingly
pathos-filled matter to come into existence from the state of “not to
be”?

This, as you see, is my project! But perhaps someone will say, “This
is the most ludicrous of all projects, or, rather, you are the most
ludicrous of all project-cranks, for even if someone comes up with a
foolish scheme, there is always at least the truth that he is the one who
came up with the scheme. But you, on the other hand, are behaving
like a vagabond who charges a fee for showing an area that everyone
can see. You are like the man who in the afternoon exhibited for a fee a
ram that in the forenoon anyone could see free of charge, grazing in the
open pasture.” —“Maybe so. I hide my face in shame. But, supposing
that I am that ludicrous, then let me put things right again with a
new project. Admittedly, gunpowder was invented centuries ago; so it
would be ludicrous of me to pretend that I had invented it. But would
it also be ludicrous for me to assume that someone had invented it?
Now I am going to be so courteous as to assume that you are the one
who has invented my project—more courtesy you cannot expect. Or,
if you deny this, will you then also deny that someone has invented it,
that is, some human being? In that case, I am just as close to having
invented it as any other person. Therefore you are not angry with me
because I falsely attribute to myself something that belongs to another
human being, but you are angry with me because I falsely attribute
to myself something that belongs to no human being, and you are just
as angry when I mendaciously want to attribute the invention to you.
Is it not curious that something like this exists, about which everyone
who knows it also knows that he has not invented it, and that this ‘Go
to the next house’ does not halt and cannot be halted, even though one
were to go to everybody? Yet this oddity enthralls me exceedingly, for
it tests the correctness of the hypothesis and demonstrates it. It would
indeed be unreasonable to require a person to find out all by himself
that he does not exist. But this transition is precisely the transition
of the rebirth from not existing [at være til] to existing. Whether he
understands it later certainly makes no difference, for simply because
someone knows how to use gunpowder, knows how to analyze it into
its components, does not mean that he invented it. So go ahead and
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be angry with me and with any other human being who pretends to
have invented it, but you do not for that reason need to be angry with
the idea.”

II
The God as Teacher and Savior (A Poetical Venture)

Let us briefly consider Socrates, who was indeed also a teacher. He
was born in a specific situation, was educated among his own people;
and when at a more mature age he felt a call and a prompting, he
began to teach others in his own way. Having lived for some time
as Socrates, he presented himself when the time seemed suitable as
the teacher Socrates. Himself influenced by circumstances, he in turn
exerted an influence upon them. In accomplishing his task, he satis-
fied the claims within himself just as much as he satisfied the claims
other people might have on him. Understood in this way—and this
was indeed the Socratic understanding—the teacher stands in a re-
ciprocal relation, inasmuch as life and its situations are the occasion
for him to become a teacher and he in turn the occasion for others
to learn something. His relation, therefore, is at all times marked
by autopathy just as much as by sympathy. This was also the way
Socrates understood it, and therefore he refused to accept honor or
honorific appointments or money for his teaching, because he formed
his judgments with the unbribability of one who is dead. What rare
contentment—how rare today, when no amount of money can be large
enough and no laurels splendid enough to be sufficient reward for the
gloriousness of teaching, but all the world’s gold and honors are the
express reward for teaching, since they are equal in value. But our age,
after all, has the positive and is a connoisseur of it, whereas Socrates
lacked the positive. But notice whether this lack explains his narrow-
ness, which presumably was grounded in his being zealous for what is
human and in his disciplining of himself with the same divine jealousy
with which he disciplined others and in which he loved the divine.
Between one human being and another, this is the highest: the pupil
is the occasion for the teacher to understand himself; the teacher is
the occasion for the pupil to understand himself; in death the teacher
leaves no claim upon the pupil’s soul, no more than the pupil can
claim that the teacher owes him something. And if I were a Plato in
my infatuation, and if while hearing Socrates my heart pounded as
violently as Alcibiades’, more violently than the Corybantes’, and if
the passion of my admiration could not be appeased without embrac-
ing that glorious man, then Socrates would no doubt smile at me and
say, “My dear fellow, you certainly are a deceitful lover, for you want
to idolize me because of my wisdom, and then you yourself want to
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be the one person who understands me best and the one from whose 
admiring embrace I would be unable to tear away—are you not really 
a seducer?” And if I refused to understand him, his cold irony would 
presumably bring me to despair as he explained that he owed me just 
as much as I owed him. What rare integrity, cheating no one, not even 
the person who in being cheated would stake his eternal happiness. 
How rare in this age, in which everyone goes further than Socrates, 
both in assessing one’s own value and in benefiting the pupil, as well 
as in socializing soulfully and in finding voluptuous pleasure in the hot 
compress of admiration! What rare loyalty, seducing no one, not even 
the one who employs all the arts of seduction to be seduced!

But the god needs no pupil in order to understand himself, and no 
occasion can act upon him in such a way that there is just as much in 
the occasion as in the resolution. What, then, moves him to make his 
appearance? He must move himself and continue to be what Aristotle 
says of him,                                     [unmoved, he moves all]. But if he 
moves himself, then there of course is no need that moves him, as if he 
himself could not endure silence but was compelled to burst into speech. 
But if he moves himself and is not moved by need, what moves him 
then but love, for love does not have the satisfaction of need outside 
itself but within. His resolution, which does not have an equal 
reciprocal relation to the occasion, must be from eternity, even though, 
fulfilled in time, it expressly becomes the moment, for where the 
occasion and what is occasioned correspond equally, as equally as the 
reply to the shout in the desert, the moment does not appear but is 
swallowed by recollection into its eternity. The moment emerges 
precisely in the relation of the eternal resolution to the unequal 
occasion. If this is not the case, then we return to the Socratic and do 
not have the god or the eternal resolution or the moment.

Out of love, therefore, the god must be eternally resolved in this way, 
but just as his love is the basis, so also must love be the goal, for it 
would indeed be a contradiction for the god to have a basis of move-
ment and a goal that do not correspond to this. The love, then, must 
be for the learner, and the goal must be to win him, for only in love 
is the different made equal, and only in equality or in unity is there 
understanding. Without perfect understanding, the teacher is not the 
god, unless the basic reason is to be sought in the learner, who rejected 
what was made possible for him.

Yet this love is basically unhappy, for they are very unequal, and what 
seems so easy—namely, that the god must be able to make himself 
understood—is not so easy if he is not to destroy that which is different.
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We shall not be in a hurry, and even though some may think that we
are wasting time instead of arriving at a decision, our consolation is
that it still does not therefore follow that our efforts are wasted. There
has been much talk in the world about unhappy love, and everyone
knows what the term means: that the lovers are unable to have each
other. And the reasons—well, there can be a host of them. There is an-
other kind of unhappy love: the love of which we speak, to which there
is no perfect earthly analogy but which we nevertheless, by speaking
loosely for a while, can imagine in an earthly setting. The unhappiness
is the result not of the lovers’ being unable to have each other but of
their being unable to understand each other. And this sorrow is in-
deed infinitely deeper than the sorrow of which people speak, for this
unhappiness aims at the heart of love and wounds for eternity, unlike
that other unhappiness, which affects only the external and temporal
and which for the high-minded is only something of a jest about the
lovers’ not getting each other in time. This infinitely deeper sorrow
is identified essentially with the superior person, for he alone also un-
derstands the misunderstanding. It is identified essentially only with
the god, because no human situation can provide a valid analogy, even
though we shall suggest one here in order to awaken the mind to an
understanding of the divine.

Suppose, then, that there was a king who loved a maiden of lowly
station in life. The king’s heart was unstained by the wisdom (loudly
enough proclaimed) unacquainted with the difficulties that the under-
standing uncovers in order to trap the heart and that give the poets
enough to do and make their magic formulas necessary. His resolution
was easy to carry out, for every politician feared his wrath and dared
not even to hint at anything. Every foreign country trembled before
his power and dared not to refrain from sending a congratulatory del-
egation to the wedding. And no cringing courtier, groveling before
him, dared to hurt his feelings lest his own head be crushed. So let
the harp be tuned; let the poets’ songs begin; let all be festive while
erotic love [Elskov ] celebrates its triumph, for erotic love is jubilant
when it unites equal and equal and is triumphant when it makes equal
in erotic love that which was unequal.

Then a concern awakened in the king’s soul. Who but a king who
thinks royally would dream of such a thing! He did not speak to anyone
about his concern, for if he had done so, any one of his courtiers would
presumably have said, “Your Majesty, you are doing the girl a favor for
which she can never in her lifetime thank you adequately.” No doubt
the courtier would arouse the king’s wrath, so that the king would have
him executed for high treason against his beloved, and thereby would

61



Søren Kierkegaard

cause the king another kind of sorrow. Alone he grappled with the
sorrow in his heart: whether the girl would be made happy by this,
whether she would acquire the bold confidence never to remember
what the king only wished to forget—that he was the king and she
had been a lowly maiden. For if this happened, if this recollection
awakened and at times, like a favored rival, took her mind away from
the king, lured it into the inclosing reserve [Indesluttethed ] of secret
sorrow, or if at times it walked past her soul as death walks across
the grave—what would be the gloriousness of erotic love then! Then
she would indeed have been happier if she had remained in obscurity,
loved by one in a position of equality, contented in the humble hut,
but boldly confident in her love [Kjærlighed ] and cheerful early and
late. What a rich overabundance of sorrow stands here as if ripe,
almost bending under the weight of its fertility, only awaiting the
time of harvest when the thought of the king will thresh all the seeds
of concern out of it. For even if the girl were satisfied to become
nothing, that could not satisfy the king, simply because he loved her
and because it would be far harder for him to be her benefactor than
to lose her. And what if she could not even understand him—for if
we are going to speak loosely about the human, we may well assume
an intellectual difference that makes understanding impossible. What
a depth of sorrow slumbers in this unhappy erotic love! Who dares to
arouse it! Yet a human being will not suffer this, for we shall refer him
to Socrates or to that which in a still more beautiful sense is capable
of making unequals equal.

Now if the moment is to have decisive significance (and without this
we return to the Socratic, even though we think we are going further),
the learner is in untruth, indeed, is there through his own fault—and
yet he is the object of the god’s love [Kjærlighed ]. The god wants
to be his teacher, and the god’s concern is to bring about equality.
If this cannot be brought about, the love becomes unhappy and the
instruction meaningless, for they are unable to understand each other.
We probably think that this may be a matter of indifference to the
god, since he does not need the learner, but we forget—or rather,
alas, we demonstrate—how far we are from understanding him; we
forget that he does indeed love the learner. And just as that royal
sorrow is found only in a royal soul and most human languages do not
name it at all, likewise all human language is so self-loving that it has
no intimation of such a sorrow. But the god has kept it to himself,
this unfathomable sorrow, because he knows that he can push the
learner away, can do without him, that the learner has incurred utter
loss through his own fault, that he can let him sink, and he knows
how nearly impossible it is to maintain the learner’s bold confidence,

62



Philosophical Fragments

without which understanding and equality disappear and the love is
unhappy. Anyone who does not have at least an intimation of this
sorrow is a lumpish soul with as much character as a small coin bearing
the image neither of Caesar nor of God.

Thus the task is assigned, and we invite the poet—that is, if he has
not already been invited somewhere else, and if he is not the kind of
person who, along with the flutists and other noisemakers, has to be
driven out of the house of sorrow if joy is to enter at all. The poet’s
task is to find a solution, a point of unity where there is in truth love’s
understanding, where the god’s concern has overcome its pain, for this
is the unfathomable love that is not satisfied with what the object of
love might foolishly consider himself blissfully happy to have.

A. The unity is brought about by an ascent. The god would then
draw the learner up toward himself, exalt him, divert him with joy
lasting a thousand years (for to him a thousand years are as one day),
let the learner forget the misunderstanding in his tumult of joy. Yes,
the learner would perhaps be very much inclined to consider himself
blissfully happy because of this. And would it not be glorious suddenly
to score a great success because the god’s eye fell upon him, just as
it would be for that lowly maiden; would it not be glorious to be of
assistance to him in taking the whole thing in vain, deceived by his own
heart! That noble king, however, already saw through the difficulty;
he was something of a connoisseur of human nature and saw that the
girl would be essentially deceived—and one is most terribly deceived
when one does not even suspect it but remains as if spellbound by a
change of costume.

The unity could be brought about by the god’s appearing to the
learner, accepting his adoration, and thereby making him forget him-
self. Likewise, the king could have appeared before the lowly maiden
in all his splendor, could have let the sun of his glory rise over her hut,
shine on the spot where he appeared to her, and let her forget herself
in adoring admiration. This perhaps would have satisfied the girl, but
it could not satisfy the king, for he did not want his own glorifica-
tion but the girl’s, and his sorrow would be very grievous because she
would not understand him; but for him it would be still more grievous
to deceive her. In his own eyes, just to express his love incompletely
would be a deception, even if no one understood him, even if reproach
sought to vex his soul.

In taking this path, then, love does not become happy—well, perhaps
the learner’s and the maiden’s love would seem to be happy, but not
the teacher’s and the king’s, whom no delusion can satisfy. The god
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does have joy in adorning the lily more gloriously than Solomon, but
if understanding were at all plausible here, it certainly would be a
tragic delusion on the part of the lily if, in observing the costume, it
considered itself to be the beloved because of the costume. Instead of
standing cheerful in the meadow, playing with the wind, carefree as the
breeze, it presumably would droop and not have the bold confidence to
lift up its head. This was indeed the god’s concern, for the shoot of the
lily is tender and easily snapped. But if the moment is to have decisive
significance, how unutterable his concern becomes! There was a people
who had a good understanding of the divine; this people believed that
to see the god was death. —Who grasps the contradiction of this
sorrow: not to disclose itself is the death of love; to disclose itself is
the death of the beloved. The human mind so often aspires to might
and power, and in its constant preoccupation with this thought, as
if achieving it would transfigure everything, it does not suspect that
there is not only joy in heaven but sorrow also: how grievous it is to
have to deny the learner that to which he aspires with his whole soul
and to have to deny it precisely because he is the beloved.

B. Therefore, the unity must be brought about in some other way.
Here we are once again mindful of Socrates, for what else was his ig-
norance but the unitive expression of love for the learner? But, as we
have seen, this unity was also the truth. If, however, the moment is
to have decisive significance (—), then this is certainly not the truth,
for the learner owes the teacher everything. Just as the teacher’s love,
Socratically understood, would be only a deceiver’s love if he let the
pupil go on thinking that he actually owed him something, whereas
the teacher was supposed to assist him to become sufficient unto him-
self, so the god’s love—if he wants to be a teacher—must be not only
an assisting love but also a procreative love by which he gives birth to
the learner, or, as we have called him, one born again, meaning the
transition from “not to be” to “to be.” The truth, then, is that the
learner owes him everything. But that which makes understanding
so difficult is precisely this: that he becomes nothing and yet is not
annihilated; that he owes him everything and yet becomes boldly con-
fident; that he understands the truth, but the truth makes him free;
that he grasps the guilt of untruth, and then again bold confidence
triumphs in the truth. Between one human being and another, to be
of assistance is supreme, but to beget is reserved for the god, whose
love is procreative, but not that procreative love of which Socrates
knew how to speak so beautifully on a festive occasion. Such a love
does not mark the relation of the teacher to the pupil but the relation
of the autodidact to the beautiful as he, ignoring dispersed beauty,
envisions beauty-in-and-by-itself and now gives birth to many beauti-
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ful and glorious discourses and thoughts,

[he will find the seed of the most fruitful discourse and the loftiest 
thought and reap a golden harvest of philosophy] (Symposium, 210 d); 
and of this it holds true that he delivers and brings forth that which he 
had already borne within himself for a long time (209 c). He has the 
condition, therefore, within himself, and the bringing forth (the birth) 
is only an appearing of what was present, and that is why here again in 
this birth the moment is instantly swallowed by recollection. It is clear 
that the person who is born by dying away more and more can less and 
less be said to be born, since he is only reminded more and more clearly 
that he exists, and the person who in turn gives birth to expressions of 
the beautiful does not give them birth but allows the beautiful within 
him to give them birth by itself.

If, then, the unity could not be brought about by an ascent, then it 
must be attempted by a descent. Let the learner be X, and this X must 
also include the lowliest, for if even Socrates did not keep company 
solely with brilliant minds, how then could the god make distinctions!
In order for unity to be effected, the god must become like this one. 
He will appear, therefore, as the equal of the lowliest of persons. But 
the lowliest of all is one who must serve others—consequently, the 
god will appear in the form of a servant. But this form of a servant 
is not something put on like the king’s plebian cloak, which just by 
flapping open would betray the king; it is not something put on like 
the light Socratic summer cloak, which, although woven from nothing, 
yet is concealing and revealing—but it is his true form. For this is 
the boundlessness of love, that in earnestness and truth and not in 
jest it wills to be the equal of the beloved, and it is the omnipotence 
of resolving love to be capable of that of which neither the king nor 
Socrates was capable, which is why their assumed characters were still 
a kind of deceit.

Look, there he stands—the god. Where? There. Can you not see 
him? He is the god, and yet he has no place where he can lay his 
head, and he does not dare to turn to any person lest that person beoffended at him. He is the god, and yet he walks more circumspectly
than if angels were carrying him —not to keep him from stumbling,
but so that he may not tread in the dust the people who are offended
at him. He is the god, and yet his eyes rest with concern on the human
race, for the individual’s tender shoot can be crushed as readily as a
blade of grass. Such a life—sheer love and sheer sorrow. To want to
express the unity of love and then not to be understood, to be obliged
to fear for everyone’s perdition and yet in this way truly to be able to
save only one single person—sheer sorrow, while his days and hours
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are filled with the sorrow of the learner who entrusts himself to him.
Thus does the god stand upon the earth, like unto the lowliest through
his omnipotent love. He knows that the learner is untruth—what if he
made a mistake, what if he became weary and lost his bold confidence!
Oh, to sustain heaven and earth by an omnipotent “Let there be,” and
then, if this were to be absent for one fraction of a second, to have
everything collapse—how easy this would be compared with bearing
the possibility of the offense of the human race when out of love one
became its savior!

But the form of the servant was not something put on. Therefore the
god must suffer all things, endure all things, be tried in all things,
hunger in the desert, thirst in his agonies, be forsaken in death, ab-
solutely the equal of the lowliest of human beings—look, behold the
man! The suffering of death is not his suffering, but his whole life is
a story of suffering, and it is love that suffers, love that gives all and
is itself destitute. What wonderful self-denial to ask in concern, even
though the learner is the lowliest of persons: Do you really love me?
For he himself knows where the danger threatens, and yet he knows
that for him any easier way would be a deception, even though the
learner would not understand it.

For love, any other revelation would be a deception, because either
it would first have had to accomplish a change in the learner (love,
however, does not change the beloved but changes itself) and conceal
from him that this was needed, or in superficiality it would have had
to remain ignorant that the whole understanding between them was
a delusion (this is the untruth of paganism). For the god’s love, any
other revelation would be a deception. Though my eyes were more
flooded with tears than a repentant prostitute’s, and though each and
every tear of mine were more precious than the copious tears of a
pardoned prostitute, and though I could find a more humble place than
at his feet and though I could sit there more humbly than a woman
whose heart’s only choice was this one thing needful, and though I
loved him more sincerely than the faithful servant who loves him to
his last drop of blood, and though I were more comely in his eyes than
the purest of women—nevertheless, if I pleaded with him to change
his resolution, to manifest himself in some other way, to spare himself,
then he would look at me and say: Man, what have you to do with me;
go away, for you are of Satan, even if you yourself do not understand
it! Or, if he just once stretched out his hand to bid it happen, and if I
were to think that I understood him better or loved him more, I would
then very likely see him weep also for me and hear him say: To think
that you could become so unfaithful to me and grieve love in this way;
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so you love only the omnipotent one who performs miracles, not him
who humbled himself in equality with you.

But the form of the servant was not something put on, and therefore he
must expire in death and in turn leave the earth. Though my sorrow
were deeper than the mother’s sorrow when the sword pierces her
heart, and though my situation were more terrible than the believer’s
when the power of faith fails, and though my misery were more moving
than that of the person who crucifies his hope and retains only the
cross—nevertheless, if I pleaded with him to spare himself and remain,
I no doubt would see him grieved unto death, but grieved also for me,
because this suffering must be for my benefit; but his sorrow would also
be the sorrow that I could not understand him. O bitter cup —more
bitter than wormwood is the ignominy of death for a mortal—how
must it be, then, for the immortal one! O sour thirst-quencher, more
sour than vinegar —to be refreshed by the beloved’s misunderstanding!
O consolation in distress to suffer as one guilty—what must it be, then,
to suffer as one who is innocent!

Thus speaks the poet—for how could it occur to him that the god
would reveal himself in such a way as to bring about the most terrible
decision? How could it occur to him to play light-mindedly with the
god’s pain, falsely to poeticize the love away in order to poeticize the
wrath in?

And the learner—has he no share or part in this story of suffering,
even though his lot is not that of the teacher? Yet it has to be this
way, and it is love that gives rise to all this suffering, precisely because
the god is not zealous for himself but in love wants to be the equal of
the most lowly of the lowly. When an oak nut is planted in a clay pot,
the pot breaks; when new wine is poured into old leather bottles, they
burst. What happens, then, when the god plants himself in the frailty
of a human being if he does not become a new person and a new vessel!
But this becoming—how difficult it really is, and how like a difficult
birth! And the situation of the understanding—in its frailty, how
close it is at every moment to the border of misunderstanding when
the anxieties of guilt disturb the peace of love. And the situation of
understanding—how terrifying, for it is indeed less terrifying to fall
upon one’s face while the mountains tremble at the god’s voice than
to sit with him as his equal, and yet the god’s concern is precisely to
sit this way.

Now if someone were to say, “What you are composing is the shabbiest
plagiarism ever to appear, since it is nothing more or less than what
any child knows,” then I presumably must hear with shame that I am
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a liar. But why the shabbiest? After all, every poet who steals, steals
from another poet, and thus we are all equally shabby; indeed, my
stealing is perhaps less harmful since it is more easily discovered. But
who then is the poet? If I were so polite as to regard you, who pass
judgment on me, to be the poet, you perhaps would become angry
again. If there is no poet when there nevertheless is a poem—this
would be curious, indeed, as curious as hearing flute playing although
there is no flute player. Or is this poem perhaps like a proverb, of which
no author is known because it seems as if all humanity had composed
it. And was this perhaps why you called my plagiarism the shabbiest
ever, because I did not steal from any one person but robbed the hu-
man race and, although I am just a single human being—indeed, even
a shabby thief—arrogantly pretended to be the whole human race? If
that is the case, then if I went around to every single human being and
everyone certainly knew about it but everyone also knew that he had
not composed it, am I to draw the conclusion that consequently the
human race composed it? Would this not be odd? For if the whole
human race had composed it, this might very well be expressed by say-
ing that each and every person was equally close to having composed
it. Do you not think we have run into some difficulty here, although
initially the entire matter seemed to be decided so easily with your
short, angry statement that my poem was the shabbiest plagiarism
and with my shame in having to hear it. So perhaps it is not a poem
at all, or in any case is not ascribable to any human being or to the
human race, either. And I do understand you. You called my con-
duct the shabbiest plagiarism, because I did not steal from any single
person, did not rob the human race, but robbed the deity or, so to
speak, kidnapped him and, although I am only a single human be-
ing—indeed, even a shabby thief—blasphemously pretended to be the
god. Now, my dear fellow, I quite understand you and understand
that your anger is justified. But then my soul is also gripped with new
amazement—indeed, it is filled with adoration, for it certainly would
have been odd if it had been a human poem. Presumably it could
occur to a human being to poetize himself in the likeness of the god
or the god in the likeness of himself, but not to poetize that the god
poetized himself in the likeness of a human being, for if the god gave
no indication, how could it occur to a man that the blessed god could
need him? This would indeed be the worst of thoughts or, rather, so
bad a thought that it could not arise in him, even though, when the
god has confided it to him, he adoringly says: This thought did not
arise in my heart — and finds it to be the most wondrously beautiful
thought. Is not the whole thing wondrous, does not this word come to
my lips as a felicitously foreshadowing word, for do we not, as I in fact
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said and you yourself involuntarily say, stand here before the wonder
[Vidunderet ]. And since we both are now standing before this wonder,
whose solemn silence cannot be disturbed by human wrangling about
what is mine and what is yours, whose awe-inspiring words infinitely
drown out human quarreling about mine and thine, forgive me my cu-
rious mistaken notion of having composed it myself. It was a mistaken
notion, and the poem was so different from every human poem that it
was no poem at all but the wonder.
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The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex

Charles Darwin was born in Shrewsbury, England, in 1809. The 
decisive event of his life was a five-year circumnavigation of the world 
on H.M.S. Beagle (1831-1836). He was reading the work of geologist 
Charles Lyell, who opened up the vista of evolutionary geology, with 
its timescales far exceeding that provided by a literalist reading of the 
Bible. After the voyage, Darwin began suffering from a chronic illness 
and moved to Down House in Kent, where he spent the rest of his life, 

dying in 1882.

Darwin did not create the thought of evolution, that current species 
derive from predecessor species. His accomplishment was to propose 
an actual mechanism for evolutionary change, supported by empirical 
data. After his voyage, Darwin derived the idea for the evolutionary 
mechanism from Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle of Population, 
which argued that human reproduction proceeds geometrically, while 
food production proceeds only arithmetically. This constraint by the 

environment would operate to cull the species. So, the how, the 
evolutionary mechanism, proposed by Darwin was natural selection 

of adaptive, heritable, minor individual variations under the pressure 
of environmental constraint on reproduction—creating

population-level shifts. The Origin of Species came out in 1859, one 
of the most significant books in history. His theory sets individuals, 

and groups of individuals, in an eco-systematic and diachronic 
context: over time, “life” is pressed into branching speciation, the 
luxury of variation and complexity we see around us. In Origin, he 

does not make explicit what his theory entails for human origins, the 
most contentious aspect of evolution, reserving that for his 1871 The 

Descent of Man—a work much less empirically buttressed. In 
Descent, he also proposes sexual selection to account for non-survival 

adaptations.
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As a young man, Darwin had gone to Cambridge to study to be an
Anglican clergyman, and believed then in the literal truth of the

Bible. Moved by cruel spectacles in the natural world, his religion
slipped. Christianity was slowly draining from the European soul in

the nineteenth century, and Darwin demolished the rationalist
theology of his time which pursued Christian apologetics in the

Leibnizian mode of showing this to be the best of all possible worlds.
Darwin presents a worldview in which “success” is what matters, as
with Hegel—though now we have ends without intentionality, the

spontaneous order of capitalism (generated by Machiavellian
competition) returning with a vengeance, mechanism triumphing
over humanism. Nature was transformed from bucolic to savage.
Human animality and unconscious instincts became unavoidable.

Not just Christianity but rationalist metaphysics too was falling to
the rise of scientism—a kind of rationalism without philosophical
orientation. How to live in a world with no fixed species, no solid

truths, perhaps no divine providence?
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Chapter V. On the Development of the Intellectual and
Moral Faculties During Primeval and Civilised Times.

The advancement of the intellectual powers through natural selection
— Importance of imitation — Social and moral faculties — Their
development within the limits of the same tribe — Natural selection as
affecting civilised nations — Evidence that civilised nations were once
barbarous.

The subjects to be discussed in this chapter are of the highest interest,
but are treated by me in a most imperfect and fragmentary manner.
Mr. Wallace, in an admirable paper before referred to, argues that man
after he had partially acquired those intellectual and moral faculties
which distinguish him from the lower animals, would have been but
little liable to have had his bodily structure modified through natural
selection or any other means. For man is enabled through his men-
tal faculties “to keep with an unchanged body in harmony with the
changing universe.” He has great power of adapting his habits to new
conditions of life. He invents weapons, tools and various stratagems,
by which he procures food and defends himself. When he migrates
into a colder climate he uses clothes, builds sheds, and makes fires;
and, by the aid of fire, cooks food otherwise indigestible. He aids his
fellow-men in many ways, and anticipates future events. Even at a
remote period he practised some subdivision of labour.

The lower animals, on the other hand, must have their bodily structure
modified in order to survive under greatly changed conditions. They
must be rendered stronger, or acquire more effective teeth or claws, in
order to defend themselves from new enemies; or they must be reduced
in size so as to escape detection and danger. When they migrate into
a colder climate they must become clothed with thicker fur, or have
their constitutions altered. If they fail to be thus modified, they will
cease to exist.

The case, however, is widely different, as Mr. Wallace has with justice
insisted, in relation to the intellectual and moral faculties of man.
These faculties are variable; and we have every reason to believe that
the variations tend to be inherited. Therefore, if they were formerly of
high importance to primeval man and to his ape-like progenitors, they
would have been perfected or advanced through natural selection. Of
the high importance of the intellectual faculties there can be no doubt,
for man mainly owes to them his preeminent position in the world. We
can see that, in the rudest state of society, the individuals who were
the most sagacious, who invented and used the best weapons or traps,
and who were best able to defend themselves, would rear the greatest
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number of offspring. The tribes which included the largest number
of men thus endowed would increase in number and supplant other
tribes. Numbers depend primarily on the means of subsistence, and
this, partly on the physical nature of the country, but in a much higher
degree on the arts which are there practised. As a tribe increases and is
victorious, it is often still further increased by the absorption of other
tribes. The stature and strength of the men of a tribe are likewise
of some importance for its success, and these depend in part on the
nature and amount of the food which can be obtained. In Europe
the men of the Bronze period were supplanted by a more powerful
and, judging from their sword-handles, larger-handed race; but their
success was probably due in a much higher degree to their superiority
in the arts.

All that we know about savages, or may infer from their traditions
and from old monuments, the history of which is quite forgotten by
the present inhabitants, shew that from the remotest times success-
ful tribes have supplanted other tribes. Relics of extinct or forgotten
tribes have been discovered throughout the civilised regions of the
earth, on the wild plains of America, and on the isolated islands in
the Pacific Ocean. At the present day civilised nations are everywhere
supplanting barbarous nations, excepting where the climate opposes
a deadly barrier; and they succeed mainly, though not exclusively,
through their arts, which are the products of the intellect. It is, there-
fore, highly probable that with mankind the intellectual faculties have
been gradually perfected through natural selection; and this conclu-
sion is sufficient for our purpose. Undoubtedly it would have been
very interesting to have traced the development of each separate fac-
ulty from the state in which it exists in the lower animals to that in
which it exists in man; but neither my ability nor knowledge permit
the attempt.

It deserves notice that as soon as the progenitors of man became social
(and this probably occurred at a very early period), the advancement
of the intellectual faculties will have been aided and modified in an
important manner, of which we see only traces in the lower animals,
namely, through the principle of imitation, together with reason and
experience. Apes are much given to imitation, as are the lowest sav-
ages; and the simple fact previously referred to, that after a time no
animal can be caught in the same place by the same sort of trap, shews
that animals learn by experience, and imitate each others’ caution.
Now, if some one man in a tribe, more sagacious than the others, in-
vented a new snare or weapon, or other means of attack or defence, the
plainest self-interest, without the assistance of much reasoning power,

76



The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex

would prompt the other members to imitate him; and all would thus
profit. The habitual practice of each new art must likewise in some
slight degree strengthen the intellect. If the new invention were an im-
portant one, the tribe would increase in number, spread, and supplant
other tribes. In a tribe thus rendered more numerous there would
always be a rather better chance of the birth of other superior and
inventive members. If such men left children to inherit their mental
superiority, the chance of the birth of still more ingenious members
would be somewhat better, and in a very small tribe decidedly bet-
ter. Even if they left no children, the tribe would still include their
blood-relations; and it has been ascertained by agriculturists that by
preserving and breeding from the family of an animal, which when
slaughtered was found to be valuable, the desired character has been
obtained.

Turning now to the social and moral faculties. In order that primeval
men, or the ape-like progenitors of man, should have become social,
they must have acquired the same instinctive feelings which impel
other animals to live in a body; and they no doubt exhibited the same
general disposition. They would have felt uneasy when separated from
their comrades, for whom they would have felt some degree of love;
they would have warned each other of danger, and have given mutual
aid in attack or defence. All this implies some degree of sympathy,
fidelity, and courage. Such social qualities, the paramount impor-
tance of which to the lower animals is disputed by no one, were no
doubt acquired by the progenitors of man in a similar manner, namely,
through natural selection, aided by inherited habit. When two tribes
of primeval man, living in the same country, came into competition,
if the one tribe included (other circumstances being equal) a greater
number of courageous, sympathetic, and faithful members, who were
always ready to warn each other of danger, to aid and defend each
other, this tribe would without doubt succeed best and conquer the
other. Let it be borne in mind how all-important, in the never-ceasing
wars of savages, fidelity and courage must be. The advantage which
disciplined soldiers have over undisciplined hordes follows chiefly from
the confidence which each man feels in his comrades. Obedience, as
Mr. Bagehot has well shewn, is of the highest value, for any form of
government is better than none. Selfish and contentious people will
not cohere, and without coherence nothing can be effected. A tribe
possessing the above qualities in a high degree would spread and be
victorious over other tribes; but in the course of time it would, judging
from all past history, be in its turn overcome by some other and still
more highly endowed tribe. Thus the social and moral qualities would
tend slowly to advance and be diffused throughout the world.
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But it may be asked, how within the limits of the same tribe did a
large number of members first become endowed with these social and
moral qualities, and how was the standard of excellence raised? It
is extremely doubtful whether the offspring of the more sympathetic
and benevolent parents, or of those which were the most faithful to
their comrades, would be reared in greater number than the children
of selfish and treacherous parents of the same tribe. He who was ready
to sacrifice his life, as many a savage has been, rather than betray his
comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature.
The bravest men, who were always willing to come to the front in
war, and who freely risked their lives for others, would on an average
perish in larger number than other men. Therefore it seems scarcely
possible (bearing in mind that we are not here speaking of one tribe
being victorious over another) that the number of men gifted with such
virtues, or that the standard of their excellence, could be increased
through natural selection, that is, by the survival of the fittest.

Although the circumstances which lead to an increase in the number
of men thus endowed within the same tribe are too complex to be
clearly followed out, we can trace some of the probable steps. In
the first place, as the reasoning powers and foresight of the members
became improved, each man would soon learn from experience that
if he aided his fellow-men, he would commonly receive aid in return.
From this low motive he might acquire the habit of aiding his fellows;
and the habit of performing benevolent actions certainly strengthens
the feeling of sympathy, which gives the first impulse to benevolent
actions. Habits, moreover, followed during many generations probably
tend to be inherited.

But there is another and much more powerful stimulus to the devel-
opment of the social virtues, namely, the praise and the blame of our
fellow-men. The love of approbation and the dread of infamy, as well
as the bestowal of praise or blame, are primarily due, as we have seen
in the third chapter, to the instinct of sympathy; and this instinct
no doubt was originally acquired, like all the other social instincts,
through natural selection. At how early a period the progenitors of
man, in the course of their development, became capable of feeling
and being impelled by the praise or blame of their fellow-creatures,
we cannot, of course, say. But it appears that even dogs appreciate
encouragement, praise, and blame. The rudest savages feel the senti-
ment of glory, as they clearly show by preserving the trophies of their
prowess, by their habit of excessive boasting, and even by the extreme
care which they take of their personal appearance and decorations; for
unless they regarded the opinion of their comrades, such habits would
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be senseless.

They certainly feel shame at the breach of some of their lesser rules; 
but how far they experience remorse is doubtful. I was at first surprised 
that I could not recollect any recorded instances of this feeling in 
savages; and Sir J. Lubbock states that he knows of none. But if 
we banish from our minds all cases given in novels and plays and 
in death-bed confessions made to priests, I doubt whether many of 
us have actually witnessed remorse; though we may have often seen 
shame and contrition for smaller offences. Remorse is a deeply hidden 
feeling. It is incredible that a savage, who will sacrifice his life rather 
than betray his tribe, or one who will deliver himself up as a prisoner 
rather than break his parole, would not feel remorse in his inmost soul, 
though he might conceal it, if he had failed in a duty which he held 
sacred.

We may therefore conclude that primeval man, at a very remote pe-
riod, would have been influenced by the praise and blame of his fellows. 
It is obvious, that the members of the same tribe would approve of 
conduct which appeared to them to be for the general good, and would 
reprobate that which appeared evil. To do good unto others - to do 
unto others as ye would they should do unto you, - is the foundation-
stone of morality. It is, therefore, hardly possible to exaggerate the 
importance during rude times of the love of praise and the dread of 
blame. A man who was not impelled by any deep, instinctive feeling, 
to sacrifice his life for the good of others, yet was roused to such ac-
tions by a sense of glory, would by his example excite the same wish 
for glory in other men, and would strengthen by exercise the noble 
feeling of admiration. He might thus do far more good to his tribe 
than by begetting offspring with a tendency to inherit his own high 
character.

With increased experience and reason, man perceives the more remote 
consequences of his actions, and the self-regarding virtues, such as 
temperance, chastity, &c., which during early times are, as we have 
before seen, utterly disregarded, come to be highly esteemed or even 
held sacred. I need not, however, repeat what I have said on this 
head in the third chapter. Ultimately a highly complex sentiment, 
having its first origin in the social instincts, largely guided by the 
approbation of our fellow-men, ruled by reason, self-interest, and in 
later times by deep religious feelings, confirmed by instruction and 
habit, all combined, constitute our moral sense or conscience.

It must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality 
gives but a slight or no advantage to each individual man and his chil-
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dren over the other men of the same tribe, yet that an advancement
in the standard of morality and an increase in the number of well-
endowed men will certainly give an immense advantage to one tribe
over another. There can be no doubt that a tribe including many
members who, from possessing in a high degree the spirit of patrio-
tism, fidelity, obedience, courage, and sympathy, were always ready
to give aid to each other and to sacrifice themselves for the common
good, would be victorious over most other tribes; and this would be
natural selection. At all times throughout the world tribes have sup-
planted other tribes; and as morality is one element in their success,
the standard of morality and the number of well-endowed men will
thus everywhere tend to rise and increase.

It is, however, very difficult to form any judgment why one partic-
ular tribe and not another has been successful and has risen in the
scale of civilisation. Many savages are in the same condition as when
first discovered several centuries ago. As Mr. Bagehot has remarked,
we are apt to look at progress as the normal rule in human soci-
ety; but history refutes this. The ancients did not even entertain the
idea; nor do the oriental nations at the present day. According to
another high authority, Mr. Maine, “the greatest part of mankind has
never shewn a particle of desire that its civil institutions should be
improved.” Progress seems to depend on many concurrent favourable
conditions, far too complex to be followed out. But it has often been
remarked, that a cool climate from leading to industry and the vari-
ous arts has been highly favourable, or even indispensable for this end.
The Esquimaux, pressed by hard necessity, have succeeded in many
ingenious inventions, but their climate has been too severe for contin-
ued progress. Nomadic habits, whether over wide plains, or through
the dense forests of the tropics, or along the shores of the sea, have in
every case been highly detrimental. Whilst observing the barbarous
inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego, it struck me that the possession of
some property, a fixed abode, and the union of many families under
a chief, were the indispensable requisites for civilisation. Such habits
almost necessitate the cultivation of the ground; and the first steps
in cultivation would probably result, as I have elsewhere shewn, from
some such accident as the seeds of a fruit-tree falling on a heap of
refuse and producing an unusually fine variety. The problem, how-
ever, of the first advance of savages towards civilisation is at present
much too difficult to be solved.

Natural Selection as affecting Civilised Nations.—In the last and present
chapters I have considered the advancement of man from a former
semi-human condition to his present state as a barbarian. But some
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remarks on the agency of natural selection on civilised nations may 
be here worth adding. This subject has been ably discussed by Mr. 
W. R. Greg, and previously by Mr. Wallace and Mr. Galton. Most 
of my remarks are taken from these three authors. With savages, the 
weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive 
commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. We civilised men, on 
the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we 
build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute 
poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life 
of every one to the last moment. There is reason to believe that vacci-
nation has preserved thousands, who from a weak constitution would 
formerly have succumbed to small-pox. Thus the weak members of 
civilised societies propagate their kind. No one who has attended to 
the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly 
injurious to the race of man. It is surprising how soon a want of care, 
or care wrongly directed, leads to the degeneration of a domestic race; 
but excepting in the case of man himself, hardly any one is so ignorant 
as to allow his worst animals to breed.

The aid which we feel impelled to give to the helpless is mainly an 
incidental result of the instinct of sympathy, which was originally ac-
quired as part of the social instincts, but subsequently rendered, in the 
manner previously indicated, more tender and more widely diffused. 
Nor could we check our sympathy, if so urged by hard reason, with-
out deterioration in the noblest part of our nature. The surgeon may 
harden himself whilst performing an operation, for he knows that he 
is acting for the good of his patient; but if we were intentionally to 
neglect the weak and helpless, it could only be for a contingent bene-
fit, with a certain and great present evil. Hence we must bear without 
complaining the undoubtedly bad effects of the weak surviving and 
propagating their kind; but there appears to be at least one check in 
steady action, namely the weaker and inferior members of society not 
marrying so freely as the sound; and this check might be indefinitely 
increased, though this is more to be hoped for than expected, by the 
weak in body or mind refraining from marriage.

In all civilised countries man accumulates property and bequeaths it 
to his children. So that the children in the same country do not by 
any means start fair in the race for success. But this is far from an 
unmixed evil; for without the accumulation of capital the arts could 
not progress; and it is chiefly through their power that the civilised 
races have extended, and are now everywhere extending, their range, 
so as to take the place of the lower races. Nor does the moderate 
accumulation of wealth interfere with the process of selection. When
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a poor man becomes rich, his children enter trades or professions in
which there is struggle enough, so that the able in body and mind
succeed best. The presence of a body of well-instructed men, who
have not to labour for their daily bread, is important to a degree which
cannot be over-estimated; as all high intellectual work is carried on by
them, and on such work material progress of all kinds mainly depends,
not to mention other and higher advantages. No doubt wealth when
very great tends to convert men into useless drones, but their number
is never large; and some degree of elimination here occurs, as we daily
see rich men, who happen to be fools or profligate, squandering away
all their wealth.

Primogeniture with entailed estates is a more direct evil, though it
may formerly have been a great advantage by the creation of a dom-
inant class, and any government is better than anarchy. The eldest
sons, though they may be weak in body or mind, generally marry,
whilst the younger sons, however superior in these respects, do not
so generally marry. Nor can worthless eldest sons with entailed es-
tates squander their wealth. But here, as elsewhere, the relations of
civilised life are so complex that some compensatory checks intervene.
The men who are rich through primogeniture are able to select gener-
ation after generation the more beautiful and charming women; and
these must generally be healthy in body and active in mind. The evil
consequences, such as they may be, of the continued preservation of
the same line of descent, without any selection, are checked by men of
rank always wishing to increase their wealth and power; and this they
effect by marrying heiresses. But the daughters of parents who have
produced single children, are themselves, as Mr. Galton has shewn,
apt to be sterile; and thus noble families are continually cut off in the
direct line, and their wealth flows into some side channel; but unfor-
tunately this channel is not determined by superiority of any kind.

Although civilisation thus checks in many ways the action of natu-
ral selection, it apparently favours, by means of improved food and
the freedom from occasional hardships, the better development of the
body. This may be inferred from civilised men having been found,
wherever compared, to be physically stronger than savages. They ap-
pear also to have equal powers of endurance, as has been proved in
many adventurous expeditions. Even the great luxury of the rich can
be but little detrimental; for the expectation of life of our aristocracy,
at all ages and of both sexes, is very little inferior to that of healthy
English lives in the lower classes.

We will now look to the intellectual faculties alone. If in each grade
of society the members were divided into two equal bodies, the one

82



The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex

including the intellectually superior and the other the inferior, there 
can be little doubt that the former would succeed best in all occu-
pations and rear a greater number of children. Even in the lowest 
walks of life, skill and ability must be of some advantage, though in 
many occupations, owing to the great division of labour, a very small 
one. Hence in civilised nations there will be some tendency to an in-
crease both in the number and in the standard of the intellectually 
able. But I do not wish to assert that this tendency may not be more 
than counterbalanced in other ways, as by the multiplication of the 
reckless and improvident; but even to such as these, ability must be 
some advantage.

It has often been objected to views like the foregoing, that the most 
eminent men who have ever lived have left no offspring to inherit 
their great intellect. Mr. Galton says, “I regret I am unable to solve 
the simple question whether, and how far, men and women who are 
prodigies of genius are infertile. I have, how ever, shewn that men 
of eminence are by no means so.” Great lawgivers, the founders of 
beneficent religions, great philosophers and discoverers in science, aid 
the progress of mankind in a far higher degree by their works than 
by leaving a numerous progeny. In the case of corporeal structures, it 
is the selection of the slightly better-endowed and the elimination of 
the slightly less well-endowed individuals, and not the preservation of 
strongly-marked and rare anomalies, that leads to the advancement of 
a species. So it will be with the intellectual faculties, namely from the 
somewhat more able men in each grade of society succeeding rather 
better than the less able, and consequently increasing in number, if not 
otherwise prevented. When in any nation the standard of intellect and 
the number of intellectual men have increased, we may expect from 
the law of the deviation from an average, as shewn by Mr. Galton, 
that prodigies of genius will appear somewhat more frequently than 
before.

In regard to the moral qualities, some elimination of the worst disposi-
tions is always in progress even in the most civilised nations. Malefac-
tors are executed, or imprisoned for long periods, so that they cannot 
freely transmit their bad qualities. Melancholic and insane persons 
are confined, or commit suicide. Violent and quarrelsome men often 
come to a bloody end. Restless men who will not follow any steady 
occupation - and this relic of barbarism is a great check to civilisation -
emigrate to newly-settled countries, where they prove useful pioneers. 
Intemperance is so highly destructive, that the expectation of life of 
the intemperate, at the age, for instance, of thirty, is only 13.8 years; 
whilst for the rural labourers of England at the same age it is 40.59
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years. Profligate women bear few children, and profligate men rarely 
marry; both suffer from disease. In the breeding of domestic animals, 
the elimination of those individuals, though few in number, which are 
in any marked manner inferior, is by no means an unimportant element 
towards success. This especially holds good with injurious characters 
which tend to reappear through reversion, such as blackness in sheep; 
and with mankind some of the worst dispositions, which occasionally 
without any assignable cause make their appearance in families, may 
perhaps be reversions to a savage state, from which we are not removed 
by very many generations. This view seems indeed recognised in the 
common expression that such men are the black sheep of the family.

With civilised nations, as far as an advanced standard of morality, 
and an increased number of fairly well-endowed men are concerned, 
natural selection apparently effects but little; though the fundamental 
social instincts were originally thus gained. But I have already said 
enough, whilst treating of the lower races, on the causes which lead to 
the advance of morality, namely, the approbation of our fellow-men -
the strengthening of our sympathies by habit, example and imitation, 
reason, experience and even self-interest, instruction during youth, and 
religious feelings.

A most important obstacle in civilised countries to an increase in the 
number of men of a superior class has been strongly urged by Mr. Greg 
and Mr. Galton, namely, the fact that the very poor and reckless, who 
are often degraded by vice, almost invariably marry early, whilst the 
careful and frugal, who are generally otherwise virtuous, marry late in 
life, so that they may be able to support themselves and their children 
in comfort. Those who marry early produce within a given period not 
only a greater number of generations, but, as shewn by Dr. Duncan, 
they produce many more children. The children, moreover, that are 
born by mothers during the prime of life are heavier and larger, and 
therefore probably more vigorous, than those born at other periods. 
Thus the reckless, degraded, and often vicious members of society, 
tend to increase at a quicker rate than the provident and generally 
virtuous members. Or as Mr. Greg puts the case: “The careless, 
squalid, unaspiring Irishman multiplies like rabbits: the frugal, fore-
seeing, self-respecting, ambitious Scot, stern in his morality, spiritual in 
his faith, sagacious and disciplined in his intelligence, passes his best 
years in struggle and in celibacy, marries late, and leaves few be-hind 
him. Given a land originally peopled by a thousand Saxons and a 
thousand Celts - and in a dozen generations five-sixths of the popu-
lation would be Celts, but five-sixths of the property, of the power, of 
the intellect, would belong to the one-sixth of Saxons that remained.
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In the eternal ‘struggle for existence,’ it would be the inferior and less 
favoured race that had prevailed” - and prevailed by virtue not of its 
good qualities but of its faults.

There are, however, some checks to this downward tendency. We have 
seen that the intemperate suffer from a high rate of mortality, and the 
extremely profligate leave few offspring. The poorest classes crowd 
into towns, and it has been proved by Dr. Stark from the statistics of 
ten years in Scotland, that at all ages the death-rate is higher in towns 
than in rural districts, “and during the first five years of life the town 
death rate is almost exactly double that of the rural districts.” As these 
returns include both the rich and the poor, no doubt more than double 
the number of births would be requisite to keep up the number of the 
very poor inhabitants in the towns, relatively to those in the country. 
With women, marriage at too early an age is highly injurious; for it 
has been found in France that, “twice as many wives under twenty 
die in the year, as died out of the same number of the unmarried. 
The mortality, also, of husbands under twenty is excessively high,” 
but what the cause of this may be seems doubtful. Lastly, if the men 
who prudently delay marrying until they can bring up their families in 
comfort, were to select, as they often do, women in the prime of life, 
the rate of increase in the better class would be only slightly lessened.

It was established from an enormous body of statistics, taken during 
1853, that the unmarried men throughout France, between the ages of 
twenty and eighty, die in a much larger proportion than the married: 
for instance, out of every 1000 unmarried men, between the ages of 
twenty and thirty, 11.3 annually died, whilst of the married only 6.5 
died. A similar law was proved to hold good, during the years 1863 
and 1864, with the entire population above the age of twenty in Scot-
land: for instance, out of every 1000 unmarried men, between the ages 
of twenty and thirty, 14.97 annually died, whilst of the married only 
7.24 died, that is less than half. Dr. Stark remarks on this, “Bache-
lorhood is more destructive to life than the most unwholesome trades, 
or than residence in an unwholesome house or district where there 
has never been the most distant attempt at sanitary improvement.” He 
considers that the lessened mortality is the direct result of "marriage, 
and the more regular domestic habits which attend that state.” He 
admits, however, that the intemperate, profligate, and criminal classes, 
whose duration of life is low, do not commonly marry; and it must 
likewise be admitted that men with a weak constitution, ill health, or 
any great infirmity in body or mind, will often not wish to marry, or will 
be rejected. Dr. Stark seems to have come to the conclusion that 
marriage in itself is a main cause of prolonged life,
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from finding that aged married men still have a considerable advan-
tage in this respect over the unmarried of the same advanced age; but 
every one must have known instances of men, who with weak health 
during youth did not marry, and yet have survived to old age, though 
remaining weak and therefore always with a lessened chance of life. 
There is another remarkable circumstance which seems to support Dr. 
Stark’s conclusion, namely, that widows and widowers in France suffer 
in comparison with the married a very heavy rate of mortality; but Dr. 
Farr attributes this to the poverty and evil habits consequent on the 
disruption of the family, and to grief. On the whole we may conclude 
with Dr. Farr that the lesser mortality of married than of unmarried 
men, which seems to be a general law, “is mainly due to the constant 
elimination of imperfect types, and to the skilful selection of the finest 
individuals out of each successive generation;” the selection relating 
only to the marriage state, and acting on all corporeal, intellectual, 
and moral qualities. We may, therefore, infer that sound and good 
men who out of prudence remain for a time unmarried do not suffer a 
high rate of mortality.

If the various checks specified in the two last paragraphs, and per-
haps others as yet unknown, do not prevent the reckless, the vicious 
and otherwise inferior members of society from increasing at a quicker 
rate than the better class of men, the nation will retrograde, as has 
occurred too often in the history of the world. We must remember 
that progress is no invariable rule. It is most difficult to say why 
one civilised nation rises, becomes more powerful, and spreads more 
widely, than another; or why the same nation progresses more at one 
time than at another. We can only say that it depends on an increase 
in the actual number of the population, on the number of the men 
endowed with high intellectual and moral faculties, as well as on their 
standard of excellence. Corporeal structure, except so far as vigour of 
body leads to vigour of mind, appears to have little influence.

It has been urged by several writers that as high intellectual powers 
are advantageous to a nation, the old Greeks, who stood some grades 
higher in intellect than any race that has ever existed, ought to have 
risen, if the power of natural selection were real, still higher in the 
scale, increased in number, and stocked the whole of Europe. Here 
we have the tacit assumption, so often made with respect to corporeal 
structures, that there is some innate tendency towards continued de-
velopment in mind and body. But development of all kinds depends 
on many concurrent favourable circumstances. Natural selection acts 
only in a tentative manner. Individuals and races may have acquired 
certain indisputable advantages, and yet have perished from failing in
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other characters. The Greeks may have retrograded from a want of
coherence between the many small states, from the small size of their
whole country, from the practice of slavery, or from extreme sensual-
ity; for they did not succumb until “they were enervated and corrupt
to the very core.” The western nations of Europe, who now so im-
measurably surpass their former savage progenitors and stand at the
summit of civilisation, owe little or none of their superiority to direct
inheritance from the old Greeks; though they owe much to the written
works of this wonderful people.

Who can positively say why the Spanish nation, so dominant at one
time, has been distanced in the race. The awakening of the nations
of Europe from the dark ages is a still more perplexing problem. At
this early period, as Mr. Galton has remarked, almost all the men
of a gentle nature, those given to meditation or culture of the mind,
had no refuge except in the bosom of the Church which demanded
celibacy; and this could hardly fail to have had a deteriorating influ-
ence on each successive generation. During this same period the Holy
Inquisition selected with extreme care the freest and boldest men in
order to burn or imprison them. In Spain alone some of the best men
- those who doubted and questioned, and without doubting there can
be no progress - were eliminated during three centuries at the rate of a
thousand a year. The evil which the Catholic Church has thus effected,
though no doubt counterbalanced to a certain, perhaps large extent
in other ways, is incalculable; nevertheless, Europe has progressed at
an unparalleled rate.

The remarkable success of the English as colonists over other Euro-
pean nations, which is well illustrated by comparing the progress of
the Canadians of English and French extraction, has been ascribed to
their “daring and persistent energy;” but who can say how the English
gained their energy. There is apparently much truth in the belief that
the wonderful progress of the United States, as well as the character
of the people, are the results of natural selection; the more energetic,
restless, and courageous men from all parts of Europe having emi-
grated during the last ten or twelve generations to that great country,
and having there succeeded best. Looking to the distant future, I do
not think that the Rev. Mr. Zincke takes an exaggerated view when
he says: “All other series of events - as that which resulted in the cul-
ture of mind in Greece, and that which resulted in the empire of Rome
- only appear to have purpose and value when viewed in connection
with, or rather as subsidiary to .... the great stream of Anglo-Saxon
emigration to the west.”
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Obscure as is the problem of the advance of civilisation, we can at
least see that a nation which produced during a lengthened period the
greatest number of highly intellectual, energetic, brave, patriotic, and
benevolent men, would generally prevail over less favoured nations.

Natural selection follows from the struggle for existence; and this from
a rapid rate of increase. It is impossible not bitterly to regret, but
whether wisely is another question, the rate at which man tends to
increase; for this leads in barbarous tribes to infanticide and many
other evils, and in civilised nations to abject poverty, celibacy, and
to the late marriages of the prudent. But as man suffers from the
same physical evils with the lower animals, he has no right to expect
an immunity from the evils consequent on the struggle for existence.
Had he not been subjected to natural selection, assuredly he would
never have attained to the rank of manhood. When we see in many
parts of the world enormous areas of the most fertile land peopled by
a few wandering savages, but which are capable of supporting numer-
ous happy homes, it might be argued that the struggle for existence
had not been sufficiently severe to force man upwards to his highest
standard. Judging from all that we know of man and the lower an-
imals, there has always been sufficient variability in the intellectual
and moral faculties, for their steady advancement through natural
selection. No doubt such advancement demands many favourablecon-
current circumstances; but it may well be doubted whether the most
favourable would have sufficed, had not the rate of increase been rapid,
and the consequent struggle for existence severe to an extreme degree.

On the evidence that all civilised nations were once barbarous.—As
we have had to consider the steps by which some semi-human crea-
ture has been gradually raised to the rank of man in his most perfect
state, the present subject cannot be quite passed over. But it has
been treated in so full and admirable a manner by Sir J. Lubbock,
Mr. Tylor, Mr. M’Lennan, and others, that I need here give only the
briefest summary of their results. The arguments recently advanced
by the Duke of Argyll and formerly by Archbishop Whately, in favour
of the belief that man came into the world as a civilised being and
that all savages have since undergone degradation, seem to me weak
in comparison with those advanced on the other side. Many nations,
no doubt, have fallen away in civilisation, and some may have lapsed
into utter barbarism, though on this latter head I have not met with
any evidence. The Fuegians were probably compelled by other con-
quering hordes to settle in their inhospitable country, and they may
have become in consequence somewhat more degraded; but it would
be difficult to prove that, they have fallen much below the Botocudos

88



The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex

who inhabit the finest parts of Brazil.

The evidence that all civilised nations are the descendants of bar-
barians, consists, on the one side, of clear traces of their former low 
condition in still-existing customs, beliefs, language, &c.; and on the 
other side, of proofs that savages are independently able to raise them-
selves a few steps in the scale of civilisation, and have actually thus 
risen. The evidence on the first head is extremely curious, but cannot 
be here given: I refer to such cases as that, for instance, of the art 
of enumeration, which, as Mr. Tylor clearly shews by the words still 
used in some places, originated in counting the fingers, first of one 
hand and then of the other, and lastly of the toes. We have traces of 
this in our own decimal system, and in the Roman numerals, which 
after reaching to the number V., change into VI., &c., when the other 
hand no doubt was used. So again, “when we speak of three-score and 
ten, we are counting by the vigesimal system, each score thus ideally 
made, standing for 20 - for ‘one man’ as a Mexican or Carib would put 
it.” According to a large and increasing school of philologists, every 
language bears the marks of its slow and gradual evolution. So it is 
with the art of writing, as letters are rudiments of pictorial represen-
tations. It is hardly possible to read Mr. M’Lennan’s work and not 
admit that almost all civilised nations still retain some traces of such 
rude habits as the forcible capture of wives. What ancient nation, as 
the same author asks, can be named that was originally  
monogamous? The primitive idea of justice, as shewn by the law of 
battle and other customs of which traces still remain, was likewise 
most rude. Many existing superstitions are the remnants of former 
false religious beliefs. The highest form of religion - the grand idea of 
God hating sin and loving righteousness - was unknown during 
primeval times.

Turning to the other kind of evidence: Sir J. Lubbock has shewn that 
some savages have recently improved a little in some of their simpler 
arts. From the extremely curious account which he gives of the 
weapons, tools, and arts, used or practised by savages in vari-ous parts 
of the world, it cannot be doubted that these have nearly all been 
independent discoveries, excepting perhaps the art of making fire. The 
Australian boomerang is a good instance of one such inde-pendent 
discovery. The Tahitians when first visited had advanced in many 
respects beyond the inhabitants of most of the other Polyne-sian 
islands. There are no just grounds for the belief that the high culture of 
the native Peruvians and Mexicans was derived from any foreign 
source; many native plants were there cultivated, and a few native 
animals domesticated. We should bear in mind that a wan-dering crew 
from some semi-civilised land, if washed to the shores of
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America, would not, judging from the small influence of most mis-
sionaries, have produced any marked effect on the natives, unless they
had already become somewhat advanced. Looking to a very remote 
period in the history of the world, we find, to use Sir J. Lubbock’s 
well-known terms, a paleolithic and neolithic period; and no one will 
pretend that the art of grinding rough flint tools was a borrowed one.
In all parts of Europe, as far east as Greece, in Palestine, India, Japan, 
New Zealand, and Africa, including Egypt, flint tools have been dis-
covered in abundance; and of their use the existing inhabitants retain
no tradition. There is also indirect evidence of their former use by the 
Chinese and ancient Jews. Hence there can hardly be a doubt that the 
inhabitants of these many countries, which include nearly the whole 
civilised world, were once in a barbarous condition. To believe that
man was aboriginally civilised and then suffered utter degradation in
so many regions, is to take a pitiably low view of human nature. It
is apparently a truer and more cheerful view that progress has been 
much more general than retrogression; that man has risen, though
by slow and interrupted steps, from a lowly condition to the highest 
standard as yet attained by him in knowledge, morals, and religion.

Chapter XXI. — General Summary and Conclusion.

Main conclusion that man is descended from some lower form—Manner
of development—Genealogy of man—Intellectual and moral faculties—Sexual 
Selection—Concluding remarks.

A brief summary will be sufficient to recall to the reader’s mind the more 
salient points in this work. Many of the views which have been advanced are 
highly speculative, and some no doubt will prove erro-neous; but I have in 
every case given the reasons which have led me to
one view rather than to another. It seemed worth while to try how far
the principle of evolution would throw light on some of the more com-
plex problems in the natural history of man. False facts are highly 
injurious to the progress of science, for they often endure long; but false 
views, if supported by some evidence, do little harm, for every
one takes a salutary pleasure in proving their falseness: and when this
is done, one path towards error is closed and the road to truth is often
at the same time opened.

The main conclusion here arrived at, and now held by many naturalists
who are well competent to form a sound judgment, is that man is 
descended from some less highly organised form. The grounds upon which 
this conclusion rests will never be shaken, for the close similarity between 
man and the lower animals in embryonic development, as well
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as in innumerable points of structure and constitution, both of high
and of the most trifling importance,—the rudiments which he retains,
and the abnormal reversions to which he is occasionally liable,—are
facts which cannot be disputed. They have long been known, but
until recently they told us nothing with respect to the origin of man.
Now when viewed by the light of our knowledge of the whole organic
world, their meaning is unmistakable. The great principle of evolution
stands up clear and firm, when these groups or facts are considered in
connection with others, such as the mutual affinities of the members
of the same group, their geographical distribution in past and present
times, and their geological succession. It is incredible that all these
facts should speak falsely. He who is not content to look, like a savage,
at the phenomena of nature as disconnected, cannot any longer believe
that man is the work of a separate act of creation. He will be forced
to admit that the close resemblance of the embryo of man to that, for
instance, of a dog—the construction of his skull, limbs and whole frame
on the same plan with that of other mammals, independently of the
uses to which the parts may be put—the occasional re-appearance of
various structures, for instance of several muscles, which man does not
normally possess, but which are common to the Quadrumana—and
a crowd of analogous facts—all point in the plainest manner to the
conclusion that man is the co-descendant with other mammals of a
common progenitor.

We have seen that man incessantly presents individual differences in
all parts of his body and in his mental faculties. These differences or
variations seem to be induced by the same general causes, and to obey
the same laws as with the lower animals. In both cases similar laws
of inheritance prevail. Man tends to increase at a greater rate than
his means of subsistence; consequently he is occasionally subjected to
a severe struggle for existence, and natural selection will have effected
whatever lies within its scope. A succession of strongly-marked vari-
ations of a similar nature is by no means requisite; slight fluctuating
differences in the individual suffice for the work of natural selection;
not that we have any reason to suppose that in the same species, all
parts of the organisation tend to vary to the same degree. We may
feel assured that the inherited effects of the long-continued use or dis-
use of parts will have done much in the same direction with natural
selection. Modifications formerly of importance, though no longer of
any special use, are long-inherited. When one part is modified, other
parts change through the principle of correlation, of which we have in-
stances in many curious cases of correlated monstrosities. Something
may be attributed to the direct and definite action of the surrounding
conditions of life, such as abundant food, heat or moisture; and lastly,
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many characters of slight physiological importance, some indeed of
considerable importance, have been gained through sexual selection.

No doubt man, as well as every other animal, presents structures,
which seem to our limited knowledge, not to be now of any service to
him, nor to have been so formerly, either for the general conditions
of life, or in the relations of one sex to the other. Such structures
cannot be accounted for by any form of selection, or by the inher-
ited effects of the use and disuse of parts. We know, however, that
many strange and strongly-marked peculiarities of structure occasion-
ally appear in our domesticated productions, and if their unknown
causes were to act more uniformly, they would probably become com-
mon to all the individuals of the species. We may hope hereafter to
understand something about the causes of such occasional modifica-
tions, especially through the study of monstrosities: hence the labours
of experimentalists, such as those of M. Camille Dareste, are full of
promise for the future. In general we can only say that the cause of
each slight variation and of each monstrosity lies much more in the
constitution of the organism, than in the nature of the surrounding
conditions; though new and changed conditions certainly play an im-
portant part in exciting organic changes of many kinds.

Through the means just specified, aided perhaps by others as yet
undiscovered, man has been raised to his present state. But since
he attained to the rank of manhood, he has diverged into distinct
races, or as they may be more fitly called, sub-species. Some of these,
such as the Negro and European, are so distinct that, if specimens
had been brought to a naturalist without any further information,
they would undoubtedly have been considered by him as good and
true species. Nevertheless all the races agree in so many unimportant
details of structure and in so many mental peculiarities that these can
be accounted for only by inheritance from a common progenitor; and a
progenitor thus characterised would probably deserve to rank as man.

It must not be supposed that the divergence of each race from the
other races, and of all from a common stock, can be traced back to
any one pair of progenitors. On the contrary, at every stage in the
process of modification, all the individuals which were in any way
better fitted for their conditions of life, though in different degrees,
would have survived in greater numbers than the less well-fitted. The
process would have been like that followed by man, when he does
not intentionally select particular individuals, but breeds from all the
superior individuals, and neglects the inferior. He thus slowly but
surely modifies his stock, and unconsciously forms a new strain. So
with respect to modifications acquired independently of selection, and
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due to variations arising from the nature of the organism and the
action of the surrounding conditions, or from changed habits of life,
no single pair will have been modified much more than the other pairs
inhabiting the same country, for all will have been continually blended
through free intercrossing.

By considering the embryological structure of man,—the homologies
which he presents with the lower animals,—the rudiments which he
retains,—and the reversions to which he is liable, we can partly recall
in imagination the former condition of our early progenitors; and can
approximately place them in their proper place in the zoological series.
We thus learn that man is descended from a hairy, tailed quadruped,
probably arboreal in its habits, and an inhabitant of the Old World.
This creature, if its whole structure had been examined by a naturalist,
would have been classed amongst the Quadrumana, as surely as the
still more ancient progenitor of the Old and New World monkeys.
The Quadrumana and all the higher mammals are probably derived
from an ancient marsupial animal, and this through a long line of
diversified forms, from some amphibian-like creature, and this again
from some fish-like animal. In the dim obscurity of the past we can
see that the early progenitor of all the Vertebrata must have been an
aquatic animal, provided with branchiae, with the two sexes united in
the same individual, and with the most important organs of the body
(such as the brain and heart) imperfectly or not at all developed. This
animal seems to have been more like the larvae of the existing marine
Ascidians than any other known form.

The high standard of our intellectual powers and moral disposition is
the greatest difficulty which presents itself, after we have been driven
to this conclusion on the origin of man. But every one who admits the
principle of evolution, must see that the mental powers of the higher
animals, which are the same in kind with those of man, though so
different in degree, are capable of advancement. Thus the interval be-
tween the mental powers of one of the higher apes and of a fish, or
between those of an ant and scale-insect, is immense; yet their devel-
opment does not offer any special difficulty; for with our domesticated
animals, the mental faculties are certainly variable, and the variations
are inherited. No one doubts that they are of the utmost importance
to animals in a state of nature. Therefore the conditions are favourable
for their development through natural selection. The same conclusion
may be extended to man; the intellect must have been all-important
to him, even at a very remote period, as enabling him to invent and
use language, to make weapons, tools, traps, etc., whereby with the
aid of his social habits, he long ago became the most dominant of all
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living creatures.

A great stride in the development of the intellect will have followed, as
soon as the half-art and half-instinct of language came into use; for the
continued use of language will have reacted on the brain and produced
an inherited effect; and this again will have reacted on the improve-
ment of language. As Mr. Chauncey Wright has well remarked, the
largeness of the brain in man relatively to his body, compared with the
lower animals, may be attributed in chief part to the early use of some
simple form of language,—that wonderful engine which affixes signs to
all sorts of objects and qualities, and excites trains of thought which
would never arise from the mere impression of the senses, or if they
did arise could not be followed out. The higher intellectual powers
of man, such as those of ratiocination, abstraction, self-consciousness,
etc., probably follow from the continued improvement and exercise of
the other mental faculties.

The development of the moral qualities is a more interesting problem.
The foundation lies in the social instincts, including under this term
the family ties. These instincts are highly complex, and in the case
of the lower animals give special tendencies towards certain definite
actions; but the more important elements are love, and the distinct
emotion of sympathy. Animals endowed with the social instincts take
pleasure in one another’s company, warn one another of danger, defend
and aid one another in many ways. These instincts do not extend to all
the individuals of the species, but only to those of the same community.
As they are highly beneficial to the species, they have in all probability
been acquired through natural selection.

A moral being is one who is capable of reflecting on his past actions
and their motives—of approving of some and disapproving of others;
and the fact that man is the one being who certainly deserves this des-
ignation, is the greatest of all distinctions between him and the lower
animals. But in the fourth chapter I have endeavoured to shew that the
moral sense follows, firstly, from the enduring and ever-present nature
of the social instincts; secondly, from man’s appreciation of the appro-
bation and disapprobation of his fellows; and thirdly, from the high
activity of his mental faculties, with past impressions extremely vivid;
and in these latter respects he differs from the lower animals. Owing to
this condition of mind, man cannot avoid looking both backwards and
forwards, and comparing past impressions. Hence after some tempo-
rary desire or passion has mastered his social instincts, he reflects and
compares the now weakened impression of such past impulses with the
ever-present social instincts; and he then feels that sense of dissatis-
faction which all unsatisfied instincts leave behind them, he therefore
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resolves to act differently for the future,—and this is conscience. Any
instinct, permanently stronger or more enduring than another, gives
rise to a feeling which we express by saying that it ought to be obeyed.
A pointer dog, if able to reflect on his past conduct, would say to him-
self, I ought (as indeed we say of him) to have pointed at that hare
and not have yielded to the passing temptation of hunting it.

Social animals are impelled partly by a wish to aid the members of
their community in a general manner, but more commonly to perform
certain definite actions. Man is impelled by the same general wish to
aid his fellows; but has few or no special instincts. He differs also from
the lower animals in the power of expressing his desires by words, which
thus become a guide to the aid required and bestowed. The motive to
give aid is likewise much modified in man: it no longer consists solely
of a blind instinctive impulse, but is much influenced by the praise or
blame of his fellows. The appreciation and the bestowal of praise and
blame both rest on sympathy; and this emotion, as we have seen, is
one of the most important elements of the social instincts. Sympathy,
though gained as an instinct, is also much strengthened by exercise
or habit. As all men desire their own happiness, praise or blame is
bestowed on actions and motives, according as they lead to this end;
and as happiness is an essential part of the general good, the greatest-
happiness principle indirectly serves as a nearly safe standard of right
and wrong. As the reasoning powers advance and experience is gained,
the remoter effects of certain lines of conduct on the character of the
individual, and on the general good, are perceived; and then the self-
regarding virtues come within the scope of public opinion, and receive
praise, and their opposites blame. But with the less civilised nations
reason often errs, and many bad customs and base superstitions come
within the same scope, and are then esteemed as high virtues, and
their breach as heavy crimes.

The moral faculties are generally and justly esteemed as of higher value
than the intellectual powers. But we should bear in mind that the ac-
tivity of the mind in vividly recalling past impressions is one of the
fundamental though secondary bases of conscience. This affords the
strongest argument for educating and stimulating in all possible ways
the intellectual faculties of every human being. No doubt a man with a
torpid mind, if his social affections and sympathies are well developed,
will be led to good actions, and may have a fairly sensitive conscience.
But whatever renders the imagination more vivid and strengthens the
habit of recalling and comparing past impressions, will make the con-
science more sensitive, and may even somewhat compensate for weak
social affections and sympathies.
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The moral nature of man has reached its present standard, partly
through the advancement of his reasoning powers and consequently of
a just public opinion, but especially from his sympathies having been
rendered more tender and widely diffused through the effects of habit,
example, instruction, and reflection. It is not improbable that after
long practice virtuous tendencies may be inherited. With the more
civilised races, the conviction of the existence of an all-seeing Deity
has had a potent influence on the advance of morality. Ultimately
man does not accept the praise or blame of his fellows as his sole
guide, though few escape this influence, but his habitual convictions,
controlled by reason, afford him the safest rule. His conscience then
becomes the supreme judge and monitor. Nevertheless the first foun-
dation or origin of the moral sense lies in the social instincts, including
sympathy; and these instincts no doubt were primarily gained, as in
the case of the lower animals, through natural selection.

The belief in God has often been advanced as not only the greatest,
but the most complete of all the distinctions between man and the
lower animals. It is however impossible, as we have seen, to maintain
that this belief is innate or instinctive in man. On the other hand
a belief in all-pervading spiritual agencies seems to be universal; and
apparently follows from a considerable advance in man’s reason, and
from a still greater advance in his faculties of imagination, curiosity
and wonder. I am aware that the assumed instinctive belief in God
has been used by many persons as an argument for His existence. But
this is a rash argument, as we should thus be compelled to believe in
the existence of many cruel and malignant spirits, only a little more
powerful than man; for the belief in them is far more general than in a
beneficent Deity. The idea of a universal and beneficent Creator does
not seem to arise in the mind of man, until he has been elevated by
long-continued culture.

He who believes in the advancement of man from some low organised
form, will naturally ask how does this bear on the belief in the im-
mortality of the soul. The barbarous races of man, as Sir J. Lubbock
has shewn, possess no clear belief of this kind; but arguments derived
from the primeval beliefs of savages are, as we have just seen, of little
or no avail. Few persons feel any anxiety from the impossibility of
determining at what precise period in the development of the individ-
ual, from the first trace of a minute germinal vesicle, man becomes
an immortal being; and there is no greater cause for anxiety because
the period cannot possibly be determined in the gradually ascending
organic scale.
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I am aware that the conclusions arrived at in this work will be de-
nounced by some as highly irreligious; but he who denounces them is
bound to shew why it is more irreligious to explain the origin of man
as a distinct species by descent from some lower form, through the
laws of variation and natural selection, than to explain the birth of
the individual through the laws of ordinary reproduction. The birth
both of the species and of the individual are equally parts of that
grand sequence of events, which our minds refuse to accept as the re-
sult of blind chance. The understanding revolts at such a conclusion,
whether or not we are able to believe that every slight variation of
structure,—the union of each pair in marriage, the dissemination of
each seed,—and other such events, have all been ordained for some
special purpose.

Sexual selection has been treated at great length in this work; for,
as I have attempted to shew, it has played an important part in the
history of the organic world. I am aware that much remains doubtful,
but I have endeavoured to give a fair view of the whole case. In
the lower divisions of the animal kingdom, sexual selection seems to
have done nothing: such animals are often affixed for life to the same
spot, or have the sexes combined in the same individual, or what is
still more important, their perceptive and intellectual faculties are not
sufficiently advanced to allow of the feelings of love and jealousy, or
of the exertion of choice. When, however, we come to the Arthropoda
and Vertebrata, even to the lowest classes in these two great Sub-
Kingdoms, sexual selection has effected much.

In the several great classes of the animal kingdom,—in mammals,
birds, reptiles, fishes, insects, and even crustaceans,—the differences
between the sexes follow nearly the same rules. The males are almost
always the wooers; and they alone are armed with special weapons for
fighting with their rivals. They are generally stronger and larger than
the females, and are endowed with the requisite qualities of courage
and pugnacity. They are provided, either exclusively or in a much
higher degree than the females, with organs for vocal or instrumen-
tal music, and with odoriferous glands. They are ornamented with
infinitely diversified appendages, and with the most brilliant or con-
spicuous colours, often arranged in elegant patterns, whilst the females
are unadorned. When the sexes differ in more important structures, it
is the male which is provided with special sense-organs for discovering
the female, with locomotive organs for reaching her, and often with
prehensile organs for holding her. These various structures for charm-
ing or securing the female are often developed in the male during only
part of the year, namely the breeding-season. They have in many cases
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been more or less transferred to the females; and in the latter case they
often appear in her as mere rudiments. They are lost or never gained
by the males after emasculation. Generally they are not developed in
the male during early youth, but appear a short time before the age for
reproduction. Hence in most cases the young of both sexes resemble
each other; and the female somewhat resembles her young offspring
throughout life. In almost every great class a few anomalous cases
occur, where there has been an almost complete transposition of the
characters proper to the two sexes; the females assuming characters
which properly belong to the males. This surprising uniformity in the
laws regulating the differences between the sexes in so many and such
widely separated classes, is intelligible if we admit the action of one
common cause, namely sexual selection.

Sexual selection depends on the success of certain individuals over
others of the same sex, in relation to the propagation of the species;
whilst natural selection depends on the success of both sexes, at all
ages, in relation to the general conditions of life. The sexual struggle
is of two kinds; in the one it is between individuals of the same sex,
generally the males, in order to drive away or kill their rivals, the
females remaining passive; whilst in the other, the struggle is likewise
between the individuals of the same sex, in order to excite or charm
those of the opposite sex, generally the females, which no longer remain
passive, but select the more agreeable partners. This latter kind of
selection is closely analogous to that which man unintentionally, yet
effectually, brings to bear on his domesticated productions, when he
preserves during a long period the most pleasing or useful individuals,
without any wish to modify the breed.

The laws of inheritance determine whether characters gained through
sexual selection by either sex shall be transmitted to the same sex, or
to both; as well as the age at which they shall be developed. It ap-
pears that variations arising late in life are commonly transmitted to
one and the same sex. Variability is the necessary basis for the action
of selection, and is wholly independent of it. It follows from this, that
variations of the same general nature have often been taken advantage
of and accumulated through sexual selection in relation to the propa-
gation of the species, as well as through natural selection in relation to
the general purposes of life. Hence secondary sexual characters, when
equally transmitted to both sexes can be distinguished from ordinary
specific characters only by the light of analogy. The modifications ac-
quired through sexual selection are often so strongly pronounced that
the two sexes have frequently been ranked as distinct species, or even
as distinct genera. Such strongly-marked differences must be in some
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manner highly important; and we know that they have been acquired
in some instances at the cost not only of inconvenience, but of exposure
to actual danger.

The belief in the power of sexual selection rests chiefly on the following
considerations. Certain characters are confined to one sex; and this
alone renders it probable that in most cases they are connected with
the act of reproduction. In innumerable instances these characters
are fully developed only at maturity, and often during only a part of
the year, which is always the breeding-season. The males (passing
over a few exceptional cases) are the more active in courtship; they
are the better armed, and are rendered the more attractive in various
ways. It is to be especially observed that the males display their
attractions with elaborate care in the presence of the females; and
that they rarely or never display them excepting during the season of
love. It is incredible that all this should be purposeless. Lastly we have
distinct evidence with some quadrupeds and birds, that the individuals
of one sex are capable of feeling a strong antipathy or preference for
certain individuals of the other sex.

Bearing in mind these facts, and the marked results of man’s uncon-
scious selection, when applied to domesticated animals and cultivated
plants, it seems to me almost certain that if the individuals of one sex
were during a long series of generations to prefer pairing with certain
individuals of the other sex, characterised in some peculiar manner,
the offspring would slowly but surely become modified in this same
manner. I have not attempted to conceal that, excepting when the
males are more numerous than the females, or when polygamy pre-
vails, it is doubtful how the more attractive males succeed in leaving
a large number of offspring to inherit their superiority in ornaments
or other charms than the less attractive males; but I have shewn that
this would probably follow from the females,—especially the more vig-
orous ones, which would be the first to breed,—preferring not only the
more attractive but at the same time the more vigorous and victorious
males.

Although we have some positive evidence that birds appreciate bright
and beautiful objects, as with the bower-birds of Australia, and al-
though they certainly appreciate the power of song, yet I fully admit
that it is astonishing that the females of many birds and some mam-
mals should be endowed with sufficient taste to appreciate ornaments,
which we have reason to attribute to sexual selection; and this is even
more astonishing in the case of reptiles, fish, and insects. But we re-
ally know little about the minds of the lower animals. It cannot be
supposed, for instance, that male birds of paradise or peacocks should
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take such pains in erecting, spreading, and vibrating their beautiful
plumes before the females for no purpose. We should remember the
fact given on excellent authority in a former chapter, that several pea-
hens, when debarred from an admired male, remained widows during
a whole season rather than pair with another bird.

Nevertheless I know of no fact in natural history more wonderful than
that the female Argus pheasant should appreciate the exquisite shad-
ing of the ball-and-socket ornaments and the elegant patterns on the
wing-feather of the male. He who thinks that the male was created
as he now exists must admit that the great plumes, which prevent
the wings from being used for flight, and which are displayed during
courtship and at no other time in a manner quite peculiar to this one
species, were given to him as an ornament. If so, he must likewise
admit that the female was created and endowed with the capacity
of appreciating such ornaments. I differ only in the conviction that
the male Argus pheasant acquired his beauty gradually, through the
preference of the females during many generations for the more highly
ornamented males; the aesthetic capacity of the females having been
advanced through exercise or habit, just as our own taste is gradually
improved. In the male through the fortunate chance of a few feathers
being left unchanged, we can distinctly trace how simple spots with a
little fulvous shading on one side may have been developed by small
steps into the wonderful ball-and-socket ornaments; and it is probable
that they were actually thus developed.

Everyone who admits the principle of evolution, and yet feels great
difficulty in admitting that female mammals, birds, reptiles, and fish,
could have acquired the high taste implied by the beauty of the males,
and which generally coincides with our own standard, should reflect
that the nerve-cells of the brain in the highest as well as in the lowest
members of the Vertebrate series, are derived from those of the com-
mon progenitor of this great Kingdom. For we can thus see how it
has come to pass that certain mental faculties, in various and widely
distinct groups of animals, have been developed in nearly the same
manner and to nearly the same degree.

The reader who has taken the trouble to go through the several chap-
ters devoted to sexual selection, will be able to judge how far the
conclusions at which I have arrived are supported by sufficient evi-
dence. If he accepts these conclusions he may, I think, safely extend
them to mankind; but it would be superfluous here to repeat what I
have so lately said on the manner in which sexual selection apparently
has acted on man, both on the male and female side, causing the two
sexes to differ in body and mind, and the several races to differ from

100



The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex

each other in various characters, as well as from their ancient and
lowly-organised progenitors.

He who admits the principle of sexual selection will be led to the re-
markable conclusion that the nervous system not only regulates most
of the existing functions of the body, but has indirectly influenced
the progressive development of various bodily structures and of cer-
tain mental qualities. Courage, pugnacity, perseverance, strength and
size of body, weapons of all kinds, musical organs, both vocal and in-
strumental, bright colours and ornamental appendages, have all been
indirectly gained by the one sex or the other, through the exertion
of choice, the influence of love and jealousy, and the appreciation of
the beautiful in sound, colour or form; and these powers of the mind
manifestly depend on the development of the brain.

Man scans with scrupulous care the character and pedigree of his
horses, cattle, and dogs before he matches them; but when he comes
to his own marriage he rarely, or never, takes any such care. He is
impelled by nearly the same motives as the lower animals, when they
are left to their own free choice, though he is in so far superior to
them that he highly values mental charms and virtues. On the other
hand he is strongly attracted by mere wealth or rank. Yet he might by
selection do something not only for the bodily constitution and frame
of his offspring, but for their intellectual and moral qualities. Both
sexes ought to refrain from marriage if they are in any marked degree
inferior in body or mind; but such hopes are Utopian and will never
be even partially realised until the laws of inheritance are thoroughly
known. Everyone does good service, who aids towards this end. When
the principles of breeding and inheritance are better understood, we
shall not hear ignorant members of our legislature rejecting with scorn
a plan for ascertaining whether or not consanguineous marriages are
injurious to man.

The advancement of the welfare of mankind is a most intricate prob-
lem: all ought to refrain from marriage who cannot avoid abject
poverty for their children; for poverty is not only a great evil, but
tends to its own increase by leading to recklessness in marriage. On
the other hand, as Mr. Galton has remarked, if the prudent avoid mar-
riage, whilst the reckless marry, the inferior members tend to supplant
the better members of society. Man, like every other animal, has no
doubt advanced to his present high condition through a struggle for ex-
istence consequent on his rapid multiplication; and if he is to advance
still higher, it is to be feared that he must remain subject to a severe
struggle. Otherwise he would sink into indolence, and the more gifted
men would not be more successful in the battle of life than the less
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gifted. Hence our natural rate of increase, though leading to many and
obvious evils, must not be greatly diminished by any means. There
should be open competition for all men; and the most able should not
be prevented by laws or customs from succeeding best and rearing the
largest number of offspring. Important as the struggle for existence
has been and even still is, yet as far as the highest part of man’s na-
ture is concerned there are other agencies more important. For the
moral qualities are advanced, either directly or indirectly, much more
through the effects of habit, the reasoning powers, instruction, reli-
gion, etc., than through natural selection; though to this latter agency
may be safely attributed the social instincts, which afforded the basis
for the development of the moral sense.

The main conclusion arrived at in this work, namely, that man is
descended from some lowly organised form, will, I regret to think, be
highly distasteful to many. But there can hardly be a doubt that we
are descended from barbarians. The astonishment which I felt on first
seeing a party of Fuegians on a wild and broken shore will never be
forgotten by me, for the reflection at once rushed into my mind—such
were our ancestors. These men were absolutely naked and bedaubed
with paint, their long hair was tangled, their mouths frothed with
excitement, and their expression was wild, startled, and distrustful.
They possessed hardly any arts, and like wild animals lived on what
they could catch; they had no government, and were merciless to every
one not of their own small tribe. He who has seen a savage in his native
land will not feel much shame, if forced to acknowledge that the blood
of some more humble creature flows in his veins. For my own part
I would as soon be descended from that heroic little monkey, who
braved his dreaded enemy in order to save the life of his keeper, or from
that old baboon, who descending from the mountains, carried away
in triumph his young comrade from a crowd of astonished dogs—as
from a savage who delights to torture his enemies, offers up bloody
sacrifices, practices infanticide without remorse, treats his wives like
slaves, knows no decency, and is haunted by the grossest superstitions.

Man may be excused for feeling some pride at having risen, though not
through his own exertions, to the very summit of the organic scale; and
the fact of his having thus risen, instead of having been aboriginally
placed there, may give him hope for a still higher destiny in the distant
future. But we are not here concerned with hopes or fears, only with
the truth as far as our reason permits us to discover it; and I have given
the evidence to the best of my ability. We must, however, acknowledge,
as it seems to me, that man with all his noble qualities, with sympathy
which feels for the most debased, with benevolence which extends not
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only to other men but to the humblest living creature, with his god-like
intellect which has penetrated into the movements and constitution of
the solar system—with all these exalted powers—Man still bears in
his bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origin.
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Utilitarianism

John Stuart Mill was the most important English philosopher during 
the British Empire’s global hegemony, which had taken shape, after the 

defeat of Napoleon, within the international order established by the 
Congress of Vienna. He was born in London in 1806, the eldest son of 

James Mill, who educated him so that he could bear the mantle of 
utilitarianism and advance its radical social and political aims. Mill 
learned Greek at three years old, and Latin, Euclid, and algebra at 
eight. Around the age of twenty, he underwent a severe mental and 

spiritual crisis. Reading Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Carlyle allowed 
him to cultivate his feelings and a sense of beauty, to accompany his 

empiricist rationalism: a synthesis of Romanticism and Enlightenment. 
Mill spent his career as a colonial administrator at the British East 

India Company. He married Mrs. Harriet Taylor in 1851, after her first 
husband’s death. Mill had begun a friendship with her over twenty 

years before. Mill credited her with being a co-author of several of his 
works. They were only able to enjoy seven years of marriage before she 
died in Avignon. To be near her grave, Mill would spend half of each 

year living in that town, until his death in 1873. He was elected Member 
of Parliament for the Liberal Party in 1865, and argued for abolitionism 

and full social and political equality for women in The Subjection of 
Women (1869)—though he was also a defender of imperialism.
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In Mill we see an interesting combination of proto-libertarian and
socialist. He sought to advance a progressive transformation of

society, but did not find that goal incompatible with capitalism. His
philosophical work was always bent towards moral, social, and

political reform. In On Liberty (1859), Mill argues for individual
liberty in the face of the power of state and society, subject only to

the harm principle: “The only purpose for which power can be
rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community,

against his will, is to prevent harm to others.” He also argues for the
value of diversity of opinion as a great social good. Mill feared the

tyranny of the majority in a democratic society, like Tocqueville, and
held that “the free development of individuality is the most

important work of man.”

In Utilitarianism (1863), Mill extends and transforms the ethical
theory of Jeremy Bentham, who maintained: “It is the greatest

happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and
wrong” (“happiness” meaning pleasure as opposed to pain). Mill

ennobles Bentham’s system, which had been built upon the Scottish
Enlightenment’s commitment to utility (social benefit), opening it to

the reality of human conscience and spiritual values.
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Chapter I: General Remarks.

There are few circumstances among those which make up the present
condition of human knowledge, more unlike what might have been ex-
pected, or more significant of the backward state in which speculation
on the most important subjects still lingers, than the little progress
which has been made in the decision of the controversy respecting
the criterion of right and wrong. From the dawn of philosophy, the
question concerning the summum bonum, or, what is the same thing,
concerning the foundation of morality, has been accounted the main
problem in speculative thought, has occupied the most gifted intel-
lects, and divided them into sects and schools, carrying on a vigorous
warfare against one another. And after more than two thousand years
the same discussions continue, philosophers are still ranged under the
same contending banners, and neither thinkers nor mankind at large
seem nearer to being unanimous on the subject, than when the youth
Socrates listened to the old Protagoras, and asserted (if Plato’s dia-
logue be grounded on a real conversation) the theory of utilitarianism
against the popular morality of the so-called sophist.

It is true that similar confusion and uncertainty, and in some cases
similar discordance, exist respecting the first principles of all the sci-
ences, not excepting that which is deemed the most certain of them,
mathematics; without much impairing, generally indeed without im-
pairing at all, the trustworthiness of the conclusions of those sciences.
An apparent anomaly, the explanation of which is, that the detailed
doctrines of a science are not usually deduced from, nor depend for
their evidence upon, what are called its first principles. Were it not so,
there would be no science more precarious, or whose conclusions were
more insufficiently made out, than algebra; which derives none of its
certainty from what are commonly taught to learners as its elements,
since these, as laid down by some of its most eminent teachers, are
as full of fictions as English law, and of mysteries as theology. The
truths which are ultimately accepted as the first principles of a sci-
ence, are really the last results of metaphysical analysis, practised on
the elementary notions with which the science is conversant; and their
relation to the science is not that of foundations to an edifice, but
of roots to a tree, which may perform their office equally well though
they be never dug down to and exposed to light. But though in science
the particular truths precede the general theory, the contrary might
be expected to be the case with a practical art, such as morals or leg-
islation. All action is for the sake of some end, and rules of action, it
seems natural to suppose, must take their whole character and colour
from the end to which they are subservient. When we engage in a
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pursuit, a clear and precise conception of what we are pursuing would
seem to be the first thing we need, instead of the last we are to look
forward to. A test of right and wrong must be the means, one would
think, of ascertaining what is right or wrong, and not a consequence
of having already ascertained it.

The difficulty is not avoided by having recourse to the popular theory
of a natural faculty, a sense or instinct, informing us of right and
wrong. For - besides that the existence of such a moral instinct is
itself one of the matters in dispute - those believers in it who have any
pretensions to philosophy, have been obliged to abandon the idea that
it discerns what is right or wrong in the particular case in hand, as our
other senses discern the sight or sound actually present. Our moral
faculty, according to all those of its interpreters who are entitled to the
name of thinkers, supplies us only with the general principles of moral
judgments; it is a branch of our reason, not of our sensitive faculty;
and must be looked to for the abstract doctrines of morality, not for
perception of it in the concrete. The intuitive, no less than what
may be termed the inductive, school of ethics, insists on the necessity
of general laws. They both agree that the morality of an individual
action is not a question of direct perception, but of the application of
a law to an individual case. They recognise also, to a great extent, the
same moral laws; but differ as to their evidence, and the source from
which they derive their authority. According to the one opinion, the
principles of morals are evident a priori, requiring nothing to command
assent, except that the meaning of the terms be understood. According
to the other doctrine, right and wrong, as well as truth and falsehood,
are questions of observation and experience. But both hold equally
that morality must be deduced from principles; and the intuitive school
affirm as strongly as the inductive, that there is a science of morals.
Yet they seldom attempt to make out a list of the a priori principles
which are to serve as the premises of the science; still more rarely do
they make any effort to reduce those various principles to one first
principle, or common ground of obligation. They either assume the
ordinary precepts of morals as of a priori authority, or they lay down as
the common groundwork of those maxims, some generality much less
obviously authoritative than the maxims themselves, and which has
never succeeded in gaining popular acceptance. Yet to support their
pretensions there ought either to be some one fundamental principle or
law, at the root of all morality, or if there be several, there should be a
determinate order of precedence among them; and the one principle, or
the rule for deciding between the various principles when they conflict,
ought to be self-evident.
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To inquire how far the bad effects of this deficiency have been mitigated
in practice, or to what extent the moral beliefs of mankind have been
vitiated or made uncertain by the absence of any distinct recognition
of an ultimate standard, would imply a complete survey and criticism
of past and present ethical doctrine. It would, however, be easy to
show that whatever steadiness or consistency these moral beliefs have
attained, has been mainly due to the tacit influence of a standard
not recognised. Although the non-existence of an acknowledged first
principle has made ethics not so much a guide as a consecration of
men’s actual sentiments, still, as men’s sentiments, both of favour and
of aversion, are greatly influenced by what they suppose to be the
effects of things upon their happiness, the principle of utility, or as
Bentham latterly called it, the greatest happiness principle, has had
a large share in forming the moral doctrines even of those who most
scornfully reject its authority. Nor is there any school of thought which
refuses to admit that the influence of actions on happiness is a most
material and even predominant consideration in many of the details
of morals, however unwilling to acknowledge it as the fundamental
principle of morality, and the source of moral obligation. I might go
much further, and say that to all those a priori moralists who deem
it necessary to argue at all, utilitarian arguments are indispensable.
It is not my present purpose to criticise these thinkers; but I cannot
help referring, for illustration, to a systematic treatise by one of the
most illustrious of them, the Metaphysics of Ethics, by Kant. This
remarkable man, whose system of thought will long remain one of
the landmarks in the history of philosophical speculation, does, in
the treatise in question, lay down an universal first principle as the
origin and ground of moral obligation; it is this: - ‘So act, that the
rule on which thou actest would admit of being adopted as a law by
all rational beings.’ But when he begins to deduce from this precept
any of the actual duties of morality, he fails, almost grotesquely, to
show that there would be any contradiction, any logical (not to say
physical) impossibility, in the adoption by all rational beings of the
most outrageously immoral rules of conduct. All he shows is that
the consequences of their universal adoption would be such as no one
would choose to incur.

On the present occasion, I shall, without further discussion of the other
theories, attempt to contribute something towards the understanding
and appreciation of the Utilitarian or Happiness theory, and towards
such proof as it is susceptible of. It is evident that this cannot be
proof in the ordinary and popular meaning of the term. Questions
of ultimate ends are not amenable to direct proof. Whatever can be
proved to be good, must be so by being shown to be a means to
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something admitted to be good without proof. The medical art is
proved to be good, by its conducing to health; but how is it possible
to prove that health is good? The art of music is good, for the reason,
among others, that it produces pleasure; but what proof is it possible
to give that pleasure is good? If, then, it is asserted that there is a
comprehensive formula, including all things which are in themselves
good, and that whatever else is good, is not so as an end, but as a
mean, the formula may be accepted or rejected, but is not a subject
of what is commonly understood by proof. We are not, however, to
infer that its acceptance or rejection must depend on blind impulse,
or arbitrary choice. There is a larger meaning of the word proof, in
which this question is as amenable to it as any other of the disputed
questions of philosophy. The subject is within the cognizance of the
rational faculty; and neither does that faculty deal with it solely in
the way of intuition. Considerations may be presented capable of
determining the intellect either to give or withhold its assent to the
doctrine; and this is equivalent to proof.

We shall examine presently of what nature are these considerations; in
what manner they apply to the case, and what rational grounds, there-
fore, can be given for accepting or rejecting the utilitarian formula.
But it is a preliminary condition of rational acceptance or rejection,
that the formula should be correctly understood. I believe that the
very imperfect notion ordinarily formed of its meaning, is the chief ob-
stacle which impedes its reception; and that could it be cleared, even
from only the grosser misconceptions, the question would be greatly
simplified, and a large proportion of its difficulties removed. Before,
therefore, I attempt to enter into the philosophical grounds which can
be given for assenting to the utilitarian standard, I shall offer some il-
lustrations of the doctrine itself; with the view of showing more clearly
what it is, distinguishing it from what it is not, and disposing of such
of the practical objections to it as either originate in, or are closely
connected with, mistaken interpretations of its meaning. Having thus
prepared the ground, I shall afterwards endeavour to throw such light
as I can upon the question, considered as one of philosophical theory.
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Chapter II: What Utilitarianism Is.

A passing remark is all that needs be given to the ignorant blun-
der of supposing that those who stand up for utility as the test of
right and wrong, use the term in that restricted and merely colloquial
sense in which utility is opposed to pleasure. An apology is due to
the philosophical opponents of utilitarianism, for even the momentary
appearance of confounding them with any one capable of so absurd
a misconception; which is the more extraordinary, inasmuch as the
contrary accusation, of referring everything to pleasure, and that too
in its grossest form, is another of the common charges against util-
itarianism: and, as has been pointedly remarked by an able writer,
the same sort of persons, and often the very same persons, denounce
the theory “as impracticably dry when the word utility precedes the
word pleasure, and as too practicably voluptuous when the word plea-
sure precedes the word utility.” Those who know anything about the
matter are aware that every writer, from Epicurus to Bentham, who
maintained the theory of utility, meant by it, not something to be
contradistinguished from pleasure, but pleasure itself, together with
exemption from pain; and instead of opposing the useful to the agree-
able or the ornamental, have always declared that the useful means
these, among other things. Yet the common herd, including the herd of
writers, not only in newspapers and periodicals, but in books of weight
and pretension, are perpetually falling into this shallow mistake. Hav-
ing caught up the word utilitarian, while knowing nothing whatever
about it but its sound, they habitually express by it the rejection, or
the neglect, of pleasure in some of its forms; of beauty, of ornament,
or of amusement. Nor is the term thus ignorantly misapplied solely in
disparagement, but occasionally in compliment; as though it implied
superiority to frivolity and the mere pleasures of the moment. And this
perverted use is the only one in which the word is popularly known,
and the one from which the new generation are acquiring their sole
notion of its meaning. Those who introduced the word, but who had
for many years discontinued it as a distinctive appellation, may well
feel themselves called upon to resume it, if by doing so they can hope
to contribute anything towards rescuing it from this utter degradation.

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the
Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in propor-
tion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce
the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the
absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure.
To give a clear view of the moral standard set up by the theory, much
more requires to be said; in particular, what things it includes in the
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ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what extent this is left an open
question. But these supplementary explanations do not affect the the-
ory of life on which this theory of morality is grounded - namely, that
pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends;
and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian
as in any other scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inher-
ent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the
prevention of pain.

Now, such a theory of life excites in many minds, and among them
in some of the most estimable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dis-
like. To suppose that life has (as they express it) no higher end than
pleasure - no better and nobler object of desire and pursuit - they
designate as utterly mean and grovelling; as a doctrine worthy only of
swine, to whom the followers of Epicurus were, at a very early period,
contemptuously likened; and modern holders of the doctrine are occa-
sionally made the subject of equally polite comparisons by its German,
French, and English assailants.

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered, that it is
not they, but their accusers, who represent human nature in a degrad-
ing light; since the accusation supposes human beings to be capable
of no pleasures except those of which swine are capable. If this suppo-
sition were true, the charge could not be gainsaid, but would then be
no longer an imputation; for if the sources of pleasure were precisely
the same to human beings and to swine, the rule of life which is good
enough for the one would be good enough for the other. The compari-
son of the Epicurean life to that of beasts is felt as degrading, precisely
because a beast’s pleasures do not satisfy a human being’s conceptions
of happiness. Human beings have faculties more elevated than the an-
imal appetites, and when once made conscious of them, do not regard
anything as happiness which does not include their gratification. I do
not, indeed, consider the Epicureans to have been by any means fault-
less in drawing out their scheme of consequences from the utilitarian
principle. To do this in any sufficient manner, many Stoic, as well
as Christian elements require to be included. But there is no known
Epicurean theory of life which does not assign to the pleasures of the
intellect; of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments,
a much higher value as pleasures than to those of mere sensation. It
must be admitted, however, that utilitarian writers in general have
placed the superiority of mental over bodily pleasures chiefly in the
greater permanency, safety, uncostliness, etc., of the former - that is,
in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their intrinsic na-
ture. And on all these points utilitarians have fully proved their case;
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but they might have taken the other, and, as it may be called, higher
ground, with entire consistency. It is quite compatible with the prin-
ciple of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are
more desirable and more valuable than others. It would be absurd
that while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well
as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend
on quantity alone.

If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what
makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure,
except its being greater in amount, there is but one possible answer.
Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have
experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling
of moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If
one of the two is, by those who are competently acquainted with both,
placed so far above the other that they prefer it, even though knowing
it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent, and would not
resign it for any quantity of the other pleasure which their nature is
capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a
superiority in quality, so far outweighing quantity as to render it, in
comparison, of small account.

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted
with, and equally capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give
a most marked preference to the manner of existence which employs
their higher faculties. Few human creatures would consent to be
changed into any of the lower animals, for a promise of the fullest
allowance of a beast’s pleasures; no intelligent human being would
consent to be a fool, no instructed person would be an ignoramus, no
person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and base, even though
they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is bet-
ter satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs. They would not
resign what they possess more than he, for the most complete satis-
faction of all the desires which they have in common with him. If they
ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of unhappiness so extreme,
that to escape from it they would exchange their lot for almost any
other, however undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher fac-
ulties requires more to make him happy, is capable probably of more
acute suffering, and is certainly accessible to it at more points, than
one of an inferior type; but in spite of these liabilities, he can never
really wish to sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of existence.
We may give what explanation we please of this unwillingness; we may
attribute it to pride, a name which is given indiscriminately to some of
the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of which mankind
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are capable; we may refer it to the love of liberty and personal in-
dependence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most
effective means for the inculcation of it; to the love of power, or to the
love of excitement, both of which do really enter into and contribute
to it: but its most appropriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which
all human beings possess in one form or other, and in some, though by
no means in exact, proportion to their higher faculties, and which is
so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong, that
nothing which conflicts with it could be, otherwise than momentarily,
an object of desire to them. Whoever supposes that this preference
takes place at a sacrifice of happiness - that the superior being, in
anything like equal circumstances, is not happier than the inferior -
confounds the two very different ideas, of happiness, and content. It
is indisputable that the being whose capacities of enjoyment are low,
has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly-
endowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look
for, as the world is constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear
its imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and they will not make
him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections,
but only because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections
qualify. It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satis-
fied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the
fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, it is because they only know
their own side of the question. The other party to the comparison
knows both sides.

It may be objected, that many who are capable of the higher pleasures,
occasionally, under the influence of temptation, postpone them to the
lower. But this is quite compatible with a full appreciation of the
intrinsic superiority of the higher. Men often, from infirmity of char-
acter, make their election for the nearer good, though they know it to
be the less valuable; and this no less when the choice is between two
bodily pleasures, than when it is between bodily and mental. They
pursue sensual indulgences to the injury of health, though perfectly
aware that health is the greater good. It may be further objected,
that many who begin with youthful enthusiasm for everything noble,
as they advance in years sink into indolence and selfishness. But I do
not believe that those who undergo this very common change, volun-
tarily choose the lower description of pleasures in preference to the
higher. I believe that before they devote themselves exclusively to the
one, they have already become incapable of the other. Capacity for
the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant, easily killed,
not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of sustenance; and in
the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations
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to which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into
which it has thrown them, are not favourable to keeping that higher
capacity in exercise. Men lose their high aspirations as they lose their
intellectual tastes, because they have not time or opportunity for in-
dulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not
because they deliberately prefer them, but because they are either the
only ones to which they have access, or the only ones which they are
any longer capable of enjoying. It may be questioned whether any one
who has remained equally susceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever
knowingly and calmly preferred the lower; though many, in all ages,
have broken down in an ineffectual attempt to combine both.

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can
be no appeal. On a question which is the best worth having of two
pleasures, or which of two modes of existence is the most grateful to
the feelings, apart from its moral attributes and from its consequences,
the judgment of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if
they differ, that of the majority among them, must be admitted as
final. And there needs be the less hesitation to accept this judgment
respecting the quality of pleasures, since there is no other tribunal to
be referred to even on the question of quantity. What means are there
of determining which is the acutest of two pains, or the intensest of
two pleasurable sensations, except the general suffrage of those who
are familiar with both? Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous,
and pain is always heterogeneous with pleasure. What is there to de-
cide whether a particular pleasure is worth purchasing at the cost of a
particular pain, except the feelings and judgment of the experienced?
When, therefore, those feelings and judgment declare the pleasures
derived from the higher faculties to be preferable in kind, apart from
the question of intensity, to those of which the animal nature, dis-
joined from the higher faculties, is susceptible, they are entitled on
this subject to the same regard.

I have dwelt on this point, as being a necessary part of a perfectly just
conception of Utility or Happiness, considered as the directive rule of
human conduct. But it is by no means an indispensable condition to
the acceptance of the utilitarian standard; for that standard is not the
agent’s own greatest happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness
altogether; and if it may possibly be doubted whether a noble character
is always the happier for its nobleness, there can be no doubt that it
makes other people happier, and that the world in general is immensely
a gainer by it. Utilitarianism, therefore, could only attain its end by
the general cultivation of nobleness of character, even if each individual
were only benefited by the nobleness of others, and his own, so far
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as happiness is concerned, were a sheer deduction from the benefit. 
But the bare enunciation of such an absurdity as this last, renders 
refutation superfluous.

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, 
the ultimate end, with reference to and for the sake of which all other 
things are desirable (whether we are considering our own good or that 
of other people), is an existence exempt as far as possible from pain, 
and as rich as possible in enjoyments, both in point of quantity and 
quality; the test of quality, and the rule for measuring it against quan-
tity, being the preference felt by those who, in their opportunities of 
experience, to which must be added their habits of self-consciousness 
and self-observation, are best furnished with the means of compar-
ison. This, being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end of 
human action, is necessarily also the standard of morality; which may 
accordingly be defined, the rules and precepts for human conduct, by 
the observance of which an existence such as has been described might 
be, to the greatest extent possible, secured to all mankind; and not 
to them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to the whole 
sentient creation.

Against this doctrine, however, arises another class of objectors, who 
say that happiness, in any form, cannot be the rational purpose of 
human life and action; because, in the first place, it is unattainable: 
and they contemptuously ask, What right hast thou to be happy? a 
question which Mr. Carlyle clenches by the addition, What right, a 
short time ago, hadst thou even to be? Next, they say, that men can 
do without happiness; that all noble human beings have felt this, and 
could not have become noble but by learning the lesson of Entsagen, or 
renunciation; which lesson, thoroughly learnt and submitted to, they 
affirm to be the beginning and necessary condition of all virtue.

The first of these objections would go to the root of the matter were it 
well founded; for if no happiness is to be had at all by human beings, 
the attainment of it cannot be the end of morality, or of any rational 
conduct. Though, even in that case, something might still be said 
for the utilitarian theory; since utility includes not solely the pursuit 
of happiness, but the prevention or mitigation of unhappiness; and if 
the former aim be chimerical, there will be all the greater scope and 
more imperative need for the latter, so long at least as mankind think 
fit to live, and do not take refuge in the simultaneous act of suicide 
recommended under certain conditions by Novalis. When, however, 
it is thus positively asserted to be impossible that human life should 
be happy, the assertion, if not something like a verbal quibble, is at 
least an exaggeration. If by happiness be meant a continuity of highly
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pleasurable excitement, it is evident enough that this is impossible. A
state of exalted pleasure lasts only moments, or in some cases, and
with some intermissions, hours or days, and is the occasional brilliant
flash of enjoyment, not its permanent and steady flame. Of this the
philosophers who have taught that happiness is the end of life were
as fully aware as those who taunt them. The happiness which they
meant was not a life of rapture, but moments of such, in an existence
made up of few and transitory pains, many and various pleasures, with
a decided predominance of the active over the passive, and having as
the foundation of the whole, not to expect more from life than it
is capable of bestowing. A life thus composed, to those who have
been fortunate enough to obtain it, has always appeared worthy of
the name of happiness. And such an existence is even now the lot
of many, during some considerable portion of their lives. The present
wretched education, and wretched social arrangements, are the only
real hindrance to its being attainable by almost all.

The objectors perhaps may doubt whether human beings, if taught to
consider happiness as the end of life, would be satisfied with such a
moderate share of it. But great numbers of mankind have been satis-
fied with much less. The main constituents of a satisfied life appear
to be two, either of which by itself is often found sufficient for the
purpose: tranquillity, and excitement. With much tranquillity, many
find that they can be content with very little pleasure: with much
excitement, many can reconcile themselves to a considerable quantity
of pain. There is assuredly no inherent impossibility in enabling even
the mass of mankind to unite both; since the two are so far from be-
ing incompatible that they are in natural alliance, the prolongation of
either being a preparation for, and exciting a wish for, the other. It
is only those in whom indolence amounts to a vice, that do not desire
excitement after an interval of repose; it is only those in whom the
need of excitement is a disease, that feel the tranquillity which follows
excitement dull and insipid, instead of pleasurable in direct proportion
to the excitement which preceded it. When people who are tolerably
fortunate in their outward lot do not find in life sufficient enjoyment to
make it valuable to them, the cause generally is, caring for nobody but
themselves. To those who have neither public nor private affections,
the excitements of life are much curtailed, and in any case dwindle in
value as the time approaches when all selfish interests must be termi-
nated by death: while those who leave after them objects of personal
affection, and especially those who have also cultivated a fellow-feeling
with the collective interests of mankind, retain as lively an interest in
life on the eve of death as in the vigour of youth and health. Next
to selfishness, the principal cause which makes life unsatisfactory, is
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want of mental cultivation. A cultivated mind - I do not mean that of
a philosopher, but any mind to which the fountains of knowledge have
been opened, and which has been taught, in any tolerable degree, to
exercise its faculties - finds sources of inexhaustible interest in all that
surrounds it; in the objects of nature, the achievements of art, the
imaginations of poetry, the incidents of history, the ways of mankind
past and present, and their prospects in the future. It is possible,
indeed, to become indifferent to all this, and that too without having
exhausted a thousandth part of it; but only when one has had from
the beginning no moral or human interest in these things, and has
sought in them only the gratification of curiosity.

Now there is absolutely no reason in the nature of things why an
amount of mental culture sufficient to give an intelligent interest in
these objects of contemplation, should not be the inheritance of every
one born in a civilized country. As little is there an inherent necessity
that any human being should be a selfish egotist, devoid of every feel-
ing or care but those which centre in his own miserable individuality.
Something far superior to this is sufficiently common even now, to give
ample earnest of what the human species may be made. Genuine pri-
vate affections, and a sincere interest in the public good, are possible,
though in unequal degrees, to every rightly brought-up human being.
In a world in which there is so much to interest, so much to enjoy, and
so much also to correct and improve, every one who has this moderate
amount of moral and intellectual requisites is capable of an existence
which may be called enviable; and unless such a person, through bad
laws, or subjection to the will of others, is denied the liberty to use
the sources of happiness within his reach, he will not fail to find this
enviable existence, if he escape the positive evils of life, the great
sources of physical and mental suffering - such as indigence, disease,
and the unkindness, worthlessness, or premature loss of objects of af-
fection. The main stress of the problem lies, therefore, in the contest
with these calamities, from which it is a rare good fortune entirely
to escape; which, as things now are, cannot be obviated, and often
cannot be in any material degree mitigated. Yet no one whose opinion
deserves a moment’s consideration can doubt that most of the great
positive evils of the world are in themselves removable, and will, if hu-
man affairs continue to improve, be in the end reduced within narrow
limits. Poverty, in any sense implying suffering, may be completely
extinguished by the wisdom of society, combined with the good sense
and providence of individuals. Even that most intractable of enemies,
disease, may be indefinitely reduced in dimensions by good physical
and moral education, and proper control of noxious influences; while
the progress of science holds out a promise for the future of still more
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direct conquests over this detestable foe. And every advance in that
direction relieves us from some, not only of the chances which cut
short our own lives, but, what concerns us still more, which deprive
us of those in whom our happiness is wrapt up. As for vicissitudes
of fortune, and other disappointments connected with worldly circum-
stances, these are principally the effect either of gross imprudence, of
ill-regulated desires, or of bad or imperfect social institutions. All the
grand sources, in short, of human suffering are in a great degree, many
of them almost entirely, conquerable by human care and effort; and
though their removal is grievously slow - though a long succession of
generations will perish in the breach before the conquest is completed,
and this world becomes all that, if will and knowledge were not want-
ing, it might easily be made - yet every mind sufficiently intelligent
and generous to bear a part, however small and unconspicuous, in the
endeavour, will draw a noble enjoyment from the contest itself, which
he would not for any bribe in the form of selfish indulgence consent to
be without.

And this leads to the true estimation of what is said by the objectors
concerning the possibility, and the obligation, of learning to do without
happiness. Unquestionably it is possible to do without happiness; it
is done involuntarily by nineteen-twentieths of mankind, even in those
parts of our present world which are least deep in barbarism; and it
often has to be done voluntarily by the hero or the martyr, for the
sake of something which he prizes more than his individual happiness.
But this something, what is it, unless the happiness of others, or some
of the requisites of happiness? It is noble to be capable of resigning
entirely one’s own portion of happiness, or chances of it: but, after all,
this self-sacrifice must be for some end; it is not its own end; and if we
are told that its end is not happiness, but virtue, which is better than
happiness, I ask, would the sacrifice be made if the hero or martyr
did not believe that it would earn for others immunity from similar
sacrifices? Would it be made, if he thought that his renunciation
of happiness for himself would produce no fruit for any of his fellow
creatures, but to make their lot like his, and place them also in the
condition of persons who have renounced happiness? All honour to
those who can abnegate for themselves the personal enjoyment of life,
when by such renunciation they contribute worthily to increase the
amount of happiness in the world; but he who does it, or professes to
do it, for any other purpose, is no more deserving of admiration than
the ascetic mounted on his pillar. He may be an inspiriting proof of
what men can do, but assuredly not an example of what they should.

Though it is only in a very imperfect state of the world’s arrangements
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that any one can best serve the happiness of others by the absolute
sacrifice of his own, yet so long as the world is in that imperfect state,
I fully acknowledge that the readiness to make such a sacrifice is the
highest virtue which can be found in man. I will add, that in this con-
dition of the world, paradoxical as the assertion may be, the conscious
ability to do without happiness gives the best prospect of realizing
such happiness as is attainable. For nothing except that consciousness
can raise a person above the chances of life, by making him feel that,
let fate and fortune do their worst, they have not power to subdue him:
which, once felt, frees him from excess of anxiety concerning the evils
of life, and enables him, like many a Stoic in the worst times of the
Roman Empire, to cultivate in tranquillity the sources of satisfaction
accessible to him, without concerning himself about the uncertainty
of their duration, any more than about their inevitable end.

Meanwhile, let utilitarians never cease to claim the morality of self-
devotion as a possession which belongs by as good a right to them,
as either to the Stoic or to the Transcendentalist. The utilitarian
morality does recognise in human beings the power of sacrificing their
own greatest good for the good of others. It only refuses to admit that
the sacrifice is itself a good. A sacrifice which does not increase, or tend
to increase, the sum total of happiness, it considers as wasted. The
only self-renunciation which it applauds, is devotion to the happiness,
or to some of the means of happiness, of others; either of mankind
collectively, or of individuals within the limits imposed by the collective
interests of mankind.

I must again repeat, what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have
the justice to acknowledge, that the happiness which forms the util-
itarian standard of what is right in conduct, is not the agent’s own
happiness, but that of all concerned. As between his own happiness
and that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impar-
tial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator. In the golden rule of
Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the ethics of utility.
To do as one would be done by, and to love one’s neighbour as oneself,
constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality. As the means of
making the nearest approach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first,
that laws and social arrangements should place the happiness, or (as
speaking practically it may be called) the interest, of every individual,
as nearly as possible in harmony with the interest of the whole; and
secondly, that education and opinion, which have so vast a power over
human character, should so use that power as to establish in the mind
of every individual an indissoluble association between his own happi-
ness and the good of the whole; especially between his own happiness
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and the practice of such modes of conduct, negative and positive, as
regard for the universal happiness prescribes: so that not only he may
be unable to conceive the possibility of happiness to himself, consis-
tently with conduct opposed to the general good, but also that a direct
impulse to promote the general good may be in every individual one of
the habitual motives of action, and the sentiments connected therewith
may fill a large and prominent place in every human being’s sentient
existence. If the impugners of the utilitarian morality represented it to
their own minds in this its true character, I know not what recommen-
dation possessed by any other morality they could possibly affirm to
be wanting to it: what more beautiful or more exalted developments of
human nature any other ethical system can be supposed to foster, or
what springs of action, not accessible to the utilitarian, such systems
rely on for giving effect to their mandates.

The objectors to utilitarianism cannot always be charged with repre-
senting it in a discreditable light. On the contrary, those among them
who entertain anything like a just idea of its disinterested character,
sometimes find fault with its standard as being too high for humanity.
They say it is exacting too much to require that people shall always
act from the inducement of promoting the general interests of society.
But this is to mistake the very meaning of a standard of morals, and
to confound the rule of action with the motive of it. It is the business
of ethics to tell us what are our duties, or by what test we may know
them; but no system of ethics requires that the sole motive of all we
do shall be a feeling of duty; on the contrary, ninety-nine hundredths
of all our actions are done from other motives, and rightly so done,
if the rule of duty does not condemn them. It is the more unjust to
utilitarianism that this particular misapprehension should be made a
ground of objection to it, inasmuch as utilitarian moralists have gone
beyond almost all others in affirming that the motive has nothing to
do with the morality of the action, though much with the worth of
the agent. He who saves a fellow creature from drowning does what is
morally right, whether his motive be duty, or the hope of being paid
for his trouble: he who betrays the friend that trusts him, is guilty of
a crime, even if his object be to serve another friend to whom he is
under greater obligations. But to speak only of actions done from the
motive of duty, and in direct obedience to principle: it is a misappre-
hension of the utilitarian mode of thought, to conceive it as implying
that people should fix their minds upon so wide a generality as the
world, or society at large. The great majority of good actions are in-
tended, not for the benefit of the world, but for that of individuals, of
which the good of the world is made up; and the thoughts of the most
virtuous man need not on these occasions travel beyond the particular
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persons concerned, except so far as is necessary to assure himself that
in benefiting them he is not violating the rights - that is, the legitimate
and authorized expectations - of any one else. The multiplication of
happiness is, according to the utilitarian ethics, the object of virtue:
the occasions on which any person (except one in a thousand) has it in
his power to do this on an extended scale, in other words, to be a pub-
lic benefactor, are but exceptional; and on these occasions alone is he
called on to consider public utility; in every other case, private utility,
the interest or happiness of some few persons, is all he has to attend
to. Those alone the influence of whose actions extends to society in
general, need concern themselves habitually about so large an object.
In the case of abstinences indeed - of things which people forbear to
do, from moral considerations, though the consequences in the partic-
ular case might be beneficial - it would be unworthy of an intelligent
agent not to be consciously aware that the action is of a class which,
if practised generally, would be generally injurious, and that this is
the ground of the obligation to abstain from it. The amount of regard
for the public interest implied in this recognition, is no greater than
is demanded by every system of morals; for they all enjoin to abstain
from whatever is manifestly pernicious to society.

The same considerations dispose of another reproach against the doc-
trine of utility, founded on a still grosser misconception of the pur-
pose of a standard of morality, and of the very meaning of the words
right and wrong. It is often affirmed that utilitarianism renders men
cold and unsympathizing; that it chills their moral feelings towards
individuals; that it makes them regard only the dry and hard con-
sideration of the consequences of actions, not taking into their moral
estimate the qualities from which those actions emanate. If the as-
sertion means that they do not allow their judgment respecting the
rightness or wrongness of an action to be influenced by their opin-
ion of the qualities of the person who does it, this is a complaint not
against utilitarianism, but against having any standard of morality
at all; for certainly no known ethical standard decides an action to
be good or bad because it is done by a good or a bad man, still less
because done by an amiable, a brave, or a benevolent man or the
contrary. These considerations are relevant, not to the estimation of
actions, but of persons; and there is nothing in the utilitarian theory
inconsistent with the fact that there are other things which interest us
in persons besides the rightness and wrongness of their actions. The
Stoics, indeed, with the paradoxical misuse of language which was part
of their system, and by which they strove to raise themselves above all
concern about anything but virtue, were fond of saying that he who
has that has everything; that he, and only he, is rich, is beautiful, is
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a king. But no claim of this description is made for the virtuous man
by the utilitarian doctrine. Utilitarians are quite aware that there
are other desirable possessions and qualities besides virtue, and are
perfectly willing to allow to all of them their full worth. They are
also aware that a right action does not necessarily indicate a virtuous
character, and that actions which are blameable often proceed from
qualities entitled to praise. When this is apparent in any particular
case, it modifies their estimation, not certainly of the act, but of the
agent. I grant that they are, notwithstanding, of opinion, that in the
long run the best proof of a good character is good actions; and reso-
lutely refuse to consider any mental disposition as good, of which the
predominant tendency is to produce bad conduct. This makes them
unpopular with many people; but it is an unpopularity which they
must share with every one who regards the distinction between right
and wrong in a serious light; and the reproach is not one which a
conscientious utilitarian need be anxious to repel.

If no more be meant by the objection than that many utilitarians look
on the morality of actions, as measured by the utilitarian standard,
with too exclusive a regard, and do not lay sufficient stress upon the
other beauties of character which go towards making a human being
loveable or admirable, this may be admitted. Utilitarians who have
cultivated their moral feelings, but not their sympathies nor their artis-
tic perceptions, do fall into this mistake; and so do all other moralists
under the same conditions. What can be said in excuse for other
moralists is equally available for them, namely, that if there is to be
any error, it is better that it should be on that side. As a matter
of fact, we may affirm that among utilitarians as among adherents of
other systems, there is every imaginable degree of rigidity and of lax-
ity in the application of their standard: some are even puritanically
rigorous, while others are as indulgent as can possibly be desired by
sinner or by sentimentalist. But on the whole, a doctrine which brings
prominently forward the interest that mankind have in the repression
and prevention of conduct which violates the moral law, is likely to be
inferior to no other in turning the sanctions of opinion against such
violations. It is true, the question, What does violate the moral law?
is one on which those who recognise different standards of morality
are likely now and then to differ. But difference of opinion on moral
questions was not first introduced into the world by utilitarianism,
while that doctrine does supply, if not always an easy, at all events a
tangible and intelligible mode of deciding such differences.

* * * * *

It may not be superfluous to notice a few more of the common misap-
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prehensions of utilitarian ethics, even those which are so obvious and
gross that it might appear impossible for any person of candour and
intelligence to fall into them: since persons, even of considerable men-
tal endowments, often give themselves so little trouble to understand
the bearings of any opinion against which they entertain a prejudice,
and men are in general so little conscious of this voluntary ignorance
as a defect, that the vulgarest misunderstandings of ethical doctrines
are continually met with in the deliberate writings of persons of the
greatest pretensions both to high principle and to philosophy. We not
uncommonly hear the doctrine of utility inveighed against as a godless
doctrine. If it be necessary to say anything at all against so mere an
assumption, we may say that the question depends upon what idea
we have formed of the moral character of the Deity. If it be a true be-
lief that God desires, above all things, the happiness of his creatures,
and that this was his purpose in their creation, utility is not only not
a godless doctrine, but more profoundly religious than any other. If
it be meant that utilitarianism does not recognise the revealed will
of God as the supreme law of morals, I answer, that an utilitarian
who believes in the perfect goodness and wisdom of God, necessarily
believes that whatever God has thought fit to reveal on the subject
of morals, must fulfil the requirements of utility in a supreme degree.
But others besides utilitarians have been of opinion that the Christian
revelation was intended, and is fitted, to inform the hearts and minds
of mankind with a spirit which should enable them to find for them-
selves what is right, and incline them to do it when found, rather than
to tell them, except in a very general way, what it is: and that we need
a doctrine of ethics, carefully followed out, to interpret to us the will
of God. Whether this opinion is correct or not, it is superfluous here
to discuss; since whatever aid religion, either natural or revealed, can
afford to ethical investigation, is as open to the utilitarian moralist as
to any other. He can use it as the testimony of God to the usefulness
or hurtfulness of any given course of action, by as good a right as
others can use it for the indication of a transcendental law, having no
connexion with usefulness or with happiness.

Again, Utility is often summarily stigmatized as an immoral doctrine
by giving it the name of Expediency, and taking advantage of the pop-
ular use of that term to contrast it with Principle. But the Expedient,
in the sense in which it is opposed to the Right, generally means that
which is expedient for the particular interest of the agent himself: as
when a minister sacrifices the interest of his country to keep himself in
place. When it means anything better than this, it means that which
is expedient for some immediate object, some temporary purpose, but
which violates a rule whose observance is expedient in a much higher
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degree. The Expedient, in this sense, instead of being the same thing 
with the useful, is a branch of the hurtful. Thus, it would often be 
expedient, for the purpose of getting over some momentary embar-
rassment, or attaining some object immediately useful to ourselves or 
others, to tell a lie. But inasmuch as the cultivation in ourselves of a 
sensitive feeling on the subject of veracity, is one of the most useful, 
and the enfeeblement of that feeling one of the most hurtful, things 
to which our conduct can be instrumental; and inasmuch as any, even 
unintentional, deviation from truth, does that much towards weak-
ening the trustworthiness of human assertion, which is not only the 
principal support of all present social well-being, but the insufficiency 
of which does more than any one thing that can be named to keep 
back civilisation, virtue, everything on which human happiness on the 
largest scale depends; we feel that the violation, for a present advan-
tage, of a rule of such transcendent expediency, is not expedient, and 
that he who, for the sake of a convenience to himself or to some other 
individual, does what depends on him to deprive mankind of the good, 
and inflict upon them the evil, involved in the greater or less reliance 
which they can place in each other’s word, acts the part of one of 
their worst enemies. Yet that even this rule, sacred as it is, admits 
of possible exceptions, is acknowledged by all moralists; the chief of 
which is when the withholding of some fact (as of information from a 
malefactor, or of bad news from a person dangerously ill) would 
preserve someone (especially a person other than oneself) from great 
and unmerited evil, and when the withholding can only be effected by 
denial. But in order that the exception may not extend itself beyond 
the need, and may have the least possible effect in weakening reliance 
on veracity, it ought to be recognized, and, if possible, its limits de-
fined; and if the principle of utility is good for anything, it must be 
good for weighing these conflicting utilities against one another, and 
marking out the region within which one or the other preponderates.

Again, defenders of utility often find themselves called upon to reply 
to such objections as this - that there is not time, previous to action, 
for calculating and weighing the effects of any line of conduct on the 
general happiness. This is exactly as if any one were to say that it 
is impossible to guide our conduct by Christianity, because there is 
not time, on every occasion on which anything has to be done, to read 
through the Old and New Testaments. The answer to the objection is, 
that there has been ample time, namely, the whole past duration of the 
human species. During all that time mankind have been learning by 
experience the tendencies of actions; on which experience all the pru-
dence, as well as all the morality of life, is dependent. People talk as if 
the commencement of this course of experience had hitherto been put
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off, and as if, at the moment when some man feels tempted to meddle
with the property or life of another, he had to begin considering for
the first time whether murder and theft are injurious to human hap-
piness. Even then I do not think that he would find the question very
puzzling; but, at all events, the matter is now done to his hand. It is
truly a whimsical supposition, that if mankind were agreed in consid-
ering utility to be the test of morality, they would remain without any
agreement as to what is useful, and would take no measures for having
their notions on the subject taught to the young, and enforced by law
and opinion. There is no difficulty in proving any ethical standard
whatever to work ill, if we suppose universal idiocy to be conjoined
with it, but on any hypothesis short of that, mankind must by this
time have acquired positive beliefs as to the effects of some actions
on their happiness; and the beliefs which have thus come down are
the rules of morality for the multitude, and for the philosopher until
he has succeeded in finding better. That philosophers might easily do
this, even now, on many subjects; that the received code of ethics is by
no means of divine right; and that mankind have still much to learn as
to the effects of actions on the general happiness, I admit, or rather,
earnestly maintain. The corollaries from the principle of utility, like
the precepts of every practical art, admit of indefinite improvement,
and, in a progressive state of the human mind, their improvement is
perpetually going on. But to consider the rules of morality as im-
provable, is one thing; to pass over the intermediate generalizations
entirely, and endeavour to test each individual action directly by the
first principle, is another. It is a strange notion that the acknowledg-
ment of a first principle is inconsistent with the admission of secondary
ones. To inform a traveller respecting the place of his ultimate desti-
nation, is not to forbid the use of landmarks and direction-posts on the
way. The proposition that happiness is the end and aim of morality,
does not mean that no road ought to be laid down to that goal, or
that persons going thither should not be advised to take one direction
rather than another. Men really ought to leave off talking a kind of
nonsense on this subject, which they would neither talk nor listen to on
other matters of practical concernment. Nobody argues that the art
of navigation is not founded on astronomy, because sailors cannot wait
to calculate the Nautical Almanack. Being rational creatures, they go
to sea with it ready calculated; and all rational creatures go out upon
the sea of life with their minds made up on the common questions of
right and wrong, as well as on many of the far more difficult questions
of wise and foolish. And this, as long as foresight is a human quality, it
is to be presumed they will continue to do. Whatever we adopt as the
fundamental principle of morality, we require subordinate principles to
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apply it by: the impossibility of doing without them, being common to
all systems, can afford no argument against any one in particular: but
gravely to argue as if no such secondary principles could be had, and
as if mankind had remained till now, and always must remain, without
drawing any general conclusions from the experience of human life, is
as high a pitch, I think, as absurdity has ever reached in philosophical
controversy.

The remainder of the stock arguments against utilitarianism mostly
consist in laying to its charge the common infirmities of human nature,
and the general difficulties which embarrass conscientious persons in
shaping their course through life. We are told that an utilitarian will
be apt to make his own particular case an exception to moral rules,
and, when under temptation, will see an utility in the breach of a rule,
greater than he will see in its observance. But is utility the only creed
which is able to furnish us with excuses for evil doing, and means of
cheating our own conscience? They are afforded in abundance by all
doctrines which recognise as a fact in morals the existence of conflict-
ing considerations; which all doctrines do, that have been believed by
sane persons. It is not the fault of any creed, but of the complicated
nature of human affairs, that rules of conduct cannot be so framed as
to require no exceptions, and that hardly any kind of action can safely
be laid down as either always obligatory or always condemnable. There
is no ethical creed which does not temper the rigidity of its laws, by
giving a certain latitude, under the moral responsibility of the agent,
for accommodation to peculiarities of circumstances; and under every
creed, at the opening thus made, self-deception and dishonest casu-
istry get in. There exists no moral system under which there do not
arise unequivocal cases of conflicting obligation. These are the real
difficulties, the knotty points both in the theory of ethics, and in the
conscientious guidance of personal conduct. They are overcome prac-
tically with greater or with less success according to the intellect and
virtue of the individual; but it can hardly be pretended that any one
will be the less qualified for dealing with them, from possessing an ul-
timate standard to which conflicting rights and duties can be referred.
If utility is the ultimate source of moral obligations, utility may be in-
voked to decide between them when their demands are incompatible.
Though the application of the standard may be difficult, it is better
than none at all: while in other systems, the moral laws all claiming
independent authority, there is no common umpire entitled to interfere
between them; their claims to precedence one over another rest on lit-
tle better than sophistry, and unless determined, as they generally are,
by the unacknowledged influence of considerations of utility, afford a
free scope for the action of personal desires and partialities. We must
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remember that only in these cases of conflict between secondary prin-
ciples is it requisite that first principles should be appealed to. There
is no case of moral obligation in which some secondary principle is not
involved; and if only one, there can seldom be any real doubt which
one it is, in the mind of any person by whom the principle itself is
recognized.
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Chapter III: Of The Ultimate Sanction Of The Principle Of
Utility.

The question is often asked, and properly so, in regard to any supposed
moral standard–What is its sanction? what are the motives to obey
it? or more specifically, what is the source of its obligation? whence
does it derive its binding force? It is a necessary part of moral philos-
ophy to provide the answer to this question; which, though frequently
assuming the shape of an objection to the utilitarian morality, as if
it had some special applicability to that above others, really arises in
regard to all standards. It arises, in fact, whenever a person is called
on to adopt a standard or refer morality to any basis on which he
has not been accustomed to rest it. For the customary morality, that
which education and opinion have consecrated, is the only one which
presents itself to the mind with the feeling of being in itself obligatory;
and when a person is asked to believe that this morality derives its
obligation from some general principle round which custom has not
thrown the same halo, the assertion is to him a paradox; the supposed
corollaries seem to have a more binding force than the original the-
orem; the superstructure seems to stand better without, than with,
what is represented as its foundation. He says to himself, I feel that
I am bound not to rob or murder, betray or deceive; but why am I
bound to promote the general happiness? If my own happiness lies in
something else, why may I not give that the preference?

If the view adopted by the utilitarian philosophy of the nature of the
moral sense be correct, this difficulty will always present itself, until
the influences which form moral character have taken the same hold of
the principle which they have taken of some of the consequences–until,
by the improvement of education, the feeling of unity with our fellow
creatures shall be (what it cannot be doubted that Christ intended it
to be) as deeply rooted in our character, and to our own consciousness
as completely a part of our nature, as the horror of crime is in an
ordinarily well-brought-up young person. In the mean time, however,
the difficulty has no peculiar application to the doctrine of utility,
but is inherent in every attempt to analyse morality and reduce it
to principles; which, unless the principle is already in men’s minds
invested with as much sacredness as any of its applications, always
seems to divest them of a part of their sanctity.

The principle of utility either has, or there is no reason why it might
not have, all the sanctions which belong to any other system of morals.
Those sanctions are either external or internal. Of the external sanc-
tions it is not necessary to speak at any length. They are, the hope of
favour and the fear of displeasure from our fellow creatures or from the
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Ruler of the Universe, along with whatever we may have of sympathy
or affection for them or of love and awe of Him, inclining us to do His
will independently of selfish consequences. There is evidently no rea-
son why all these motives for observance should not attach themselves
to the utilitarian morality, as completely and as powerfully as to any
other. Indeed, those of them which refer to our fellow creatures are
sure to do so, in proportion to the amount of general intelligence; for
whether there be any other ground of moral obligation than the gen-
eral happiness or not, men do desire happiness; and however imperfect
may be their own practice, they desire and commend all conduct in
others towards themselves, by which they think their happiness is pro-
moted. With regard to the religious motive, if men believe, as most
profess to do, in the goodness of God, those who think that conducive-
ness to the general happiness is the essence, or even only the criterion,
of good, must necessarily believe that it is also that which God ap-
proves. The whole force therefore of external reward and punishment,
whether physical or moral, and whether proceeding from God or from
our fellow men, together with all that the capacities of human nature
admit, of disinterested devotion to either, become available to enforce
the utilitarian morality, in proportion as that morality is recognized;
and the more powerfully, the more the appliances of education and
general cultivation are bent to the purpose.

So far as to external sanctions. The internal sanction of duty, whatever
our standard of duty may be, is one and the same–a feeling in our
own mind; a pain, more or less intense, attendant on violation of
duty, which in properly cultivated moral natures rises, in the more
serious cases, into shrinking from it as an impossibility. This feeling,
when disinterested, and connecting itself with the pure idea of duty,
and not with some particular form of it, or with any of the merely
accessory circumstances, is the essence of Conscience; though in that
complex phenomenon as it actually exists, the simple fact is in general
all encrusted over with collateral associations, derived from sympathy,
from love, and still more from fear; from all the forms of religious
feeling; from the recollections of childhood and of all our past life;
from self-esteem, desire of the esteem of others, and occasionally even
self-abasement. This extreme complication is, I apprehend, the origin
of the sort of mystical character which, by a tendency of the human
mind of which there are many other examples, is apt to be attributed
to the idea of moral obligation, and which leads people to believe
that the idea cannot possibly attach itself to any other objects than
those which, by a supposed mysterious law, are found in our present
experience to excite it. Its binding force, however, consists in the
existence of a mass of feeling which must be broken through in order to
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do what violates our standard of right, and which, if we do nevertheless 
violate that standard, will probably have to be encountered afterwards 
in the form of remorse. Whatever theory we have of the nature or 
origin of conscience, this is what essentially constitutes it.

The ultimate sanction, therefore, of all morality (external motives 
apart) being a subjective feeling in our own minds, I see nothing em-
barrassing to those whose standard is utility, in the question, what is 
the sanction of that particular standard? We may answer, the same 
as of all other moral standards–the conscientious feelings of mankind. 
Undoubtedly this sanction has no binding efficacy on those who do 
not possess the feelings it appeals to; but neither will these persons be 
more obedient to any other moral principle than to the utilitarian one. 
On them morality of any kind has no hold but through the external 
sanctions. Meanwhile the feelings exist, a fact in human nature, the 
reality of which, and the great power with which they are capable of 
acting on those in whom they have been duly cultivated, are proved 
by experience. No reason has ever been shown why they may not be 
cultivated to as great intensity in connection with the utilitarian, as 
with any other rule of morals.

There is, I am aware, a disposition to believe that a person who sees in 
moral obligation a transcendental fact, an objective reality belonging 
to the province of “Things in themselves,” is likely to be more obedient 
to it than one who believes it to be entirely subjective, having its seat 
in human consciousness only. But whatever a person’s opinion may 
be on this point of Ontology, the force he is really urged by is his 
own subjective feeling, and is exactly measured by its strength. No 
one’s belief that Duty is an objective reality is stronger than the belief 
that God is so; yet the belief in God, apart from the expectation 
of actual reward and punishment, only operates on conduct through, 
and in proportion to, the subjective religious feeling. The sanction, so 
far as it is disinterested, is always in the mind itself; and the notion, 
therefore, of the transcendental moralists must be, that this sanction 
will not exist in the mind unless it is believed to have its root out of 
the mind; and that if a person is able to say to himself, That which 
is restraining me, and which is called my conscience, is only a feeling 
in my own mind, he may possibly draw the conclusion that when the 
feeling ceases the obligation ceases, and that if he find the feeling 
inconvenient, he may disregard it, and endeavour to get rid of it. But 
is this danger confined to the utilitarian morality? Does the belief 
that moral obligation has its seat outside the mind make the feeling 
of it too strong to be got rid of? The fact is so far otherwise, that 
all moralists admit and lament the ease with which, in the generality
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of minds, conscience can be silenced or stifled. The question, Need I
obey my conscience? is quite as often put to themselves by persons
who never heard of the principle of utility, as by its adherents. Those
whose conscientious feelings are so weak as to allow of their asking
this question, if they answer it affirmatively, will not do so because
they believe in the transcendental theory, but because of the external
sanctions.

It is not necessary, for the present purpose, to decide whether the
feeling of duty is innate or implanted. Assuming it to be innate, it is
an open question to what objects it naturally attaches itself; for the
philosophic supporters of that theory are now agreed that the intuitive
perception is of principles of morality, and not of the details. If there
be anything innate in the matter, I see no reason why the feeling
which is innate should not be that of regard to the pleasures and
pains of others. If there is any principle of morals which is intuitively
obligatory, I should say it must be that. If so, the intuitive ethics
would coincide with the utilitarian, and there would be no further
quarrel between them. Even as it is, the intuitive moralists, though
they believe that there are other intuitive moral obligations, do already
believe this to be one; for they unanimously hold that a large portion
of morality turns upon the consideration due to the interests of our
fellow creatures. Therefore, if the belief in the transcendental origin of
moral obligation gives any additional efficacy to the internal sanction,
it appears to me that the utilitarian principle has already the benefit
of it.

On the other hand, if, as is my own belief, the moral feelings are not
innate, but acquired, they are not for that reason the less natural. It
is natural to man to speak, to reason, to build cities, to cultivate the
ground, though these are acquired faculties. The moral feelings are not
indeed a part of our nature, in the sense of being in any perceptible
degree present in all of us; but this, unhappily, is a fact admitted by
those who believe the most strenuously in their transcendental origin.
Like the other acquired capacities above referred to, the moral faculty,
if not a part of our nature, is a natural outgrowth from it; capable,
like them, in a certain small degree, of springing up spontaneously;
and susceptible of being brought by cultivation to a high degree of
development. Unhappily it is also susceptible, by a sufficient use of
the external sanctions and of the force of early impressions, of being
cultivated in almost any direction: so that there is hardly anything so
absurd or so mischievous that it may not, by means of these influences,
be made to act on the human mind with all the authority of conscience.
To doubt that the same potency might be given by the same means to
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the principle of utility, even if it had no foundation in human nature, 
would be flying in the face of all experience.

But moral associations which are wholly of artificial creation, when 
intellectual culture goes on, yield by degrees to the dissolving force 
of analysis: and if the feeling of duty, when associated with utility, 
would appear equally arbitrary; if there were no leading department 
of our nature, no powerful class of sentiments, with which that asso-
ciation would harmonize, which would make us feel it congenial, and 
incline us not only to foster it in others (for which we have abundant 
interested motives), but also to cherish it in ourselves; if there were 
not, in short, a natural basis of sentiment for utilitarian morality, it 
might well happen that this association also, even after it had been 
implanted by education, might be analysed away.

But there is this basis of powerful natural sentiment; and this it is 
which, when once the general happiness is recognized as the ethical 
standard, will constitute the strength of the utilitarian morality. This 
firm foundation is that of the social feelings of mankind; the desire 
to be in unity with our fellow creatures, which is already a powerful 
principle in human nature, and happily one of those which tend to be-
come stronger, even without express inculcation, from the influences 
of advancing civilization. The social state is at once so natural, so 
necessary, and so habitual to man, that, except in some unusual cir-
cumstances or by an effort of voluntary abstraction, he never conceives 
himself otherwise than as a member of a body; and this association 
is riveted more and more, as mankind are further removed from the 
state of savage independence. Any condition, therefore, which is es-
sential to a state of society, becomes more and more an inseparable 
part of every person’s conception of the state of things which he is 
born into, and which is the destiny of a human being. Now, society 
between human beings, except in the relation of master and slave, 
is manifestly impossible on any other footing than that the interests 
of all are to be consulted. Society between equals can only exist on 
the understanding that the interests of all are to be regarded equally. 
And since in all states of civilization, every person, except an absolute 
monarch, has equals, every one is obliged to live on these terms with 
somebody; and in every age some advance is made towards a state in 
which it will be impossible to live permanently on other terms with 
anybody. In this way people grow up unable to conceive as possible 
to them a state of total disregard of other people’s interests. They are 
under a necessity of conceiving themselves as at least abstaining from 
all the grosser injuries, and (if only for their own protection) living in 
a state of constant protest against them. They are also familiar with
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the fact of co-operating with others, and proposing to themselves a
collective, not an individual, interest, as the aim (at least for the time
being) of their actions. So long as they are co-operating, their ends
are identified with those of others; there is at least a temporary feeling
that the interests of others are their own interests. Not only does all
strengthening of social ties, and all healthy growth of society, give to
each individual a stronger personal interest in practically consulting
the welfare of others; it also leads him to identify his feelings more
and more with their good, or at least with an ever greater degree of
practical consideration for it. He comes, as though instinctively, to be
conscious of himself as a being who of course pays regard to others.
The good of others becomes to him a thing naturally and necessarily
to be attended to, like any of the physical conditions of our existence.
Now, whatever amount of this feeling a person has, he is urged by the
strongest motives both of interest and of sympathy to demonstrate
it, and to the utmost of his power encourage it in others; and even if
he has none of it himself, he is as greatly interested as any one else
that others should have it. Consequently, the smallest germs of the
feeling are laid hold of and nourished by the contagion of sympathy
and the influences of education; and a complete web of corroborative
association is woven round it, by the powerful agency of the external
sanctions. This mode of conceiving ourselves and human life, as civ-
ilization goes on, is felt to be more and more natural. Every step in
political improvement renders it more so, by removing the sources of
opposition of interest, and levelling those inequalities of legal privilege
between individuals or classes, owing to which there are large portions
of mankind whose happiness it is still practicable to disregard. In
an improving state of the human mind, the influences are constantly
on the increase, which tend to generate in each individual a feeling
of unity with all the rest; which feeling, if perfect, would make him
never think of, or desire, any beneficial condition for himself, in the
benefits of which they are not included. If we now suppose this feeling
of unity to be taught as a religion, and the whole force of education,
of institutions, and of opinion, directed, as it once was in the case of
religion, to make every person grow up from infancy surrounded on all
sides both by the profession and by the practice of it, I think that no
one, who can realize this conception, will feel any misgiving about the
sufficiency of the ultimate sanction for the Happiness morality. To any
ethical student who finds the realization difficult, I recommend, as a
means of facilitating it, the second of M. Comte’s two principal works,
the Système de Politique Positive. I entertain the strongest objections
to the system of politics and morals set forth in that treatise; but I
think it has superabundantly shown the possibility of giving to the
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service of humanity, even without the aid of belief in a Providence, 
both the physical power and the social efficacy of a religion; making 
it take hold of human life, and colour all thought, feeling, and action, 
in a manner of which the greatest ascendency ever exercised by any 
religion may be but a type and foretaste; and of which the danger is, 
not that it should be insufficient, but that it should be so excessive as 
to interfere unduly with human freedom and individuality.

Neither is it necessary to the feeling which constitutes the binding force 
of the utilitarian morality on those who recognize it, to wait for those 
social influences which would make its obligation felt by mankind at 
large. In the comparatively early state of human advancement in which 
we now live, a person cannot indeed feel that entireness of sympathy 
with all others, which would make any real discordance in the general 
direction of their conduct in life impossible; but already a person in 
whom the social feeling is at all developed, cannot bring himself to 
think of the rest of his fellow creatures as struggling rivals with him 
for the means of happiness, whom he must desire to see defeated in 
their object in order that he may succeed in his. The deeply-rooted 
conception which every individual even now has of himself as a social 
being, tends to make him feel it one of his natural wants that there 
should be harmony between his feelings and aims and those of his 
fellow creatures. If differences of opinion and of mental culture make it 
impossible for him to share many of their actual feelings-perhaps make 
him denounce and defy those feelings—he still needs to be conscious 
that his real aim and theirs do not conflict; that he is not opposing 
himself to what they really wish for, namely, their own good, but is, on 
the contrary, promoting it. This feeling in most individuals is much 
inferior in strength to their selfish feelings, and is often wanting 
altogether. But to those who have it, it possesses all the characters of a 
natural feeling. It does not present itself to their minds as a superstition 
of education, or a law despotically imposed by the power of society, but 
as an attribute which it would not be well for them to be without. This 
conviction is the ultimate sanction of the greatest-happiness morality. 
This it is which makes any mind, of well-developed feelings, work with, 
and not against, the outward motives to care for others, afforded by 
what I have called the external sanctions; and when those sanctions are 
wanting, or act in an opposite direction, constitutes in itself a powerful 
internal binding force, in proportion to the sensitiveness and 
thoughtfulness of the character; since few but those whose mind is a 
moral blank, could bear to lay out their course of life on the plan of 
paying no regard to others except so far as their own private interest 
compels.
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Chapter IV: Of What Sort of Proof the Principle of Utility
is Susceptible.

It has already been remarked, that questions of ultimate ends do not
admit of proof, in the ordinary acceptation of the term. To be inca-
pable of proof by reasoning is common to all first principles; to the
first premises of our knowledge, as well as to those of our conduct.
But the former, being matters of fact, may be the subject of a direct
appeal to the faculties which judge of fact–namely, our senses, and our
internal consciousness. Can an appeal be made to the same faculties
on questions of practical ends? Or by what other faculty is cognizance
taken of them?

Questions about ends are, in other words, questions what things are
desirable. The utilitarian doctrine is, that happiness is desirable, and
the only thing desirable, as an end; all other things being only desirable
as means to that end. What ought to be required of this doctrine–
what conditions is it requisite that the doctrine should fulfil–to make
good its claim to be believed?

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that
people actually see it. The only proof that a sound is audible, is that
people hear it: and so of the other sources of our experience. In like
manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to produce that
anything is desirable, is that people do actually desire it. If the end
which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to itself were not, in theory and
in practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could ever convince
any person that it was so. No reason can be given why the general
happiness is desirable, except that each person, so far as he believes
it to be attainable, desires his own happiness. This, however, being
a fact, we have not only all the proof which the case admits of, but
all which it is possible to require, that happiness is a good: that each
person’s happiness is a good to that person, and the general happiness,
therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons. Happiness has made
out its title as one of the ends of conduct, and consequently one of the
criteria of morality.

But it has not, by this alone, proved itself to be the sole criterion.
To do that, it would seem, by the same rule, necessary to show, not
only that people desire happiness, but that they never desire anything
else. Now it is palpable that they do desire things which, in common
language, are decidedly distinguished from happiness. They desire, for
example, virtue, and the absence of vice, no less really than pleasure
and the absence of pain. The desire of virtue is not as universal, but
it is as authentic a fact, as the desire of happiness. And hence the
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opponents of the utilitarian standard deem that they have a right to
infer that there are other ends of human action besides happiness, and
that happiness is not the standard of approbation and disapprobation.

But does the utilitarian doctrine deny that people desire virtue, or
maintain that virtue is not a thing to be desired? The very reverse.
It maintains not only that virtue is to be desired, but that it is to
be desired disinterestedly, for itself. Whatever may be the opinion
of utilitarian moralists as to the original conditions by which virtue
is made virtue; however they may believe (as they do) that actions
and dispositions are only virtuous because they promote another end
than virtue; yet this being granted, and it having been decided, from
considerations of this description, what is virtuous, they not only place
virtue at the very head of the things which are good as means to
the ultimate end, but they also recognise as a psychological fact the
possibility of its being, to the individual, a good in itself, without
looking to any end beyond it; and hold, that the mind is not in a
right state, not in a state conformable to Utility, not in the state most
conducive to the general happiness, unless it does love virtue in this
manner–as a thing desirable in itself, even although, in the individual
instance, it should not produce those other desirable consequences
which it tends to produce, and on account of which it is held to be
virtue. This opinion is not, in the smallest degree, a departure from
the Happiness principle. The ingredients of happiness are very various,
and each of them is desirable in itself, and not merely when considered
as swelling an aggregate. The principle of utility does not mean that
any given pleasure, as music, for instance, or any given exemption
from pain, as for example health, are to be looked upon as means
to a collective something termed happiness, and to be desired on that
account. They are desired and desirable in and for themselves; besides
being means, they are a part of the end. Virtue, according to the
utilitarian doctrine, is not naturally and originally part of the end, but
it is capable of becoming so; and in those who love it disinterestedly
it has become so, and is desired and cherished, not as a means to
happiness, but as a part of their happiness.

To illustrate this farther, we may remember that virtue is not the only
thing, originally a means, and which if it were not a means to anything
else, would be and remain indifferent, but which by association with
what it is a means to, comes to be desired for itself, and that too with
the utmost intensity. What, for example, shall we say of the love of
money? There is nothing originally more desirable about money than
about any heap of glittering pebbles. Its worth is solely that of the
things which it will buy; the desires for other things than itself, which
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it is a means of gratifying. Yet the love of money is not only one of the
strongest moving forces of human life, but money is, in many cases,
desired in and for itself; the desire to possess it is often stronger than
the desire to use it, and goes on increasing when all the desires which
point to ends beyond it, to be compassed by it, are falling off. It may
be then said truly, that money is desired not for the sake of an end,
but as part of the end. From being a means to happiness, it has come
to be itself a principal ingredient of the individual’s conception of hap-
piness. The same may be said of the majority of the great objects of
human life–power, for example, or fame; except that to each of these
there is a certain amount of immediate pleasure annexed, which has
at least the semblance of being naturally inherent in them; a thing
which cannot be said of money. Still, however, the strongest natural
attraction, both of power and of fame, is the immense aid they give
to the attainment of our other wishes; and it is the strong association
thus generated between them and all our objects of desire, which gives
to the direct desire of them the intensity it often assumes, so as in
some characters to surpass in strength all other desires. In these cases
the means have become a part of the end, and a more important part
of it than any of the things which they are means to. What was once
desired as an instrument for the attainment of happiness, has come
to be desired for its own sake. In being desired for its own sake it is,
however, desired as part of happiness. The person is made, or thinks
he would be made, happy by its mere possession; and is made un-
happy by failure to obtain it. The desire of it is not a different thing
from the desire of happiness, any more than the love of music, or the
desire of health. They are included in happiness. They are some of
the elements of which the desire of happiness is made up. Happiness
is not an abstract idea, but a concrete whole; and these are some of
its parts. And the utilitarian standard sanctions and approves their
being so. Life would be a poor thing, very ill provided with sources of
happiness, if there were not this provision of nature, by which things
originally indifferent, but conducive to, or otherwise associated with,
the satisfaction of our primitive desires, become in themselves sources
of pleasure more valuable than the primitive pleasures, both in per-
manency, in the space of human existence that they are capable of
covering, and even in intensity. Virtue, according to the utilitarian
conception, is a good of this description. There was no original desire
of it, or motive to it, save its conduciveness to pleasure, and especially
to protection from pain. But through the association thus formed, it
may be felt a good in itself, and desired as such with as great intensity
as any other good; and with this difference between it and the love
of money, of power, or of fame, that all of these may, and often do,
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render the individual noxious to the other members of the society to 
which he belongs, whereas there is nothing which makes him so much 
a blessing to them as the cultivation of the disinterested love of virtue. 
And consequently, the utilitarian standard, while it tolerates and ap-
proves those other acquired desires, up to the point beyond which they 
would be more injurious to the general happiness than promotive of 
it, enjoins and requires the cultivation of the love of virtue up to the 
greatest strength possible, as being above all things important to the 
general happiness.

It results from the preceding considerations, that there is in reality 
nothing desired except happiness. Whatever is desired otherwise than 
as a means to some end beyond itself, and ultimately to happiness, is 
desired as itself a part of happiness, and is not desired for itself until 
it has become so. Those who desire virtue for its own sake, desire 
it either because the consciousness of it is a pleasure, or because the 
consciousness of being without it is a pain, or for both reasons united; 
as in truth the pleasure and pain seldom exist separately, but almost 
always together, the same person feeling pleasure in the degree of 
virtue attained, and pain in not having attained more. If one of these 
gave him no pleasure, and the other no pain, he would not love or 
desire virtue, or would desire it only for the other benefits which it 
might produce to himself or to persons whom he cared for.

We have now, then, an answer to the question, of what sort of proof 
the principle of utility is susceptible. If the opinion which I have now 
stated is psychologically true–if human nature is so constituted as to 
desire nothing which is not either a part of happiness or a means of 
happiness, we can have no other proof, and we require no other, that 
these are the only things desirable. If so, happiness is the sole end of 
human action, and the promotion of it the test by which to judge of 
all human conduct; from whence it necessarily follows that it must be 
the criterion of morality, since a part is included in the whole.

And now to decide whether this is really so; whether mankind do desire 
nothing for itself but that which is a pleasure to them, or of which 
the absence is a pain; we have evidently arrived at a question of fact 
and experience, dependent, like all similar questions, upon evidence. 
It can only be determined by practised self-consciousness and self-
observation, assisted by observation of others. I believe that these 
sources of evidence, impartially consulted, will declare that desiring 
a thing and finding it pleasant, aversion to it and thinking of it as 
painful, are phenomena entirely inseparable, or rather two parts of 
the same phenomenon; in strictness of language, two different modes 
of naming the same psychological fact: that to think of an object as
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desirable (unless for the sake of its consequences), and to think of it
as pleasant, are one and the same thing; and that to desire anything,
except in proportion as the idea of it is pleasant, is a physical and
metaphysical impossibility.

So obvious does this appear to me, that I expect it will hardly be
disputed: and the objection made will be, not that desire can possi-
bly be directed to anything ultimately except pleasure and exemption
from pain, but that the will is a different thing from desire; that a
person of confirmed virtue, or any other person whose purposes are
fixed, carries out his purposes without any thought of the pleasure
he has in contemplating them, or expects to derive from their fulfil-
ment; and persists in acting on them, even though these pleasures
are much diminished, by changes in his character or decay of his pas-
sive sensibilities, or are outweighed by the pains which the pursuit of
the purposes may bring upon him. All this I fully admit, and have
stated it elsewhere, as positively and emphatically as any one. Will,
the active phenomenon, is a different thing from desire, the state of
passive sensibility, and though originally an offshoot from it, may in
time take root and detach itself from the parent stock; so much so,
that in the case of an habitual purpose, instead of willing the thing
because we desire it, we often desire it only because we will it. This,
however, is but an instance of that familiar fact, the power of habit,
and is nowise confined to the case of virtuous actions. Many indif-
ferent things, which men originally did from a motive of some sort,
they continue to do from habit. Sometimes this is done unconsciously,
the consciousness coming only after the action: at other times with
conscious volition, but volition which has become habitual, and is put
into operation by the force of habit, in opposition perhaps to the de-
liberate preference, as often happens with those who have contracted
habits of vicious or hurtful indulgence. Third and last comes the case
in which the habitual act of will in the individual instance is not in
contradiction to the general intention prevailing at other times, but in
fulfilment of it; as in the case of the person of confirmed virtue, and of
all who pursue deliberately and consistently any determinate end. The
distinction between will and desire thus understood, is an authentic
and highly important psychological fact; but the fact consists solely
in this–that will, like all other parts of our constitution, is amenable
to habit, and that we may will from habit what we no longer desire
for itself, or desire only because we will it. It is not the less true that
will, in the beginning, is entirely produced by desire; including in that
term the repelling influence of pain as well as the attractive one of
pleasure. Let us take into consideration, no longer the person who has
a confirmed will to do right, but him in whom that virtuous will is still
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feeble, conquerable by temptation, and not to be fully relied on; by
what means can it be strengthened? How can the will to be virtuous,
where it does not exist in sufficient force, be implanted or awakened?
Only by making the person desire virtue–by making him think of it in
a pleasurable light, or of its absence in a painful one. It is by associat-
ing the doing right with pleasure, or the doing wrong with pain, or by
eliciting and impressing and bringing home to the person’s experience
the pleasure naturally involved in the one or the pain in the other,
that it is possible to call forth that will to be virtuous, which, when
confirmed, acts without any thought of either pleasure or pain. Will is
the child of desire, and passes out of the dominion of its parent only to
come under that of habit. That which is the result of habit affords no
presumption of being intrinsically good; and there would be no reason
for wishing that the purpose of virtue should become independent of
pleasure and pain, were it not that the influence of the pleasurable
and painful associations which prompt to virtue is not sufficiently to
be depended on for unerring constancy of action until it has acquired
the support of habit. Both in feeling and in conduct, habit is the only
thing which imparts certainty; and it is because of the importance to
others of being able to rely absolutely on one’s feelings and conduct,
and to oneself of being able to rely on one’s own, that the will to do
right ought to be cultivated into this habitual independence. In other
words, this state of the will is a means to good, not intrinsically a
good; and does not contradict the doctrine that nothing is a good to
human beings but in so far as it is either itself pleasurable, or a means
of attaining pleasure or averting pain.

But if this doctrine be true, the principle of utility is proved. Whether
it is so or not, must now be left to the consideration of the thoughtful
reader.
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Twilight of the Idols

The last person of Lutheran background we discuss this year, 
Nietzsche attacked the false clarities of Enlightenment

rationality—as well as the pre-modern philosophical tradition behind 
it. He hammered the bourgeois Christianity he knew up close—but 
also reached to the religion’s actual core. He recognized the crisis of 
European humanism: how to maintain faith in humanity when “God 
is dead”? De-dogmatized Christianity had become humanitarianism, 

a religion of the comfortable. Attempts were being made to 
synthesize conventional morality with evolutionism. Nietzsche 

instead wanted a humanism grounded in the human potency to be 
one of the outstanding individuals recorded in history. Otherwise, we 
are left with capitalist conformism and culture-philistinism, as well as 
Right-Hegelian idolatry of the nation-state. He wanted to affirm the 

irrational exuberance of life and power. With his breathtaking rhetoric, 
he inspired existentialism, postmodernism, and

post-structuralism, movements modern in their prevailing tendency 
to seek emancipation from Christianity and metaphysics once and for 

all.

The son and grandson of Lutheran ministers, Friedrich Nietzsche was 
born in a little town near Leipzig, in Prussian Saxony, in 1844. His 

father died five years later, leaving him and his younger sister 
Elisabeth to be raised by his mother (as well as by a grandmother 
and two aunts). He studied classical philology at the University of 
Bonn and also theology, planning to become a minister—though he 

soon lost his Christian faith entirely, not least due to the Young 
Hegelian influence of Feuerbach. Continuing his studies at Leipzig, 

he discovered Schopenhauer and read Lange’s History of 
Materialism. Schopenhauer presents a strange new trajectory for 

post-Kantianism, rejecting the Hegelian idealist arc stemming from 
Fichte’s elimination of Kant’s thing-in-itself. He deduces from our 
practical sense of unconditional freedom that the world-in-itself is 

Will: groundless, purposeless, ceaseless striving.
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Remarkably, Nietzsche obtained the chair of classical philology at the 
University of Basel at the age of twenty-four. Renouncing his 

Prussian citizenship before moving there, he would be a man without 
a state for the rest of his life. Nevertheless, he volunteered for service 

in the Prussian medical corps during the Franco-Prussian War
(1870-71), which was crucial in catalyzing the unification of Germany 

and shifting the continental balance of power to that nation. At 
Basel, the Wagner villa became a second home. In the Emersonian 

essays collected as Untimely Meditations, he attacks the philistinism 
of the “German Empire” taking shape under Bismarck. Nietzsche 
attended the premiere of the complete Ring cycle at Bayreuth in 

1876, but was appalled at Wagner’s pandering to German 
nationalism. Nietzsche had revered Wagner as a creative superman, 
but estrangement was setting in, not least because of Wagner’s anti-

Semitism. In 1879, Nietzsche had to resign his Basel chair due to poor 
health. He collapsed into a madness on a street in Turin in January of 

1889. Twilight of the Idols belongs to his last months of lucidity.
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Foreword

It’s no small trick to preserve your cheerfulness in the midst of a gloomy
matter which is loaded with inordinate responsibility. Yet what could
be more necessary than cheerfulness? Nothing goes right unless exu-
berance plays a part in it. Overabundance of strength is the only proof
of strength.—A revaluation of all values, this question mark so black,
so monstrous that it casts a shadow on the one who poses it—such
a fateful task forces one to run out into the sun at every moment, to
shake off a heavy seriousness that has become all too heavy. Every
means is right for this, every “case” is a lucky break. Above all, war.
War has always been the great cleverness of all spirits who have be-
come too inward, too deep; even wounds can have the power to heal.
A saying whose source I withhold from scholarly curiosity has long
been my motto:

increscunt animi, virescit volnere virtus.

Another way to recover, which under certain circumstances I like even
better, is sounding out idols. . . There are more idols than realities in
the world: that’s my “evil eye” on this world, and my “evil ear” too. . .
To pose questions here with a hammer for once, and maybe to hear in
reply that well-known hollow tone which tells of bloated innards—how
delightful for one who has ears even behind his ears—for me the old
psychologist and pied piper, in whose presence precisely what would
like to stay quiet has to speak up. . .

This book too—the title gives it away—is above all a recovery, a sunny
spot, a sidestep into a psychologist’s idleness. Maybe a new war as
well? And are new idols sounded out?. . . This little book is a great
declaration of war, and as for sounding out idols, this time they are
not just idols of the age, but eternal idols that are touched here with
the hammer as with a tuning fork—there aren’t any older idols at all,
none more assured, none more inflated. . . And none more hollow. . .
That doesn’t stop them from being the ones that are believed in the
most—and, especially in the most prominent case, they aren’t called
idols at all. . .

Turin, September 30, 1888,

on the day when the first book of the Revaluation of All Values was
finished.

Friedrich Nietzsche
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Epigrams and Arrows

1

Idleness is the start of all psychology. What? Would psychology then
be—a vice?

2

Even the bravest of us only rarely have the bravery for what we actu-
ally know . . .

3

To live alone one has to be a beast or a god—says Aristotle. But
there’s a third case: one has to be both—a philosopher.

4

“All truth is simple.”—Isn’t that doubly a lie?

5

Once and for all, there’s a lot that I don’t want to know.—Wisdom
sets limits even to knowledge.

6

It is in our wild nature that we best recover from our un-nature, our
spirituality. . .

7

What? Is humanity just God’s mistake? Or God just a mistake of
humanity?—

8

From life’s military school.—What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.

9

Help yourself: then everyone will help you. Principle of neighborly
love.

10

Not to be cowardly in the face of one’s own deeds! Not to leave them
in the lurch afterwards!—The pangs of conscience are unseemly.

11

Can a donkey be tragic?—To perish beneath a load one can neither
carry nor cast off?. . . The case of the philosopher.
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12

If you have your why for life, you can get by with almost any how.—
Humanity does not strive for happiness; only the English do.

13

Man created woman—but out of what? Out of a rib of his God—of
his “ideal”. . .

14

What? You’re searching? You’d like to multiply yourself ten times, a
hundred times? You’re looking for followers?—Look for zeros!—

15

Posthumous human beings—like me, for example—are understood
worse than timely ones, but they are listened to better. More ac-
curately: we are never understood—and that’s the source of our au-
thority. . .

16

Among women.—“Truth? Oh, you don’t know truth! Isn’t it an as-
sault on all our pudeurs [modesties]?”—

17

This is an artist as I like my artists, simple in his needs: he really
wants only two things, his bread and his art—panem et Circen. . .

18

Those who don’t know how to put their will into things at least put
a meaning into them: that is, they have faith that a will is already in
things (principle of “faith”).

19

How’s that? You’ve chosen virtue and the puffed-up chest, but at
the same time you look askance at the advantages of those who have
no scruples?—But when one embraces virtue, one renounces “advan-
tages”. . . (Posted on an anti-Semite’s front door.)

20

The perfect woman commits literature as she commits a little sin: as
an experiment, in passing, looking around to see if someone is noticing,
and to see to it that someone notices. . .
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21

To get into all kinds of situations where no fake virtues are allowed,
where instead, like the tightrope walker on his rope, you either slip or
you stand—or you get away. . .

22

“Evil people don’t have songs.”—How is it that the Russians have
songs?

23

“German spirit”: for the last eighteen years a contradictio in adjecto.

24

Looking for beginnings turns you into a crab. Historians look back-
wards; they end up believing backwards too.

25

Contentment even protects you against catching cold. Has a woman
who knew she was well-dressed ever caught cold?—I’m imagining a
case where she was hardly dressed at all.

26

I distrust all systematizers and stay out of their way. The will to a
system is a lack of integrity.

27

Women are taken to be deep—why? Because with them, one never
gets to the bottom of things. Women aren’t even shallow.

28

If a woman has masculine virtues, it’s enough to make you run away
from her; and if she has no masculine virtues, away she runs herself.

29

“How much there once was for conscience to chew on! What good
teeth it had!—And today? What’s it missing?”—A dentist’s question.

30

One rarely commits only one overhasty act. With the first, one al-
ways does too much. For this very reason, one usually commits still
another—and this time, one does too little. . .
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31

A worm squirms when it’s stepped on. That’s prudent. In that way
it reduces the probability of being stepped on again. In the language
of morality: humility.—

32

There is a hatred for lying and disguise which comes from a keen sense
of honor; there is another such hatred which comes from cowardice,
because lying is forbidden by a divine commandment. Too cowardly
to lie. . .

33

How little it takes to make us happy! The sound of a bagpipe.—Without
music, life would be an error. The German even imagines God as
singing songs.

34

On ne peut penser et écrire qu’assis [one can’t think and write unless
one is seated] (Gustave Flaubert).—Now I’ve got you, you nihilist!
Ass-iduity is the sin against the Holy Spirit. Only thoughts that come
by walking have any value.

35

There are cases where we’re like horses, we psychologists: we get dis-
turbed because we see our own shadow bobbing up and down in front
of us. Psychologists have to look away from themselves in order to see
anything at all.

36

Are we immoralists doing harm to virtue?—Just as little as the anar-
chists are harming the princes. Only since the princes have been shot
at have they been sitting securely on their thrones again. Moral: one
must take shots at morality.

37

You’re running ahead?—Are you doing so as a shepherd? Or as an
exception? A third case would be the escapee. . . First question of
conscience.

38

Are you genuine, or just an actor? A representative? Or the very
thing that’s represented? In the end you may simply be an imitation
of an actor. . . Second question of conscience.
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39

The disillusioned one speaks.—I looked for great human beings, but
all I ever found were the apes of their ideals.

40

Are you one who looks on? Or one who lends a hand?—Or one who
looks away, turns aside. . . Third question of conscience.

41

Do you want to go along? Or go ahead? Or go on your own?. . . One
has to know what one wills and that one wills.—Fourth question of
conscience.

42

Those were steps for me; I climbed up over them—that’s why I had to
pass over them. But they thought I wanted to settle down on them. . .

43

What difference does it make if I am right in the end! I am much too
right.—And whoever laughs best today also laughs last.

44

Formula for my happiness: a yes, a no, a straight line, a goal . . .

The Problem of Socrates

1

The wisest sages of all times have reached the same judgment about
life: it’s worthless. . . Always and everywhere we have heard the same
sound coming from their mouths—a sound full of doubt, full of melan-
choly, full of fatigue with life, full of hostility to life. Even Socrates
said, as he died, “Living—that means being sick a long time. I owe a
rooster to the savior Asclepius.” Even Socrates had had enough.—What
does that demonstrate? What does that indicate?—In the past one
would have said (—oh, one has said it, and loud enough, and especially
our pessimists!): “There must be something true here, in any case!
The consensus sapientium [agreement of the wise] demonstrates the
truth.”—Will we still speak this way today? May we do so? “There
must be something sick here, in any case”—that’s our answer: these
wisest sages of all times, one should take a close look at them first!
Had they all become unsteady on their legs, maybe? Late? Shaky?
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Décadents? Does wisdom maybe appear on Earth as a scavenger bird,
excited by a little scent of rotting meat?. . .

2

In my own case this disrespectful thought, that the great sages are
declining types, first occurred to me precisely in regard to an instance
where learned and unlearned prejudice most strongly opposes it: I
recognized Socrates and Plato as symptoms of decay, as instruments
of the Greek dissolution, as pseudo-Greek, as anti-Greek (Birth of
Tragedy, 1872). That consensus sapientium—this I grasped better
and better—demonstrates least of all that they were right about what
they agreed on. Instead, it demonstrates that they themselves, these
wisest ones, were somehow in physiological agreement, so that they
took the same negative stance toward life—and had to take it.

Judgments, value judgments about life, for or against, can in the fi-
nal analysis never be true; they have value only as symptoms, they
can be considered only as symptoms—in themselves, such judgments
are stupidities. One absolutely must reach out and try to grasp this
astounding finesse, that the value of life cannot be assessed. Not by
the living, since they are parties to the dispute; in fact, they are the
objects of contention, and not the judges—and not by the dead, for
another reason.—Thus, when philosophers see a problem in the value
of life, this even amounts to an objection to them, a question mark
attached to their wisdom, an unwisdom.—What? And all these great
sages—are we saying they weren’t only décadents, but they weren’t
even wise to begin with?—But here I come back to the problem of
Socrates.

3

Socrates belonged, in his origins, to the lowest folk: Socrates was rab-
ble. We know, we can still see for ourselves, how ugly he was. But
ugliness, which in itself is an objection, was among the Greeks virtually
a refutation. Was Socrates Greek in the first place? Ugliness is often
enough the expression of interbreeding, of a development thwarted by
interbreeding. In other cases it appears as a development in decline.
Forensic anthropologists tell us that the typical criminal is ugly: mon-
strum in fronte, monstrum in animo [monster in the face, monster in
the soul]. But the criminal is a décadent. Was Socrates a typical crim-
inal?—At any rate this wouldn’t contradict that well-known judgment
of a physiognomist which sounded so offensive to Socrates’ friends. A
visitor who knew about faces, when he passed through Athens, said
to Socrates’ face that he was a monstrum—that he contained all bad
vices and cravings within him. And Socrates simply answered: “You
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know me, sir!”—

4

Socrates’ décadence is indicated not only by his admittedly depraved
and anarchic instincts, but also by the overdevelopment of the logical
and that rickety nastiness that characterizes him. And let’s not forget
those auditory hallucinations which have been interpreted in religious
terms as “Socrates’ daimonion [divine sign].” Everything about him
is exaggerated, buffo [comical], a caricature; at the same time, ev-
erything is covert, reticent, subterranean.—I am trying to grasp the
idiosyncrasy that is the source of that Socratic equation: reason =
virtue = happiness—the most bizarre equation that there is, and one
which in particular has all the instincts of the older Hellenes against
it.

5

With Socrates, Greek taste takes a turn in favor of dialectic. What is
really happening there? Primarily, a noble taste is thereby defeated;
with dialectic, the rabble rises to the top. Before Socrates, dialec-
tical manners were rejected in good society. They were taken to be
bad manners, they were a compromising exposure. The youth were
warned against them. And all such presentation of one’s reasons was
mistrusted. Respectable things, like respectable people, just don’t
carry their reasons around on their sleeves like that. Showing your
whole hand is improper. Whatever has to get itself proved in advance
isn’t worth much. Wherever authority is still considered good form,
so that one does not “give reasons” but commands, the dialectician
is a sort of clown: people laugh at him, they don’t take him seri-
ously.—Socrates was the clown who got people to take him seriously :
what really happened there?—

6

Dialectic is chosen only as a last resort. It’s well known that it creates
mistrust, that it is not very convincing. Nothing can be wiped away
more easily than a dialectician’s effect: this is proven by the experience
of every gathering where people speak. It can only be self-defense in
the hands of those who don’t have any other weapons. One needs
to get one’s rights by force; otherwise, one makes no use of it. This
is why the Jews were dialecticians; Reynard the Fox was one: what?
And Socrates was one too?—

7

—Is Socrates’ irony an expression of revolt? Of the rabble’s ressen-
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timent? Does he, as one of the oppressed, relish his own ferocity in
the knife-thrusts of the syllogism? Does he take revenge on the nobles
whom he fascinates?—As a dialectician, one has a merciless instrument
at hand; one can play the tyrant with it; one compromises by conquer-
ing. The dialectician lays on his opponent the burden of proving that
he is not an idiot: he infuriates, and at the same time he paralyzes.
The dialectician disempowers the intellect of his opponent.—What?
Is dialectic just a form of revenge in Socrates?

8

I have made it understandable how Socrates could be repulsive. Now
it’s all the more necessary to explain the fact that he was fascinat-
ing.—The first point is that he discovered a new kind of agon [con-
test], that in this contest he served as the first fencing master for the
noble circles of Athens. He fascinated by stimulating the combative
drive of the Hellenes—he introduced a variant into the wrestling match
between young men and youths. Socrates was also a great erotic.

9

But Socrates surmised even more. He saw past his noble Athenians;
he grasped that his case, his idiosyncratic case, already wasn’t excep-
tional. The same kind of degeneration was silently preparing itself
everywhere: the old Athens was coming to an end.—And Socrates
understood that all the world had need of him—his means, his cure,
his personal device for self-preservation. . . Everywhere, the instincts
were in anarchy; everywhere, people were five steps away from excess;
the monstrum in animo was the general threat. “The drives want to
play the tyrant; we have to invent a stronger counter-tyrant”. . .

When that physiognomist exposed to Socrates who he was, a cave full
of all bad cravings, the great ironist allowed himself another word that
gives us the key to him. “That’s true,” he said, “but I became the
master of them all.” How did Socrates become master of himself ?—His
case was at bottom only the extreme case, only the most striking
example of what began at that time to be the general crisis: the
fact that no one was master of himself anymore, that the instincts
were turning against each other. He was fascinating as this extreme
case—his fearsome ugliness displayed him as such to every eye. He
was even more fascinating, of course, as an answer, as a solution, as
the semblance of a cure for this case.—

10

When one finds it necessary to make a tyrant out of reason, as Socrates
did, then there must be no small danger that something else should
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play the tyrant. At that time rationality was surmised to be a rescuer ;
neither Socrates nor his “sick patients” were rational by free choice—it
was de rigueur, it was their last resort. The fanaticism with which all
Greek speculation throws itself at rationality betrays a situation of
emergency: they were in danger, they had to make this choice: either
to be destroyed, or—to be absurdly rational . . .

The moralism of the Greek philosophers from Plato onward is the re-
sult of a pathological condition; likewise their admiration for dialectic.
Reason=virtue=happiness simply means: we have to imitate Socrates
and produce a permanent daylight against the dark desires—the day-
light of reason. We have to be cunning, sharp, clear at all costs: every
acquiescence to the instincts, to the unconscious, leads downward . . .

11

I have made it understandable how Socrates was fascinating: he seemed
to be a doctor, a savior. Is it necessary to go on and point out the
error which lay in his belief in “rationality at all costs”?—It is a self-
deception on the part of philosophers and moralists to think that they
can escape from décadence merely by making war against it. Escape is
beyond their strength: for what they choose as a means, as salvation,
is itself just another expression of décadence—they alter its expression,
they don’t do away with it itself. Socrates was a misunderstanding;
the whole morality of improvement, Christian morality included, was
a misunderstanding . . . The most glaring daylight, rationality at all
costs, a life clear, cold, careful, aware, without instinct, in resistance
to the instincts, was itself just a sickness, another sickness—and not
at all a way back to “virtue,” to “health,” to happiness. . . To have to
fight the instincts—that is the formula for décadence. As long as life
is ascending, happiness is the same as instinct.—

12

—Did he even grasp this himself, this cleverest of all self-outwitters?
Did he tell himself this in the end, in the wisdom of his courage in
the face of death?. . . Socrates wanted to die: not Athens, but he gave
himself the poison cup, he forced Athens to give him the poison cup. . .
“Socrates is no doctor,” he said to himself softly, “death is the only
doctor here. . . Socrates himself has just been sick for a long time. . . ”

“Reason” in Philosophy

1

You ask me what’s idiosyncratic about philosophers?. . . There is, for
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instance, their lack of a sense of history, their hatred for the very notion
of becoming, their Egyptianism. They think they’re honoring a thing if
they de-historicize it, see it sub specie aeterni—if they make a mummy
out of it. Everything that philosophers have handled, for thousands
of years now, has been conceptual mummies; nothing real escaped
their hands alive. They kill and stuff whatever they worship, these
gentlemen who idolize concepts—they endanger the life of whatever
they worship. For them, death, change, and age, like reproduction
and growth, are objections—refutations, even. Whatever is does not
become; whatever becomes is not. . .

Now, they all believe, desperately even, in what is. But since they can’t
get it into their clutches, they look for reasons why it’s being withheld
from them. “There has to be an illusion, a deception at work that pre-
vents us from perceiving what is; where’s the deceiver?”—“We’ve got
the deceiver!” they cry happily, “it’s sensation! These senses, which
are so immoral anyway, deceive us about the true world. Moral: free
yourself from the senses’ deceit, from becoming, from history, from
the lie—history is nothing but belief in the senses, belief in the lie.
Moral: say no to everything that lends credence to the senses, to
all the rest of humanity; all that is just ‘the masses.’ Be a philoso-
pher, be a mummy, portray monotono-theism with a gravedigger’s
pantomime!—And above all, away with the body, this pathetic idée
fixe [obsession] of the senses, afflicted with every logical error there is,
refuted, even impossible—although it has the nerve to behave as if it
were real!”. . .

2

I set aside with great respect the name of Heraclitus. While the rest of
the mass of philosophers were rejecting the testimony of their senses
because the senses displayed plurality and change, he rejected the tes-
timony of the senses because they displayed things as if they had
duration and unity. Even Heraclitus did not do justice to the senses.
They do not lie either in the way the Eleatics thought or in the way
that he thought—they do not lie at all. What we make of their tes-
timony is what first introduces the lie, for example, the lie of unity,
the lie of thinghood, of substance, of duration. . . “Reason” is what
causes us to falsify the testimony of the senses. Insofar as the senses
display becoming, passing away, and change, they do not lie. . . But
Heraclitus will always be in the right for saying that being is an empty
fiction. The “apparent” world is the only world: the “true world” is
just added to it by a lie. . .
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3

—And what fine tools of observation we have in our senses! This nose, 
for instance, of which no philosopher has yet spoken with admiration 
and gratitude, is in fact the most delicate instrument at our disposal: 
it can register minimal differences in motion which even the spectro-
scope fails to register. The extent to which we possess science today 
is precisely the extent to which we have decided to accept the tes-
timony of the senses—and learned to sharpen them, arm them, and 
think them through to their end. The rest is an abortion and not-yet-
science: that is, metaphysics, theology, psychology, epistemology. Or 
it is formal science, a theory of signs, like logic and that applied logic, 
mathematics. In these formal sciences, reality makes no appearance 
at all, not even as a problem; nor is there any hint of the question of 
what value such a convention of signs has in the first place.—

4

The other idiosyncrasy of philosophers is no less dangerous: it consists 
in confusing what is first with what is last. They posit what comes at 
the end—unfortunately, for it should never come at all!—the “high-
est concepts,” that is, the most universal, the emptiest concepts, the 
final wisp of evaporating reality—these they posit at the beginning 
as the beginning. This, again, just expresses their way of honoring 
something: the higher is not permitted to grow out of the lower, is not 
permitted to have grown at all. . .

Moral: everything of the first rank has to be causa sui [caused by itself]. 
Origination from something else counts as an objection that casts doubt 
on the value of what has thus originated. All the supreme values are of 
the first rank, all the highest concepts, what is, the uncon-ditioned, the 
good, the true, the perfect—all this cannot have become, and must 
consequently be causa sui. But none of this can be at odds with itself 
either, it can’t contradict itself. . . That’s where they get their 
stupendous concept “God”. . . The last, the thinnest, the empti-est is 
posited as the first, as a cause in itself, as ens realissimum [the most real 
being]. . . To think that humanity has had to take seriously the brain 
diseases of sickly web-spinners!—And it has paid dearly for having done 
so!. . .

5

—Finally, let’s present the different way in which we (I politely say 
we. . . ) view the problem of error and illusion. It used to be that 
one took alteration, change, becoming in general as a proof of illusion, 
as a sign that something must be there, leading us astray. Today,
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in contrast, it is precisely to the extent that we are compelled by
the prejudice of reason to posit unity, identity, duration, substance,
cause, thinghood, being, that we see ourselves, as it were, entangled
in error, forced into error; so sure are we, on the basis of a rigorous
self-examination, that it is here that the error lies.

This case is just like that of the motions of the great star: in that case,
error has our eyes as its constant advocates, whereas in the first case,
its advocate is our language. In its origin, language belongs to the time
of the most rudimentary type of psychology: we encounter a crude set
of fetishes when we become conscious of the basic presuppositions of
the metaphysics of language—or, to put it plainly, reason. Reason sees
actors and actions everywhere: it believes in the will as an absolute
cause; it believes in the “I,” in the I as being, in the I as a substance,
and projects its belief in the I-substance onto all things—that’s how
it first creates the concept “thing”. . . Being is thought into things
everywhere as a cause, is imputed to things; from the conception “I”
there follows the derivative concept “being”. . . At the beginning there
stands the great and fatal error of thinking that the will is something
effective—that will is an ability . . . Today we know that it is just a
word. . .

Much, much later, in a world that was more enlightened by a thou-
sandfold, certitude, subjective certainty in manipulating the categories
of reason, entered the startled consciousness of the philosophers: they
concluded that these categories could not come from experience—all
experience stands in contradiction to them, after all. So where did
they come from?—And in India, as in Greece, they made the same
mistake: “We must already have been at home in a higher world at
one time”—(instead of in a far lower one, which would have been the
truth!)—“we must have been divine, since we have reason!”. . .

In fact, nothing up to now has been more naively persuasive than the
error of being, as it was formulated by the Eleatics, for instance: after
all, it has on its side every word, every sentence we speak!—Even the
opponents of the Eleatics fell prey to the seduction of their concept of
being: this happened to Democritus, among others, when he invented
his atom. . . “Reason” in language: oh, what a tricky old woman she is!
I’m afraid we’re not rid of God because we still believe in grammar. . .

6

You will be thankful to me if I condense such an essential and new
insight into four theses: I thus make it easier to understand, and I
dare you to contradict it.
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First proposition. The grounds on which “this” world has been called
apparent are instead grounds for its reality—another kind of reality is
absolutely indemonstrable.

Second proposition. The distinguishing marks which have been given
to the “true being” of things are the distinguishing marks of nonbeing,
of nothingness—the “true world” has been constructed by contradict-
ing the actual world: this “true world” is in fact an apparent world,
insofar as it is just a moral-optical illusion.

Third proposition. It makes no sense whatsoever to tell fictional sto-
ries about “another” world than this one, as long as the instinct to
slander, trivialize, and look down upon life is not powerful within us:
in that case, we revenge ourselves on life with the phantasmagoria of
“another,” “better” life.

Fourth proposition. Dividing the world into a “true” and an “ap-
parent” world, whether in the style of Christianity or in the style of
Kant (a sneaky Christian to the end), is merely a move inspired by
décadence—a symptom of declining life. . . The fact that the artist
prizes appearance over reality is no objection to this proposition. For
“appearance” here means reality once again, but in the form of a selec-
tion, an emphasis, a correction. . . Tragic artists are not pessimists—in
fact, they say yes to everything questionable and terrible itself, they
are Dionysian. . .

How the “True World” Finally Became a Fiction

History of an Error

1. The true world, attainable for the wise, the devout, the virtu-
ous—they live in it, they are it.

(Oldest form of the idea, relatively clever, simple, convincing. Para-
phrase of the assertion, “I, Plato, am the truth.”)

2. The true world, unattainable for now, but promised to the wise,
the devout, the virtuous (“to the sinner who does penance”).

(Progress of the idea: it becomes more refined, more devious, more
mystifying—it becomes woman, it becomes Christian. . . )

3. The true world, unattainable, unprovable, unpromisable, but a
consolation, an obligation, an imperative, merely by virtue of being
thought.

(The old sun basically, but glimpsed through fog and skepticism; the
idea become sublime, pallid, Nordic, Königsbergian.)
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4. The true world—unattainable? In any case, unattained. And if 
it is unattained, it is also unknown. And hence it is not consoling, 
redeeming, or obligating either; to what could something unknown 
obligate us?. . .

(Gray dawn. First yawnings of reason. Rooster’s crow of positivism.)

5. The “true world”—an idea with no use anymore, no longer even 
obligating—an idea become useless, superfluous, hence a refuted idea: 
let’s do away with it!

(Bright day; breakfast; return of bon sens [good sense] and cheerful-
ness; Plato blushes; pandemonium of all free spirits.)

6. We have done away with the true world: what world is left over?
The apparent one, maybe?. . . But no! Along with the true world, we 
have also done away with the apparent!

(Midday; moment of the shortest shadow; end of the longest error; 
high point of humanity; INCIPIT ZARATHUSTRA.)

Morality as Anti-Nature

1

All passions have a time when they are nothing but fatal, when they 
drag their victim down with the heaviness of their stupidity—and a 
later, much later time when they marry the spirit, they “spiritualize” 
themselves. It used to be that on account of the stupidity in passion, 
one made war against passion itself: one conspired to destroy it—all 
the old moral monsters are of one mind on this point, “il faut tuer 
les passions” [“the passions must be killed”]. The best-known formula 
for this is in the New Testament, in that Sermon on the Mount in 
which, by the way, things are not contemplated from a height at all. 
For instance, there it is said with reference to sexuality, “if your eye
offends you, pluck it out.” Fortunately, no Christian acts according
to this prescription. To destroy the passions and desires, merely in
order to protect oneself against their stupidity and the disagreeable
consequences of their stupidity, seems to us today to be itself an acute
form of stupidity. We no longer admire dentists who pull out teeth so
that they won’t hurt anymore. . .

But on the other hand, it’s only fair to concede that on the soil from
which Christianity grew, the concept of “spiritualizing the passions”
was simply inconceivable. After all, the early Church fought, as is
known, against the “intellectuals,” on behalf of those who were “poor
in spirit”: how could one expect the Church to wage an intelligent war
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against passion?—The Church fights passion by cutting it out, in every
sense; its practice, its “therapy” is castration. It never asks, “How does
one spiritualize, beautify, deify a desire?”—its discipline has always
emphasized eradication (eradication of sensuality, pride, the ambition
to rule, covetousness, vengefulness).—But ripping out the passions by
the root means ripping out life by the root; the practice of the Church
is an enemy to life. . .

2

The same means, castration, eradication, is instinctively chosen in the
struggle against a desire by those who are too weak-willed, too de-
generate to moderate their own desire: by those natures who need La
Trappe, to use a metaphor (and not to use one), some ultimate dec-
laration of war, an abyss between themselves and a passion. Radical
means are indispensable only for degenerates; having a weak will, or
more precisely, being incapable of not reacting to a stimulus, is it-
self just another form of degeneration. Radical enmity, enmity to the
death against sensuality, is always a symptom that repays reflection:
it justifies one’s suspicions about the general condition of one who goes
to this kind of extreme.—

By the way, this enmity, this hatred reaches its peak only when such
natures no longer have enough stamina even for the radical therapy, for
the repudiation of their “devil.” Survey the whole history of priests and
philosophers, and artists too: the most poisonous words against the
senses have not come from the impotent, not even from the ascetics.
They have come from the impossible ascetics, from those who were in
need of being ascetics. . .

3

The spiritualization of sensuality is known as love: it is a great tri-
umph over Christianity. Another triumph is our spiritualization of
enmity. It consists in a deep grasp of the value of having enemies: in
short, it is a way of acting and drawing conclusions that is the reverse
of what people used to do. In every age, the Church wanted its ene-
mies to be destroyed; we, we immoralists and anti-Christians, see our
own advantage in the Church’s continued existence. . . In the politi-
cal sphere, too, enmity has now become more spiritual—much more
clever, much more reflective, much more considerate. Almost every
party grasps that its own interest, its own self-preservation, depends
on the opposing party’s not losing its strength; the same applies to
politics on the grand scale. Above all, a new creation, such as the
new Reich, needs enemies more than it needs friends; only in opposi-
tion does it feel that it is necessary, only in opposition does it become
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necessary. . .

We behave no differently as regards the “inner enemy”: here too we
have spiritualized enmity, here too we have realized its value. One
is fruitful only at the price of being rich in oppositions; one remains
young only under the condition that the soul not slacken, not yearn for
peace. . . Nothing has become more alien to us than that former object
of desire, “peace in the soul,” the Christian object of desire; nothing
makes us less envious than the morality-cow and the fat contentment of
good conscience. One has relinquished great life when one relinquishes
war. . .

In many cases, of course, “peace in the soul” is just a misunderstand-
ing—something else which simply doesn’t know how to call itself by
a more honest name. Without delay and without prejudice, here are
a couple of cases. For instance, “peace in the soul” can be a rich ani-
mality, gently radiating into the moral (or the religious) realm. Or the
beginning of fatigue, the first shadow cast by the evening, every kind
of evening. Or a sign that the air is humid, that south winds are on
their way. Or unconscious thankfulness for good digestion (sometimes
called “love of humanity”). Or the growing calm of the convalescent
to whom all things taste new, and who is awaiting. . . Or the condi-
tion that follows a powerful gratification of our dominant passion, the
good feeling of a rare satisfaction. Or the senile feebleness of our will,
our desires, our vices. Or laziness, convinced by vanity to dress itself
up in morality. Or the arrival of a certainty, even a terrible certainty,
after a long, suspenseful period of being tortured by uncertainty. Or
the expression of ripeness and mastery in the midst of doing, creating,
working, willing—unhurried breathing, the attained “freedom of the
will”. . . Twilight of the Idols: who knows? Maybe this, too, is just a
kind of “peace in the soul.”

4

—I put a principle into a formula. All naturalism in morality, that is,
all healthy morality, is ruled by an instinct of life—some decree of life is
fulfilled by a particular canon of “shall” and “shall not,” some restric-
tion and hostility on life’s path is thereby shoved aside. Anti-natural
morality, that is, almost every morality that has been taught, honored,
and preached up to now, instead turns precisely against the instincts
of life—it is a sometimes hidden, sometimes loud and bold condemna-
tion of these instincts. By saying, “God looks into the heart,” it says
no to the lowest and highest desires of life, and takes God to be life’s
enemy. . . The saint in whom God takes delight is the ideal eunuch. . .
Life ends where the “kingdom of God” begins. . .
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5

Given that one has grasped the sacrilege of such a revolt against life,
like the revolt that has become nearly sacrosanct in Christian morality,
one has, fortunately, grasped something else as well: the uselessness,
illusiveness, absurdity, and mendacity of such a revolt. A condem-
nation of life by one who is alive is, in the end, just a symptom of a
particular kind of life: this does not at all raise the question of whether
the condemnation is justified or unjustified. One would have to occupy
a position outside life, and on the other hand to know it as well as
one, as many, as all who have lived it, in order to be allowed even to
touch upon the problem of the value of life: these are reasons enough
to grasp that, for us, this problem is an inaccessible problem. When
we speak of values, we speak under the inspiration, under the optics
of life: life itself is forcing us to posit values, life itself is valuing by
means of us, when we posit values. . .

It follows from this that even that anti-natural morality that takes
God to be the antithesis and condemnation of life is just one of life’s
value judgments.—A judgment made by which life? Which kind of
life?—But I already gave the answer: declining, weakened, tired, and
condemned life. Morality as it has been understood up to now—as it
was finally formulated once again by Schopenhauer, as “negation of
the will to live”—is the décadence-instinct itself, making itself into an
imperative. “Perish!” it says—it is the condemnation decreed by the
condemned. . .

6

Finally, let’s consider how naive it is in general to say, “Human beings
should be such and such!” Reality shows us a captivating treasury of
types, the exuberance of an evanescent play and alteration of forms.
And some pathetic bystander of a moralist says to all this, “No! Hu-
man beings should be different”?. . . He even knows how human beings
should be, this sanctimonious sniveler; he paints himself on the wall
and pronounces, “ecce homo!”. . .

But even if the moralist just turns to the individual and says, “You
should be such and such!” he doesn’t stop making himself ridiculous.
The individual is a slice of fate both before and after, one more law, one
more necessity for everything that is coming and will be. To say to the
individual, “change yourself,” means insisting that everything should
change, even retroactively. . . And there really have been consistent
moralists; they wanted human beings to be different, namely virtuous,
they wanted them made in their own image, namely sanctimonious.
To this end, they said no to the world! No small lunacy! No modest
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sort of immodesty!. . .

Morality, insofar as it condemns on its own grounds, and not from the
point of view of life’s perspectives and objectives, is a specific error for
which one should have no sympathy, an idiosyncrasy of degenerates
which has done an unspeakable amount of harm!. . . In contrast, we
others, we immoralists, have opened our hearts wide to every form of
understanding, comprehending, approving. We do not easily negate,
we seek our honor in being those who affirm. Our eyes have been
opened more and more to that economy that needs and knows how
to use all that the holy craziness of the priest, the sick reason in the
priest, rejects—that economy in the law of life that draws its advan-
tage even from the repulsive species of the sanctimonious, the priest,
the virtuous.—What advantage?—But we ourselves, we immoralists,
are the answer here. . .

The Four Great Errors

1

Error of confusing cause and effect.—There is no error more dangerous
than confusing the effect with the cause: I call it the genuine corruption
of reason. Nevertheless, this error is one of humanity’s oldest and
most contemporary customs: it has even been made sacred among
us, it bears the name of “religion” and “morality.” Every statement
formulated by religion and morality contains it; priests and moral
lawgivers are the ones who originated this corruption of reason.—

Let me take an example. Everyone knows the book by the famous
Cornaro where he promotes his skimpy diet as a prescription for a
long, happy—and virtuous—life. Few books have been read so widely;
even today, it’s printed by the thousands of copies every year in Eng-
land. I have no doubt that hardly any book (with the exception of
the Bible, as is only fair) has done as much damage, has shortened
as many lives as this curiosity which was so well-meaning. The rea-
son: confusing the effect with the cause. The honorable Italian saw
in his diet the cause of his long life, whereas in fact, the prerequisites
for his long life—extraordinary metabolic slowness, low expenditure of
energy—were the cause of his skimpy diet. He was not at liberty to
eat a little or a lot, his frugality was not “freely willed”: he got sick
if he ate more. But for anyone who’s not a cold fish, it not only does
good but also is necessary to eat properly. Scholars of our day, with
their rapid expenditure of nervous energy, would destroy themselves if
they followed Cornaro’s regimen. Crede experto [believe the one with
experience].—
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2

The most general formula that lies at the basis of every religion and
morality is, “Do such and such, don’t do such and such—that will
make you happy! Or else. . . ” Every morality, every religion is this
imperative—I call it the great original sin of reason, the immortal
unreason. In my mouth, this formula changes into its opposite—first
example of my “revaluation of all values”: well-constituted people,
“happy” ones, have to do certain acts and instinctively shrink away
from other acts; they import the orderliness which is evident in their
physiology into their relations to people and things. In a formula:
their virtue is the effect of their happiness. . . Long life and many
offspring are not the reward of virtue; instead, virtue itself is that
slow metabolism that, among other things, also has a long life, many
offspring, and, in short, Cornarism as its consequence.—

The Church and morality say, “A race, a people is destroyed by vice
and luxury.” My reconstituted reason says: when a people is perish-
ing, physiologically degenerating, the effects of this are vice and luxury
(that is, the need for stronger and stronger, more and more frequent
stimuli, the kind of stimuli that are familiar to every exhausted na-
ture). This young man gets prematurely pale and flabby. His friends
say this is due to such and such a sickness. I say: the fact that he
got sick, that he did not resist the sickness, was already the effect of
an impoverished life, an inherited exhaustion. The newspaper reader
says: this party is destroying itself by making such a mistake. My
higher politics says: a party that makes such mistakes is over—it no
longer has sure instincts.

Every mistake, in every sense, is the effect of degenerate instincts, of
a disintegrated will: this virtually defines the bad. Everything good
is instinct—and consequently is easy, necessary, free. Exertion is an
objection, the god is typically different from the hero (in my language:
light feet are the first attribute of godliness).

3

Error of a false causality.—In every age we have believed that we know
what a cause is: but where did we get our knowledge, or more pre-
cisely, our belief that we have knowledge about this? From the realm
of the famous “internal facts,” none of which has up to now proved
to be factual. We believed that we ourselves were causal in the act
of willing; there, at least, we thought that we were catching causal-
ity in the act. Likewise, we never doubted that all the antecedentia
[antecedents] of an action, its causes, were to be sought in conscious-
ness, and could be discovered there if we looked for them—discovered
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as “motives”: otherwise, the actor would not have been free for the
action, responsible for it. Finally, who would have disputed the claim
that a thought is caused? That the “I” causes the thought?. . . Of
these three “internal facts” which seemed to vouch for causality, the
first and most convincing is the “fact” of will as cause; the conception
of a consciousness (“mind” [“Geist”]) as cause, and still later of the
“I” (the “subject”) as cause were merely born later, after causality had
been firmly established by the will as given, as an empirical fact . . .

In the meantime, we have thought better of this. Today we don’t
believe a word of all that anymore. The “internal world” is full of
optical illusions and mirages: the will is one of them. The will no
longer moves anything, so it no longer explains anything either—it
just accompanies events, and it can even be absent. The so-called
“motive”: another error. Just a surface phenomenon of consciousness,
an accessory to the act, which conceals the antecedentia of an act
rather than representing them. And as for the “I”! That has become
a fable, a fiction, a play on words: it has completely and utterly ceased
to think, to feel, and to will!. . . What’s the consequence of this? There
aren’t any mental causes at all! All the supposed empirical evidence
for them has gone to hell! That’s the consequence!—

And we had made a fine misuse of this “evidence,” we had created
the world on that basis as a world of causes, a world of wills, a world
of minds. The oldest and most long-standing psychology was at work
here, and this is all it did: for it, all happening was a doing, all doing
the effect of a willing; for it, the world became a multitude of do-
ers, a doer (a “subject”) was imputed to everything that happened.
Human beings projected their three “internal facts,” the objects of
their firmest belief—will, mind, “I”—beyond themselves; they origi-
nally derived the concept of being from the concept “I,” they posited
“things” as existing in their own image, according to their concept of
the “I” as a cause. No wonder that they later rediscovered in things
only what they had put into them!—The thing itself, to say it once
again, the concept of a thing is just a reflex of the belief in the “I”
as a cause. . . And even your atom, my dear mechanists and physi-
cists—how much error, how much rudimentary psychology is left over
in your atom!—Not to mention the “thing in itself,” the metaphysi-
cians’ horrendum pudendum [horrible, shameful thing]! The error of
mind as cause confused with reality! And made into the measure of
reality! And called God !—

4

Error of imaginary causes.—I’ll begin with dreams: a particular sen-
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sation, for instance, a sensation due to a distant cannon shot, has a
cause imputed to it afterwards (often a whole little novel in which
precisely the dreamer is the protagonist). In the meantime, the sen-
sation persists in a kind of resonance: it waits, as it were, until the
drive to find causes allows it to come into the foreground—not as an
accident anymore, but as “meaning.” The cannon shot shows up in a
causal way, and time seems to flow backwards. What comes later, the
motivation, is experienced first, often with a hundred details that flash
by like lightning; the shot follows. . . What has happened? The repre-
sentations generated by a certain state of affairs were misunderstood
as the cause of this state of affairs.—

In fact, we do just the same thing when we’re awake. Most of our
general feelings—every sort of inhibition, pressure, tension, explosion
in the play and counterplay of the organs, and in particular the state
of the nervus sympathicus [sympathetic nervous system]—arouse our
drive to find causes: we want to have a reason for feeling that we’re
in such and such a state—a bad state or a good state. It’s never
enough for us just to determine the mere fact that we find ourselves
in such and such a state: we admit this fact—become conscious of
it—only if we’ve given it some kind of motivation.—Memory, which
comes into play in such cases without our knowing it, calls up earlier
states of the same kind, and the causal interpretations that are rooted
in them—but not their causation. Of course, memory also calls up
the belief that the representations, the accompanying occurrences in
consciousness, were the causes. In this way there arises a habituation
to a particular interpretation of causes that actually inhibits and even
excludes an investigation of the cause.

5

A psychological explanation of this error.—Tracing something unfamil-
iar back to something familiar alleviates us, calms us, pacifies us, and
in addition provides a feeling of power. The unfamiliar brings with it
danger, unrest, and care—our first instinct is to do away with these
painful conditions. First principle: some explanation is better than
none. Since at bottom all we want is to free ourselves from oppressive
representations, we aren’t exactly strict about the means of freeing
ourselves from them: the first representation that serves to explain
the unfamiliar as familiar is so beneficial that we “take it to be true.”
Proof of pleasure (“strength”) as criterion of truth.—

Thus, the drive to find causes is conditioned and aroused by the feeling
of fear. Whenever possible, the “why?” should not so much provide the
cause for its own sake, but instead provide a type of cause—a relaxing,
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liberating, alleviating cause. The fact that something already familiar,
something we have experienced, something inscribed in memory is
posited as the cause, is the first consequence of this requirement. The
new, the unexperienced, the alien, is excluded as a cause.—So we not
only look for some type of explanation as the cause, but we single out
and favor a certain type of explanation, the type that eliminates the
feeling of the alien, new, and unexperienced, as fast and as often as
possible—the most customary explanations.—

Consequence: one kind of cause-positing becomes more and more
prevalent, concentrates itself into a system, and finally comes to the
fore as dominant, that is, as simply excluding any other causes and
explanations.—The banker thinks right away about “business,” the
Christian about “sin,” the girl about her love.

6

The entire realm of morality and religion belongs under this concept
of imaginary causes.—“Explanation” of the unpleasant general feel-
ings. These feelings are due to beings that are our enemies (evil spir-
its: the most famous case—misunderstanding of hysterics as witches).
They are due to unacceptable actions (physical discomfort gets sad-
dled with the feeling of “sin,” of “sinfulness”—one always finds reasons
to be dissatisfied with oneself). They are punishments, payment for
something that we shouldn’t have done, that we shouldn’t have been.
(Impudently generalized by Schopenhauer into a statement in which
morality appears as what it is, as something that really poisons and
despises life: “every great pain, be it bodily or spiritual, expresses
what we deserve, for it could not come to us if we did not deserve
it.”—The World as Will and Representation, II, 666.) They are the
effects of thoughtless actions that turned out badly (the emotions, the
senses, are posited as a cause, as “responsible”; physiological crises are
interpreted as “deserved” with the help of other crises).—

“Explanation” of the pleasant general feelings. These feelings are due
to trust in God. They are due to our awareness of good actions (the
so-called “good conscience,” a physiological condition that sometimes
looks so much like a good digestion that it might be confused with it).
They are due to the successful outcome of our projects (a naive fallacy:
the successful outcome of a project doesn’t create any pleasant general
feelings for a hypochondriac or a Pascal). They are due to faith, love,
hope—the Christian virtues.—

In truth, all these supposed explanations are derivative states and
translations, so to speak, of feelings of pleasure or displeasure into a
false dialect: one is in a hopeful state because the basic physiological
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feeling is once again strong and rich; one trusts in God because the
feeling of fullness and strength gives one calm.—Morality and religion
totally belong to the psychology of error : in every single case, cause
and effect are confused; or truth is confused with the effect of what
is believed to be true; or a state of consciousness is confused with the
causation of this state.

7

Error of free will.—Today we have no sympathy anymore for the con-
cept of “free will”: we know only too well what it is—the most dis-
reputable of all the theologians’ tricks, designed to make humanity
“responsible” in the theologians’ sense, that is, to make it dependent
on them. . . Here I am simply offering the psychology of all making-
responsible.—Wherever responsibilities are sought, what tends to be
doing the seeking is the instinct of wanting to punish and rule. One
has stripped becoming of its innocence when some state of being-such-
and-such is traced back to will, to intentions, to acts: the doctrine of
the will was essentially invented for purposes of punishment, that is,
for purposes of wanting to find people guilty. All the old psychology,
the psychology of will, is predicated on the fact that its originators, the
priests in the elites of ancient communities, wanted to create a right for
themselves to inflict punishments—or wanted to create a right for God
to do so. . . Human beings were thought to be “free” so that they could
be ruled, so that they could be punished—so that they could become
guilty : consequently, every action had to be thought of as willed, the
origin of every action had to be thought to lie in consciousness (and
thus the most fundamental act of counterfeiting in psychologicis [in
psychological matters] was itself made into the principle of psychol-
ogy. . . ). Today, when we have started in the opposite direction, when
we immoralists are trying with all our strength to get the concepts of
guilt and punishment back out of the world, and to purge psychology,
history, nature, social institutions, and sanctions of these concepts,
there is in our eyes no opposition more radical than that of the theolo-
gians, who, with the concept of the “moral order of the world,” go on
infecting the innocence of becoming with “punishment” and “guilt.”
Christianity is a metaphysics of the hangman. . .

8

What can be our doctrine alone?—That nobody gives human beings
their qualities, neither God, nor society, nor their parents and an-
cestors, nor they themselves (the nonsense of this last notion we are
rejecting was taught by Kant as “intelligible freedom,” and maybe was
already taught by Plato as well). Nobody is responsible for being here
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in the first place, for being constituted in such and such a way, for
being in these circumstances, in this environment. The fatality of our
essence cannot be separated from the fatality of all that was and will
be. We are not the consequence of a special intention, a will, a goal;
we are not being used in an attempt to reach an “ideal of humanity,”
or an “ideal of happiness,” or an “ideal of morality”—it is absurd to
want to divert our essence towards some goal. We have invented the
concept “goal”: in reality, goals are absent . . .

One is necessary, one is a piece of destiny, one belongs to the whole, one
is in the whole.—There is nothing that could rule, measure, compare,
judge our being, for that would mean ruling, measuring, comparing,
and judging the whole. . . But there is nothing outside the whole!—
That nobody is made responsible anymore, that no way of being may
be traced back to a causa prima [first cause], that the world is not
a unity either as sensorium or as “spirit,” only this is the great lib-
eration—in this way only, the innocence of becoming is restored. . .
The concept “God” was up to now the greatest objection against ex-
istence. . . We deny God, and in denying God we deny responsibility:
only thus do we redeem the world.

...

What I Owe to the Ancients

1

In closing, a word about that world to which I have sought access, to
which I may have found a new access—the ancient world. My taste,
which is perhaps the opposite of a tolerant taste, is far from saying yes
wholesale, even when it comes to the ancients: it doesn’t like to say
yes at all, it prefers to say no, and what it likes best is saying nothing
at all. . . This applies to entire cultures, it applies to books—it also
applies to places and landscapes.

Ultimately it is a very small number of ancient books that count in
my life; the most famous are not among them. My feeling for style, for
the epigram as a style, awoke almost instantly when I came into con-
tact with Sallust. I have not forgotten the amazement of my honored
teacher Corssen when he had to give the very top grade to the worst
of his Latin students—I had finished in one blow. Concise, severe,
founded on as much substance as possible, with a cold spite for the
“beautiful word” and the “beautiful feeling”—I discovered myself in
this. One will recognize in me, even in my Zarathustra, a very earnest
ambition for the Roman style, for the “aere perennius” in style.—
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It was no different upon my first contact with Horace. To this day 
I have never derived as much artistic delight from any poet as I got 
right away from a Horatian ode. In certain languages, what is attained 
here is not even desirable. This mosaic of words in which every word 
pours out its force as sound, as place, as concept, to the right and 
to the left and over the whole, this minimum in the range and num-
ber of signs, this maximum in the energy of the signs which is thus 
achieved—all that is Roman, and, if one wishes to believe me, noble 
par excellence. All remaining verse is, as compared to this, something 
too popular—just emotional verbosity. . .

2

To the Greeks I owe no impressions that are comparably strong. And, 
to come right out and say it, they cannot be for us what the Romans 
are. One does not learn from the Greeks—their way is too alien, and 
also too fluid, to have an imperative effect, a “classical” effect. Who 
would ever have learned to write from a Greek! Who would ever have 
learned it without the Romans!. . .

Please don’t bring up Plato as an objection to me. In relation to Plato 
I am fundamentally a skeptic, and I was always incapable of joining in 
the admiration for Plato the artist which is traditional among scholars. 
In this case, I ultimately have on my side the most refined arbiters of 
taste among the ancients themselves. It seems to me that Plato mixes 
all the stylistic forms together, and thus he is one of the first décadents 
in style: he has something similar on his conscience to what the Cynics 
had, who invented the satura Menippea. In order for the Platonic 
dialogue, this repulsively self-satisfied and childish kind of dialectic, to 
exert its charm, one must never have read good French authors—for 
instance, Fontenelle. Plato is boring.—Ultimately, my mistrust in the 
case of Plato reaches into the depths; I find him so divergent from 
all the fundamental instincts of the Hellenes, so overmoralized, such a 
Christian before his time—he already takes the concept “good” to be 
the highest concept—that in regards to the whole Plato phenomenon 
I would rather use the harsh expression “exalted swindle”—or, if it 
sounds better, idealism—than any other. We have paid dearly for the 
fact that this Athenian went to school with the Egyptians (or with the 
Jews in Egypt?. . . ). In the great disaster of Christianity, Plato is that 
ambiguity and fascination called an “ideal” which made it possible for 
the nobler natures of antiquity to misunderstand themselves and to 
step on the bridge that led to the “cross”. . . And how much Plato 
there still is in the concept “Church,” in the structure, system, and 
practice of the Church!—
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My recreation, my predilection, my cure for all Platonism has always
been Thucydides. Thucydides and, maybe, Machiavelli’s prince are
most closely related to me by their unconditional will to fabricate
nothing and to see reason in reality—not in “reason,” and still less in
“morality”. . . There is no cure more fundamental than Thucydides
for the miserable prettification of the Greeks into an ideal, which the
“classically educated” youth brings with him into life as the reward
for his prep-school training. One has to turn Thucydides over line by
line and read his background thoughts as clearly as his words: there
are few thinkers so rich in background thoughts. In him, the culture
of the sophists, which means the culture of the realists, reaches its per-
fect expression: this invaluable movement in the midst of the Socratic
schools’ moralistic and idealistic swindle, which was then breaking
out on every side. Greek philosophy as the décadence of Greek in-
stinct; Thucydides as the great summation, the final appearance of
that strong, strict, hard factuality that was a matter of instinct for
the older Hellenes. Courage in the face of reality is, in the final anal-
ysis, the point of difference between natures such as Thucydides and
Plato. Plato is a coward in the face of reality—consequently he flees
into the ideal; Thucydides has control over himself —consequently he
also has control over things. . .

3

Smelling out “beautiful souls” in the Greeks, “golden means” and
other perfections, admiring in them, for instance, calm in grandeur,
an ideal disposition, elevated simplicity—I was protected from this
“elevated simplicity,” which is in the end niaiserie allemande [German
foolishness], by the psychologist in me. I saw their strongest instinct,
the will to power; I saw them tremble before the boundless force of
this drive—I saw all their institutions arise from security measures,
in order to make themselves safe in the face of each other’s inner
explosives. The immense internal tension then discharged itself in
frightening and ruthless external hostility: the city-states ripped each
other to shreds so that the citizens might, each of them, attain peace
with themselves. It was necessary to be strong; danger was nearby—it
lay in ambush everywhere. The wonderfully supple bodily character,
the bold realism and immoralism that characterizes the Hellenes, was
a necessity, not their “nature.” It was just a consequence, it was not
there from the start. And with their festivals and arts, they wanted
nothing but to feel superior, to show that they were superior: these
were means of glorifying themselves, and in certain circumstances, of
making themselves frightening. . .

To judge the Greeks, in the German fashion, by their philosophers,
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to use, say, the simpleminded uprightness of the Socratic schools to
elucidate what is essentially Hellenic!. . . After all, the philosophers
are the décadents of the Greek world, the countermovement against
the old, noble taste (against the combative instinct, against the polis,
against the value of the race, against the authority of tradition). The
Socratic virtues were preached because the Greeks had lost them: ex-
citable, fearful, inconstant comedians all of them, they had a couple
of reasons too many to let morality be preached at them. Not that it
was any help—but big words and attitudes suit décadents so well. . .

4

For the sake of understanding the older, the still rich and even over-
flowing Hellenic instinct, I was the first to take seriously that won-
derful phenomenon that bears the name of Dionysus: it is explain-
able only in terms of too much energy. Anyone who investigated the
Greeks—such as that deepest living connoisseur of their culture, Ja-
cob Burckhardt of Basel—knew right away that with this, something
had been achieved: Burckhardt included a special section on this phe-
nomenon in his Civilization of the Greeks. If one wants to see the
opposite, one should look at the almost amusing poverty of instinct of
the German philologists when they come close to the Dionysian. The
famous Lobeck, in particular, who crept into this world of enigmas with
the respectable self-assurance of a worm dried out between books, and
convinced himself that being nauseatingly flippant and childish made
him scientific—Lobeck made it known, sparing no pedantry, that there
was really nothing to all these curiosities. Of course, the priests might
have communicated to the participants in such orgies some things not
devoid of value, for instance, that wine excites desire, that people can
survive by eating fruit under certain circumstances, that plants bloom
in the spring and wither in the fall. As for the bewildering wealth of
rites, symbols, and myths of orgiastic origin with which the ancient
world was quite literally overgrown, Lobeck finds an opportunity here
to increase his cleverness by another notch. “The Greeks,” he says
(Aglaophamus I, 672), “when they had nothing else to do, used to
laugh, jump, and race around—or, since people sometimes have this
desire too, they sat down, wept and wailed. Others then came along
and sought some reason for this remarkable activity. And thus, as
explanations of these customs, arose those countless sagas and myths.
On the other hand, one believed that this comical behavior which now
took place on festival days also necessarily belonged to the festivities,
and one took it to be an indispensable part of the worship.”—

That is despicable blather, one will not take a Lobeck seriously for a
single moment. We feel completely different when we test the concept
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“Greek” that Winckelmann and Goethe developed, and find it in-
compatible with that element out of which Dionysian art grows—the
orgiastic. In fact, I have no doubt that Goethe would have excluded
anything of the sort in principle from the possibilities of the Greek
soul. Consequently, Goethe did not understand the Greeks. For only in
the Dionysian mysteries, in the psychology of the Dionysian condition,
does the fundamental fact of the Hellenic instinct express itself—its
“will to life.” What did the Hellene procure in these mysteries? Eter-
nal life, the eternal recurrence of life; the future promised and made
sacred in the past; the triumphant yes to life beyond death and change;
true life as collective survival through reproduction, through the mys-
teries of sexuality. Thus, for the Greeks, the sexual symbol was the
ultimate revered symbol, the authentic, deep meaning in all ancient
piety. Every element of the act of reproduction, of pregnancy and
birth, awoke the highest and most festive feelings. In the teachings of
the mysteries, pain is declared holy; the “pangs of the child-bearer”
make pain in general holy—all becoming and growth, everything that
vouches for the future requires pain. . . For there to be the eternal joy
of creation, for the will to life to affirm itself eternally, there must also
eternally be the “torment of the childbearer”. . .

All this is signified by the name Dionysus: I know no higher symbolism
than this Greek symbolism, the symbolism of the Dionysian rites. In
them, the deepest instinct of life, the instinct for the future of life,
for the eternity of life, is experienced religiously—the very way to life,
reproduction, as the holy way . . . It was Christianity, on the basis of
its ressentiment against life, that first made something unclean out of
sexuality: it threw filth on the beginning, on the prerequisite of our
life. . .

5

The psychology of the orgiastic as an overflowing feeling of life and
energy, where even pain works as a stimulant, gave me the key to
the concept of the tragic feeling, which has been misunderstood as
much by Aristotle as, especially, by our pessimists. Tragedy is so far
from giving any evidence for the pessimism of the Hellenes in Schopen-
hauer’s sense that it instead has to count as the decisive rejection of
and counterauthority to such pessimism. Saying yes to life even in its
most strange and intractable problems, the will to life, celebrating its
own inexhaustibility by sacrificing its highest types—that is what I
called Dionysian, that is what I found as the bridge to the psychology
of the tragic poet. Not in order to be released from terror and pity, not
in order to purify oneself of a dangerous emotion through its vehement
discharge—as Aristotle understood it—but instead, beyond terror and
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pity, in order to be oneself the eternal joy of becoming—that joy that
also includes in itself the joy of destruction. . . And thus I touch again
upon the spot from which I first set out—The Birth of Tragedy was
my first revaluation of all values: thus I take my stand again upon
the ground from which grows my willing, my being able—I, the final
follower of the philosopher Dionysus—I, the teacher of the eternal re-
currence. . .

The Hammer Speaks

Thus Spoke Zarathustra

[Section 29 of “On the Old and the New Law Tables,” in Part III]

“Why so hard!—” spoke the kitchen coals once to the diamond: “For
are we not next of kin?”

Why so soft? O my brothers, I ask you thus: for are you not—my
brothers?

Why so soft, so yielding and submissive? Why is there so much denial,
self-denial in your hearts? So little destiny in your gazes?

And if you will not be destinies and implacable: how else could you—win
with me someday?

And if your hardness will not flash and cut and cut to bits: how else
could you—create with me someday?

For all creators are hard. And it must seem blessed to you to impress
your hand on millennia as on wax—

—blessed to write on the will of millennia as on bronze—harder than
bronze, nobler than bronze. Only what is noblest is altogether hard.

This new law table, O my brothers, I set over you: Become hard!
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The Waste Land

The First World War revealed the incalculable spiritual bankruptcy 
of western Europe and the pathology of its nineteenth-century 

ideologies. This fate of the “West” still weighs on the world. The 
Waste Land is an incomparable expression of the mind of Europe, 
with its death instinct, but also of a post-apocalyptic new beginning 

(drawing on the “East” and Christianity). In T. S. Eliot, we see how 
a “postmodern” sampling of the world’s and history’s cultural 

possibilities belongs to modernity itself. Before his early masterpiece, 
he was avant-garde; after, he became “reactionary and ultra-

conservative.”

Thomas Stearns Eliot was born in Saint Louis in 1888, and died in 
London in 1965. His family had Boston Brahmin roots. At Harvard, he 

studied comparative literature and received an M.A. in English 
literature. He then studied at the Sorbonne, attending lectures by 

Bergson. He returned to Harvard in 1911 for doctoral work in 
philosophy. Babbitt, Santayana, Collingwood, Russell, and Royce were 

among his Harvard professors. Pursuing philosophy at Oxford, Eliot 
was in England soon after the outbreak of war in 1914. There he met 

Ezra Pound, who would promote Eliot’s poetic career. Pound conspired 
to keep Eliot in England, and Eliot was in fact dreading the life of an 
academic philosopher. In 1915, he was introduced to Vivienne Haigh-

Wood, and they were married after having known each other only three 
months. The marriage was a disaster. While working at Lloyds Bank in 

London, specializing in the collection of German war debts, Eliot 
founded a literary magazine, The Criterion. His literary criticism had 

great effect; the modern English department was created under his 
influence. He converted to Anglo-Catholicism and became a naturalized 
citizen of Britain in 1927. In 1932, he separated from Vivienne—she was 
committed to a mental hospital by her brother in 1938. Eliot published 

the Four Quartets in 1943. Afterwards, he concentrated on writing 
plays, trying to revive verse drama. Eliot won the Nobel Prize in 

literature in 1948. He married Valerie Fletcher, almost forty years his 
junior, in 1957, which turned out to be a happy marriage.
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Eliot wrote significant parts of The Waste Land while recovering 
from a nervous breakdown in 1921, first at Margate, Kent, and then 

in Lausanne, Switzerland. This, the supreme monument of poetic 
modernism, was published in 1922. (That year also saw the 

publication of James Joyce’s Ulysses, the supreme monument of 
modernism in prose.) Pound helped cut half of Eliot’s original draft, 
which had the title He Do the Police in Different Voices. The Waste 

Land is something of a polyphonic dramatic monologue, and the 
claim made in one of its footnotes should be taken seriously: “What 

Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem.”
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I. The Burial of the Dead

April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
Memory and desire, stirring
Dull roots with spring rain.
Winter kept us warm, covering
Earth in forgetful snow, feeding
A little life with dried tubers.
Summer surprised us, coming over the Starnbergersee
With a shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade,
And went on in sunlight, into the Hofgarten,
And drank coffee, and talked for an hour.
Bin gar keine Russin, stamm’ aus Litauen, echt deutsch.
And when we were children, staying at the arch-duke’s,
My cousin’s, he took me out on a sled,
And I was frightened. He said, Marie,
Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.
In the mountains, there you feel free.
I read, much of the night, and go south in the winter.

What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,
And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,
And the dry stone no sound of water. Only
There is shadow under this red rock,
(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),
And I will show you something different from either
Your shadow at morning striding behind you
Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;
I will show you fear in a handful of dust.

Frisch weht der Wind
Der Heimat zu
Mein Irisch Kind,
Wo weilest du?

“You gave me hyacinths first a year ago;
“They called me the hyacinth girl.”
—Yet when we came back, late, from the Hyacinth garden, 
Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not
Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither
Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,

183



T. S. Eliot

Looking into the heart of light, the silence.
Oed’ und leer das Meer.

Madame Sosostris, famous clairvoyante,
Had a bad cold, nevertheless
Is known to be the wisest woman in Europe,
With a wicked pack of cards. Here, said she,
Is your card, the drowned Phoenician Sailor,
(Those are pearls that were his eyes. Look!)
Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks,
The lady of situations.
Here is the man with three staves, and here the Wheel,
And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card,
Which is blank, is something he carries on his back,
Which I am forbidden to see. I do not find
The Hanged Man. Fear death by water.
I see crowds of people, walking round in a ring.
Thank you. If you see dear Mrs. Equitone,
Tell her I bring the horoscope myself:
One must be so careful these days.

Unreal City,
Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,
A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,
I had not thought death had undone so many.
Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled,
And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.
Flowed up the hill and down King William Street,
To where Saint Mary Woolnoth kept the hours
With a dead sound on the final stroke of nine.
There I saw one I knew, and stopped him, crying: “Stetson!
“You who were with me in the ships at Mylae!
“That corpse you planted last year in your garden,
“Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year?
“Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed?
“Oh keep the Dog far hence, that’s friend to men,
“Or with his nails he’ll dig it up again!
“You! hypocrite lecteur!—mon semblable,—mon frère!”

II. A Game of Chess

The Chair she sat in, like a burnished throne,
Glowed on the marble, where the glass
Held up by standards wrought with fruited vines
From which a golden Cupidon peeped out
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(Another hid his eyes behind his wing)
Doubled the flames of sevenbranched candelabra
Reflecting light upon the table as
The glitter of her jewels rose to meet it,
From satin cases poured in rich profusion;
In vials of ivory and coloured glass
Unstoppered, lurked her strange synthetic perfumes,
Unguent, powdered, or liquid—troubled, confused
And drowned the sense in odours; stirred by the air
That freshened from the window, these ascended
In fattening the prolonged candle-flames,
Flung their smoke into the laquearia,
Stirring the pattern on the coffered ceiling.
Huge sea-wood fed with copper
Burned green and orange, framed by the coloured stone,
In which sad light a carvéd dolphin swam.
Above the antique mantel was displayed
As though a window gave upon the sylvan scene
The change of Philomel, by the barbarous king
So rudely forced; yet there the nightingale
Filled all the desert with inviolable voice
And still she cried, and still the world pursues,
“Jug Jug” to dirty ears.
And other withered stumps of time
Were told upon the walls; staring forms
Leaned out, leaning, hushing the room enclosed.
Footsteps shuffled on the stair.
Under the firelight, under the brush, her hair
Spread out in fiery points
Glowed into words, then would be savagely still.

“My nerves are bad tonight. Yes, bad. Stay with me.
“Speak to me. Why do you never speak. Speak.
“What are you thinking of? What thinking? What?
“I never know what you are thinking. Think.”

I think we are in rats’ alley
Where the dead men lost their bones.

“What is that noise?”

The wind under the door.
“What is that noise now? What is the wind doing?”

Nothing again nothing.                                     
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                    “Do
“You know nothing? Do you see nothing? Do you remember
“Nothing?”

I remember
Those are pearls that were his eyes.
“Are you alive, or not? Is there nothing in your head?”

But
O O O O that Shakespeherian Rag—
It’s so elegant
So intelligent
“What shall I do now? What shall I do?”
“I shall rush out as I am, and walk the street
“With my hair down, so. What shall we do tomorrow?
“What shall we ever do?”

The hot water at ten.
And if it rains, a closed car at four.
And we shall play a game of chess,
Pressing lidless eyes and waiting for a knock upon the door.

When Lil’s husband got demobbed, I said—
I didn’t mince my words, I said to her myself,
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME
Now Albert’s coming back, make yourself a bit smart.
He’ll want to know what you done with that money he gave you 
To get yourself some teeth. He did, I was there.
You have them all out, Lil, and get a nice set,
He said, I swear, I can’t bear to look at you.
And no more can’t I, I said, and think of poor Albert,
He’s been in the army four years, he wants a good time,
And if you don’t give it him, there’s others will, I said.
Oh is there, she said. Something o’ that, I said.
Then I’ll know who to thank, she said, and give me a straight look. 
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME
If you don’t like it you can get on with it, I said.
Others can pick and choose if you can’t.
But if Albert makes off, it won’t be for lack of telling.
You ought to be ashamed, I said, to look so antique.
(And her only thirty-one.)
I can’t help it, she said, pulling a long face,
It’s them pills I took, to bring it off, she said.
(She’s had five already, and nearly died of young George.)
The chemist said it would be all right, but I’ve never been the same.
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You are a proper fool, I said.
Well, if Albert won’t leave you alone, there it is, I said,
What you get married for if you don’t want children?
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME
Well, that Sunday Albert was home, they had a hot gammon,
And they asked me in to dinner, to get the beauty of it hot—
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME
HURRY UP PLEASE ITS TIME
Goonight Bill. Goonight Lou. Goonight May. Goonight.
Ta ta. Goonight. Goonight.
Good night, ladies, good night, sweet ladies, good night, good night.

III. The Fire Sermon

The river’s tent is broken: the last fingers of leaf
Clutch and sink into the wet bank. The wind
Crosses the brown land, unheard. The nymphs are departed.
Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song.
The river bears no empty bottles, sandwich papers,
Silk handkerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigarette ends
Or other testimony of summer nights. The nymphs are departed.
And their friends, the loitering heirs of city directors;
Departed, have left no addresses.
By the waters of Leman I sat down and wept . . .
Sweet Thames, run softly till I end my song,
Sweet Thames, run softly, for I speak not loud or long.
But at my back in a cold blast I hear
The rattle of the bones, and chuckle spread from ear to ear.

A rat crept softly through the vegetation
Dragging its slimy belly on the bank
While I was fishing in the dull canal
On a winter evening round behind the gashouse
Musing upon the king my brother’s wreck
And on the king my father’s death before him.
White bodies naked on the low damp ground
And bones cast in a little low dry garret,
Rattled by the rat’s foot only, year to year.
But at my back from time to time I hear
The sound of horns and motors, which shall bring
Sweeney to Mrs. Porter in the spring.
O the moon shone bright on Mrs. Porter
And on her daughter
They wash their feet in soda water
Et O ces voix d’enfants, chantant dans la coupole!
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Twit twit twit
Jug jug jug jug jug jug
So rudely forc’d.
Tereu

Unreal City
Under the brown fog of a winter noon
Mr. Eugenides, the Smyrna merchant
Unshaven, with a pocket full of currants
C.i.f. London: documents at sight,
Asked me in demotic French
To luncheon at the Cannon Street Hotel
Followed by a weekend at the Metropole.

At the violet hour, when the eyes and back
Turn upward from the desk, when the human engine waits
Like a taxi throbbing waiting,
I Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between two lives,
Old man with wrinkled female breasts, can see
At the violet hour, the evening hour that strives
Homeward, and brings the sailor home from sea,
The typist home at teatime, clears her breakfast, lights
Her stove, and lays out food in tins.
Out of the window perilously spread
Her drying combinations touched by the sun’s last rays,
On the divan are piled (at night her bed)
Stockings, slippers, camisoles, and stays.
I Tiresias, old man with wrinkled dugs
Perceived the scene, and foretold the rest—
I too awaited the expected guest.
He, the young man carbuncular, arrives,
A small house agent’s clerk, with one bold stare,
One of the low on whom assurance sits
As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire.
The time is now propitious, as he guesses,
The meal is ended, she is bored and tired,
Endeavours to engage her in caresses
Which still are unreproved, if undesired.
Flushed and decided, he assaults at once;
Exploring hands encounter no defence;
His vanity requires no response,
And makes a welcome of indifference.
(And I Tiresias have foresuffered all
Enacted on this same divan or bed;
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I who have sat by Thebes below the wall
And walked among the lowest of the dead.)
Bestows one final patronising kiss,
And gropes his way, finding the stairs unlit . . .

She turns and looks a moment in the glass,
Hardly aware of her departed lover;
Her brain allows one half-formed thought to pass:
“Well now that’s done: and I’m glad it’s over.”
When lovely woman stoops to folly and
Paces about her room again, alone,
She smoothes her hair with automatic hand,
And puts a record on the gramophone.

“This music crept by me upon the waters”
And along the Strand, up Queen Victoria Street.
O City city, I can sometimes hear
Beside a public bar in Lower Thames Street,
The pleasant whining of a mandoline
And a clatter and a chatter from within
Where fishmen lounge at noon: where the walls
Of Magnus Martyr hold
Inexplicable splendour of Ionian white and gold.

The river sweats
Oil and tar
The barges drift
With the turning tide
Red sails
Wide
To leeward, swing on the heavy spar.
The barges wash
Drifting logs
Down Greenwich reach
Past the Isle of Dogs.
Weialala leia
Wallala leialala

Elizabeth and Leicester
Beating oars
The stern was formed
A gilded shell
Red and gold
The brisk swell
Rippled both shores
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Southwest wind
Carried down stream
The peal of bells
White towers
Weialala leia
Wallala leialala

“Trams and dusty trees.
Highbury bore me. Richmond and Kew
Undid me. By Richmond I raised my knees
Supine on the floor of a narrow canoe.”

“My feet are at Moorgate, and my heart
Under my feet. After the event
He wept. He promised a ‘new start.’
I made no comment. What should I resent?”

“On Margate Sands.
I can connect
Nothing with nothing.
The broken fingernails of dirty hands.
My people humble people who expect
Nothing.”

la la

To Carthage then I came

Burning burning burning burning
O Lord Thou pluckest me out
O Lord Thou pluckest

burning

IV. Death by Water

Phlebas the Phoenician, a fortnight dead,
Forgot the cry of gulls, and the deep sea swell
And the profit and loss.
A current under sea
Picked his bones in whispers. As he rose and fell
He passed the stages of his age and youth
Entering the whirlpool.

Gentile or Jew
O you who turn the wheel and look to windward,
Consider Phlebas, who was once handsome and tall as you.
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V. What the Thunder Said

After the torchlight red on sweaty faces
After the frosty silence in the gardens
After the agony in stony places
The shouting and the crying
Prison and palace and reverberation
Of thunder of spring over distant mountains
He who was living is now dead
We who were living are now dying
With a little patience

Here is no water but only rock
Rock and no water and the sandy road
The road winding above among the mountains
Which are mountains of rock without water
If there were water we should stop and drink
Amongst the rock one cannot stop or think
Sweat is dry and feet are in the sand
If there were only water amongst the rock
Dead mountain mouth of carious teeth that cannot spit
Here one can neither stand nor lie nor sit
There is not even silence in the mountains
But dry sterile thunder without rain
There is not even solitude in the mountains
But red sullen faces sneer and snarl
From doors of mudcracked houses
If there were water
And no rock
If there were rock
And also water
And water
A spring
A pool among the rock
If there were the sound of water only
Not the cicada
And dry grass singing
But sound of water over a rock
Where the hermit-thrush sings in the pine trees
Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop
But there is no water

Who is the third who walks always beside you?
When I count, there are only you and I together
But when I look ahead up the white road

191



T. S. Eliot

There is always another one walking beside you
Gliding wrapt in a brown mantle, hooded
I do not know whether a man or a woman
—But who is that on the other side of you?

What is that sound high in the air
Murmur of maternal lamentation
Who are those hooded hordes swarming
Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth
Ringed by the flat horizon only
What is the city over the mountains
Cracks and reforms and bursts in the violet air
Falling towers
Jerusalem Athens Alexandria
Vienna London
Unreal

A woman drew her long black hair out tight
And fiddled whisper music on those strings
And bats with baby faces in the violet light
Whistled, and beat their wings
And crawled head downward down a blackened wall
And upside down in air were towers
Tolling reminiscent bells, that kept the hours
And voices singing out of empty cisterns and exhausted wells.

In this decayed hole among the mountains
In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing
Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel
There is the empty chapel, only the wind’s home.
It has no windows, and the door swings,
Dry bones can harm no one.
Only a cock stood on the rooftree
Co co rico co co rico
In a flash of lightning. Then a damp gust
Bringing rain

Ganga was sunken, and the limp leaves
Waited for rain, while the black clouds
Gathered far distant, over Himavant.
The jungle crouched, humped in silence.
Then spoke the thunder
DA
Datta: what have we given?
My friend, blood shaking my heart
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The awful daring of a moment’s surrender
Which an age of prudence can never retract
By this, and this only, we have existed
Which is not to be found in our obituaries
Or in memories draped by the beneficent spider
Or under seals broken by the lean solicitor
In our empty rooms
DA
Dayadhvam: I have heard the key
Turn in the door once and turn once only
We think of the key, each in his prison
Thinking of the key, each confirms a prison
Only at nightfall, aethereal rumours
Revive for a moment a broken Coriolanus
DA
Damyata: The boat responded
Gaily, to the hand expert with sail and oar
The sea was calm, your heart would have responded
Gaily, when invited, beating obedient
To controlling hands

I sat upon the shore
Fishing, with the arid plain behind me
Shall I at least set my lands in order?
London Bridge is falling down falling down falling down
Poi s’ascose nel foco che gli affina
Quando fiam uti chelidon—O swallow swallow
Le Prince d’Aquitaine à la tour abolie
These fragments I have shored against my ruins
Why then Ile fit you. Hieronymo’s mad againe.
Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata.

Shantih shantih shantih
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Perhaps the greatest political philosopher of the twentieth century, 
Hannah Arendt was not a system builder. Rather, she was a thinker, 

who thought things through carefully, making illuminating 
distinctions. Ideologies paralyze thinking, thus blocking our way to what is 

so: the truth of things. If we do not think, we cannot judge good and evil, 
and become more susceptible to taking part in brutal actions, which are 
sometimes amplified by the massive concentration of bureaucratic and 
technocratic power in the nation-state. And thinking should be set on 
common ends. Arendt holds before us the civic republican ideal of 

political action as the highest flourishing of human existence: not labor, 
which merely meets biological needs, nor the fabrication of objects, but 

the deeds and speeches performed in the public realm to secure the 
common good. Both liberal capitalism and communism instead reduce 
politics to economics. Modernity promised democratic participation in 

self-government, and what we have instead is a reduction of human 
intellect to instrumental rationality serving material ends. How did 
reform and enlightenment lead to ideology and not emancipation? 
Because the spiritual and transcendent dignity of the human person, 

questioning and caring, unfolding and expressing itself within a 
community, was lost to either atomism or collectivism.

An only child, Hannah Arendt was born in Wilhelmine Germany (in 
present-day Hanover) in 1906, though she grew up in Kant’s city of 

Königsberg, at the time an important center of the Jewish 
Enlightenment. The family was progressive and secular; they were 

thoroughly assimilated Jews, though Jews still lacked full citizenship 
rights there. Her father died when she was seven. Her mother was a 

committed social democrat and became a follower of Rosa 
Luxemburg. She raised Hannah according to a Goethean pedagogy.
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Romano Guardini taught her Kierkegaard at the University of
Berlin, and she wanted to pursue theology at that point. She went

on to Marburg (1924-26), where she studied with Martin Heidegger,
who had an affair with her. Heidegger was preparing Being and
Time (published in 1927). This crucial text shifted the center of

gravity from Husserl’s phenomenology towards existentialism. Under
the direction of the existentialist Karl Jaspers, Arendt wrote her

dissertation at Heidelberg on Love and Saint Augustine (published
in 1929). There she was initiated into Jewish politics by the Zionist
Kurt Blumenfeld. After Hitler took power in 1933, she had to trick

the police to escape with her mother to Paris, where she became
friends with Walter Benjamin and Raymond Aron. After France fell,

she and her husband fled to the U.S., eventually settling in New
York. She became senior editor at Schocken Books in 1950 and a
U.S. citizen in 1951. She taught at many universities, but refused
tenure-track positions. In 1961, Arendt covered the trial of Adolf
Eichmann for The New Yorker, publishing her account in 1963 to

great controversy. She died in 1975, in Manhattan.
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II : The Accused

Otto Adolf, son of Karl Adolf Eichmann and Maria née Schefferling, 
caught in a suburb of Buenos Aires on the evening of May 11, 1960, 
flown to Israel nine days later, brought to trial in the District Court 
in Jerusalem on April 11, 1961, stood accused on fifteen counts: “to-
gether with others” he had committed crimes against the Jewish peo-
ple, crimes against humanity, and war crimes during the whole period 
of the Nazi regime and especially during the period of the Second 
World War. The Nazis and Nazi Collaborators (Punishment) Law 
of 1950, under which he was tried, provides that “a person who has 
committed one of these . . . offenses . . . is liable to the death 
penalty.” To each count Eichmann pleaded: “Not guilty in the sense 
of the indictment.”

In what sense then did he think he was guilty? In the long cross-
examination of the accused, according to him “the longest ever known,” 
neither the defense nor the prosecution nor, finally, any of the three 
judges ever bothered to ask him this obvious question. His lawyer, 
Robert Servatius of Cologne, hired by Eichmann and paid by the Is-
raeli government (following the precedent set at the Nuremberg Trials, 
where all attorneys for the defense were paid by the Tribunal of the 
victorious powers), answered the question in a press interview: “Eich-
mann feels guilty before God, not before the law,” but this answer 
remained without confirmation from the accused himself. The de-
fense would apparently have preferred him to plead not guilty on the 
grounds that under the then existing Nazi legal system he had not 
done anything wrong, that what he was accused of were not crimes 
but “acts of state,” over which no other state has jurisdiction (par 
in parem imperium non habet), that it had been his duty to obey 
and that, in Servatius’ words, he had committed acts “for which you 
are decorated if you win and go to the gallows if you lose.” (Thus 
Goebbels had declared in 1943: “We will go down in history as the 
greatest statesmen of all times or as their greatest criminals.”) Out-
side Israel (at a meeting of the Catholic Academy in Bavaria, devoted to 
what the Rheinischer Merkur called “the ticklish problem” of the 
“possibilities and limits in the coping with historical and political guilt 
through criminal proceedings”), Servatius went a step farther, and de-
clared that “the only legitimate criminal problem of the Eichmann 
trial lies in pronouncing judgment against his Israeli captors, which so 
far has not been done” - a statement, incidentally, that is somewhat 
difficult to reconcile with his repeated and widely publicized utterances 
in Israel, in which he called the conduct of the trial “a great spiritual 
achievement,” comparing it favorably with the Nuremberg Trials.
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Eichmann’s own attitude was different. First of all, the indictment for 
murder was wrong: “With the killing of Jews I had nothing to do. I 
never killed a Jew, or a non-Jew, for that matter - I never killed any 
human being. I never gave an order to kill either a Jew or a non-Jew; I 
just did not do it,” or, as he was later to qualify this statement, “It so 
happened . . . that I had not once to do it” - for he left no doubt that 
he would have killed his own father if he had received an order to that 
effect. Hence he repeated over and over (what he had already stated 
in the so-called Sassen documents, the interview that he had given 
in 1955 in Argentina to the Dutch journalist Sassen, a former S.S. 
man who was also a fugitive from justice, and that, after Eichmann’s 
capture, had been published in part by Life in this country and by Der 
Stern in Germany) that he could be accused only of “aiding and 
abetting” the annihilation of the Jews, which he declared in Jerusalem 
to have been “one of the greatest crimes in the history of Humanity.” 
The defense paid no attention to Eichmann’s own theory, but the 
prosecution wasted much time in an unsuccessful effort to prove that 
Eichmann had once, at least, killed with his own hands (a Jewish boy 
in Hungary), and it spent even more time, and more successfully, on a 
note that Franz Rademacher, the Jewish expert in the German Foreign 
Office, had scribbled on one of the documents dealing with Yugoslavia 
during a telephone conversation, which read:

“Eichmann proposes shooting.” This turned out to be the only “order 
to kill,” if that is what it was, for which there existed even a shred of 
evidence.

The evidence was more questionable than it appeared to be during 
the trial, at which the judges accepted the prosecutor’s version against 
Eichmann’s categorical denial - a denial that was very ineffective, since 
he had forgotten the “brief incident [a mere eight thousand people] 
which was not so striking,” as Servatius put it. The incident took 
place in the autumn of 1941, six months after Germany had occu-
pied the Serbian part of Yugoslavia. The Army had been plagued 
by partisan warfare ever since, and it was the military authorities 
who decided to solve two problems at a stroke by shooting a hundred 
Jews and Gypsies as hostages for every dead German soldier. To be 
sure, neither Jews nor Gypsies were partisans, but, in the words of 
the responsible civilian officer in the military government, a certain 
Staatsrat Harald Turner, “the Jews we had in the camps [anyhow]; 
after all, they too are Serb nationals, and besides, they have to dis-
appear” (quoted by Raul Hilberg in The Destruction of the European 
Jews, 1961). The camps had been set up by General Franz Böhme, 
military governor of the region, and they housed Jewish males only.
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Neither General Böhme nor Staatsrat Turner waited for Eichmann’s 
approval before starting to shoot Jews and Gypsies by the thousand. 
The trouble began when Böhme, without consulting the appropriate 
police and S.S. authorities, decided to deport all his Jews, probably 
in order to show that no special troops, operating under a different 
command, were required to make Serbia judenrein. Eichmann was in-
formed, since it was a matter of deportation, and he refused approval 
because the move would interfere with other plans; but it was not 
Eichmann but Martin Luther, of the Foreign Office, who reminded 
General Böhme that “In other territories [meaning Russia] other mil-
itary commanders have taken care of considerably greater numbers of 
Jews without even mentioning it.” In any event, if Eichmann actually 
did “propose shooting,” he told the military only that they should 
go on doing what they had done all along, and that the question of 
hostages was entirely in their own competence. Obviously, this was 
an Army affair, since only males were involved. The implementation 
of the Final Solution in Serbia started about six months later, when 
women and children were rounded up and disposed of in mobile gas 
vans. During cross-examination, Eichmann, as usual, chose the most 
complicated and least likely explanation: Rademacher had needed the 
support of the Head Office for Reich Security, Eichmann’s outfit, for 
his own stand on the matter in the Foreign Office, and therefore had 
forged the document.

(Rademacher himself explained the incident much more reasonably 
at his own trial, before a West German court in 1952: “The Army 
was responsible for order in Serbia and had to kill rebellious Jews by 
shooting.” This sounded more plausible but was a lie, for we know 
- from Nazi sources - that the Jews were not “rebellious.”) If it was 
difficult to interpret a remark made over the phone as an order, it was 
more difficult to believe that Eichmann had been in a position to give 
orders to the generals of the Army.

Would he then have pleaded guilty if he had been indicted as an ac-
cessory to murder? Perhaps, but he would have made important qual-
ifications. What he had done was a crime only in retrospect, and he 
had always been a law-abiding citizen, because Hitler’s orders, which 
he had certainly executed to the best of his ability, had possessed “the 
force of law” in the Third Reich. (The defense could have quoted in 
support of Eichmann’s thesis the testimony of one of the best-known 
experts on constitutional law in the Third Reich, Theodor Maunz, 
currently Minister of Education and Culture in Bavaria, who stated in 
1943 [in Gestalt and Recht der Polizei]: “The command of the 
Führer . . . is the absolute center of the present legal order.”) 
Those who
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today told Eichmann that he could have acted differently simply did 
not know, or had forgotten, how things had been. He did not want 
to be one of those who now pretended that “they had always been 
against it,” whereas in fact they had been very eager to do what they 
were told to do. However, times change, and he, like Professor Maunz, 
had “arrived at different insights.” What he had done he had done, he 
did not want to deny it; rather, he proposed “to hang myself in public 
as a warning example for all anti-Semites on this earth.” By this he 
did not mean to say that he regretted anything: “Repentance is for 
little children.” (Sic!)

Even under considerable pressure from his lawyer, he did not change 
this position. In a discussion of Himmler’s offer in 1944 to exchange 
a million Jews for ten thousand trucks, and his own role in this plan, 
Eichmann was asked: “Mr. Witness, in the negotiations with your 
superiors, did you express any pity for the Jews and did you say there 
was room to help them?” And he replied: “I am here under oath and 
must speak the truth. Not out of mercy did I launch this transaction” 
- which would have been fine, except that it was not Eichmann who 
“launched” it. But he then continued, quite truthfully: “My reasons I 
explained this morning,” and they were as follows: Himmler had sent 
his own man to Budapest to deal with matters of Jewish emigration.
(Which, incidentally, had become a flourishing business: for enormous 
amounts of money, Jews could buy their way out. Eichmann, however, 
did not mention this.) It was the fact that “here matters of emigration 
were dealt with by a man who did not belong to the Police Force” 
that made him indignant, “because I had to help and to implement 
deportation, and matters of emigration, on which I considered myself 
an expert, were assigned to a man who was new to the unit. . . . I 
was fed up. . . . I decided that I had to do something to take matters 
of emigration into my own hands.”

Throughout the trial, Eichmann tried to clarify, mostly without suc-
cess, this second point in his plea of “not guilty in the sense of the 
indictment.” The indictment implied not only that he had acted on 
purpose, which he did not deny, but out of base motives and in full 
knowledge of the criminal nature of his deeds. As for the base mo-tives, 
he was perfectly sure that he was not what he called an innerer 
Schweinehund, a dirty bastard in the depths of his heart; and as for his 
conscience, he remembered perfectly well that he would have had a bad 
conscience only if he had not done what he had been ordered to to - to 
ship millions of men, women, and children to their death with great zeal 
and the most meticulous care. This, admittedly, was hard to take. Half 
a dozen psychiatrists had certified him as “normal”
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-“More normal, at any rate, than I am after having examined him,” one 
of them was said to have exclaimed, while another had found that his 
whole psychological outlook, his attitude toward his wife and children, 
mother and father, brothers, sisters, and friends, was “not only normal 
but most desirable” - and finally the minister who had paid regular 
visits to him in prison after the Supreme Court had finished hearing 
his appeal reassured everybody by declaring Eichmann to be “a man 
with very positive ideas.” Behind the comedy of the soul experts lay 
the hard fact that his was obviously no case of moral let alone legal 
insanity. (Mr. Hausner’s recent revelations in the Saturday Evening 
Post of things he “could not bring out at the trial” have contradicted 
the information given informally in Jerusalem. Eichmann, we are now 
told, had been alleged by the psychiatrists to be “a man obsessed with 
a dangerous and insatiable urge to kill,” “a perverted, sadistic person-
ality.” In which case he would have belonged in an insane asylum.) 
Worse, his was obviously also no case of insane hatred of Jews, of fa-
natical anti-Semitism or indoctrination of any kind. He “personally” 
never had anything whatever against Jews; on the contrary, he had 
plenty of “private reasons” for not being a Jew hater. To be sure, 
there were fanatic anti-Semites among his closest friends, for instance 
Lászlo Endre, State Secretary in Charge of Political (Jewish) Affairs 
in Hungary, who was hanged in Budapest in 1946; but this, according 
to Eichmann, was more or less in the spirit of “some of my best friends 
are anti-Semites.”

Alas, nobody believed him. The prosecutor did not believe him, be-
cause that was not his job. Counsel for the defense paid no attention 
because he, unlike Eichmann, was, to all appearances, not interested 
in questions of conscience. And the judges did not believe him, be-
cause they were too good, and perhaps also too conscious of the very 
foundations of their profession, to admit that an average, “normal” 
person, neither feeble-minded nor indoctrinated nor cynical, could be 
perfectly incapable of telling right from wrong. They preferred to con-
clude from occasional lies that he was a liar - and missed the greatest 
moral and even legal challenge of the whole case. Their case rested 
on the assumption that the defendant, like all “normal persons,” must 
have been aware of the criminal nature of his acts, and Eichmann 
was indeed normal insofar as he was “no exception within the Nazi 
regime.” However, under the conditions of the Third Reich only “ex-
ceptions” could be expected to react “normally.” This simple truth of 
the matter created a dilemma for the judges which they could neither 
resolve nor escape.

He was born on March 19, 1906, in Solingen, a German town in the
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Rhineland famous for its knives, scissors, and surgical instruments. 
Fifty-four years later, indulging in his favorite pastime of writing his 
memoirs, he described this memorable event as follows: “Today, fifteen 
years and a day after May 8, 1945, I begin to lead my thoughts back to 
that nineteenth of March of the year 1906, when at five o’clock in the 
morning I entered life on earth in the aspect of a human being.” (The 
manuscript has not been released by the Israeli authorities. Harry 
Mulisch succeeded in studying this autobiography “for half an hour,” 
and the German-Jewish weekly Der  Aufbau  was able to publish short 
excerpts from it.) According to his religious beliefs, which had not 
changed since the Nazi period (in Jerusalem Eichmann declared him-
self to be a  Gottgläubiger , the Nazi term for those who had broken 
with Christianity, and he refused to take his oath on the Bible), this 
event was to be ascribed to “a higher Bearer of Meaning,” an entity 
some-how identical with the “movement of the universe,” to which 
human life, in itself devoid of “higher meaning,” is subject. (The 
terminology is quite suggestive. To call God a Höheren Sinnesträger 
meant linguisti-cally to give him some place in the military hierarchy, 
since the Nazis had changed the military “recipient of orders,” the 
Befehlsempfänger, into a “bearer of orders,” a Befehlsträger, indicating, 
as in the ancient “bearer of ill tidings,” the burden of responsibility and 
of importance that weighed supposedly upon those who had to execute 
orders. More-over, Eichmann, like everyone connected with the 
Final Solution, was fficially a "bearer of secrets,” a Geheimnisträger, as well
owhich as far as self-importance went certainly was nothing to sneeze 
at.) But Eichmann, not very much interested in metaphysics, remained 
singu-larly silent on any more intimate relationship between the Bearer 
of Meaning and the bearer of orders, and proceeded to a consideration 
of the other possible cause of his existence, his parents: “They would 
hardly have” been so overjoyed at the arrival of their first-born had 
they been able to watch how in the hour of my birth the Norn of 
misfortune, to spite the Norn of good fortune, was already spinning 
threads of grief and sorrow into my life. But a kind, impenetrable veil 
kept my parents from seeing into the future.”

The misfortune started soon enough; it started in school. Eichmann’s 
father, first an accountant for the Tramways and Electricity Company 
in Solingen and after 1913 an official of the same corporation in Aus-
tria, in Linz, had five children, four sons and a daughter, of whom only 
Adolf, the eldest, it seems, was unable to finish high school, or even to 
graduate from the vocational school for engineering into which he was 
then put. Throughout his life, Eichmann deceived people about his 
early “misfortunes” by hiding behind the more honorable financial mis-
fortunes of his father. In Israel, however, during his first sessions with
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Captain Avner Less, the police examiner who was to spend approxi-
mately 35 days with him and who produced 3,564 typewritten pages 
from 76 recorder tapes, he was in an ebullient mood, full of enthusiasm 
about this unique opportunity “to pour forth everything . . . I know” 
and, by the same token, to advance to the rank of the most cooper-
ative defendant ever. (His enthusiasm was soon dampened, though 
never quite extinguished, when he was confronted with concrete ques-
tions based on irrefutable documents.) The best proof of his initial 
boundless confidence, obviously wasted on Captain Less (who said to 
Harry Mulisch: “I was Mr. Eichmann’s father confessor”), was that 
for the first time in his life he admitted his early disasters, although 
he must have been aware of the fact that he thus contradicted himself 
on several important entries in all his official Nazi records.

Well, the disasters were ordinary: since he “had not exactly been the 
most hard-working” pupil - or, one may add, the most gifted - his 
father had taken him first from high school and then from vocational 
school, long before graduation. Hence, the profession that appears on 
all his official documents: construction engineer, had about as much 
connection with reality as the statement that his birthplace was Pales-
tine and that he was fluent in Hebrew and Yiddish - another outright 
lie Eichmann had loved to tell both to his S.S. comrades and to his 
Jewish victims. It was in the same vein that he had always pretended 
he had been dismissed from his job as salesman for the Vacuum Oil 
Company in Austria because of membership in the National Social-
ist Party. The version he confided to Captain Less was less dramatic, 
though probably not the truth either: he had been fired because it was 
a time of unemployment, when unmarried employees were the first to 
lose their jobs. (This explanation, which at first seems plausible, is not 
very satisfactory, because he lost his job in the spring of 1933, when 
he had been engaged for two full years to Veronika, or Vera, Liebl, 
who later became his wife. Why had he not married her before, when 
he still had a good job? He finally married in March, 1935, probably 
because bachelors in the S.S., as in the Vacuum Oil Company, were 
never sure of their jobs and could not be promoted.) Clearly, bragging 
had always been one of his cardinal vices.

While young Eichmann was doing poorly in school, his father left the 
Tramway and Electricity Company and went into business for him-
self. He bought a small mining enterprise and put his unpromising 
youngster to work in it as an ordinary mining laborer, but only until 
he found him a job in the sales department of the 
Oberösterreichischen Elektrobau Company, where Eichmann 
remained for over two years. He was now about twenty-two years 
old and without any prospects
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for a career; the only thing he had learned, perhaps, was how to sell.
What then happened was what he himself called his first break, of
which, again, we have two rather different versions. In a handwritten
biographical record he submitted in 1939 to win a promotion in the
S.S., he described it as follows: “I worked during the years of 1925 to
1927 as a salesman for the Austrian Elektrobau Company. I left this
position of my own free will, as the Vacuum Oil Company of Vienna
offered me the representation for Upper Austria.” The key word here is
“offered,” since, according to the story he told Captain Less in Israel,
nobody had offered him anything. His own mother had died when
he was ten years old, and his father had married again. A cousin of
his stepmother - a man he called “uncle” - who was president of the
Austrian Automobile Club and was married to the daughter of a Jew-
ish businessman in Czechoslovakia, had used his connection with the
general director of the Austrian Vacuum Oil Company, a Jewish Mr.
Weiss, to obtain for his unfortunate relation a job as traveling sales-
man. Eichmann was properly grateful; the Jews in his family were
among his “private reasons” for not hating Jews. Even in 1943 or
1944, when the Final Solution was in full swing, he had not forgotten:
“The daughter of this marriage, half-Jewish according to the Nurem-
berg Laws, . . . came to see me in order to obtain my permission for
her emigration into Switzerland. Of course, I granted this request, and
the same uncle came also to see me to ask me to intervene for some Vi-
ennese Jewish couple. I mention this only to show that I myself had no
hatred for Jews, for my whole education through my mother and my
father had been strictly Christian; my mother, because of her Jewish
relatives, held different opinions from those current in S.S. circles.”

He went to considerable lengths to prove his point: he had never har-
bored any ill feelings against his victims, and, what is more, he had 
never made a secret of that fact. “I explained this to Dr. Löwenherz 
[head of the Jewish Community in Vienna] as I explained it to Dr. 
Kastner [vice-president of the Zionist Organization in Budapest]; 
I think I told it to everybody, each of my men knew it, they all 
heard it from me sometime. Even in elementary school, I had a 
classmate with whom I spent my free time, and he came to our 
house; a family in Linz by the name of Sebba. The last time we 
met we walked together through the streets of Linz, I already with 
the Party emblem of the N.S.D.A.P. [the Nazi Party] in my 
buttonhole, and he did not think anything of it.” Had Eichmann 
been a bit less prim or the police examination (which 
refrained from cross-examination, presumably to remain assured 
of his cooperation) less discreet, his “lack of prejudice” might have 
shown it-self in still another aspect. It seems that in Vienna, 
where he was so extraordinarily successful in arranging the “forced 
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Jews, he had a Jewish mistress, an “old flame” from Linz. Rassen-
schande, sexual intercourse with Jews, was probably the greatest crime 
a member of the S.S. could commit, and though during the war the 
raping of Jewish girls became a favorite pastime at the front, it was 
by no means common for a Higher S.S. officer to have an affair with 
a Jewish woman. Thus, Eichmann’s repeated violent denunciations of 
Julius Streicher, the insane and obscene editor of Der Stürmer, and of 
his pornographic anti-Semitism, were perhaps personally motivated, 
and the expression of more than the routine contempt an 
“enlightened” S.S. man was supposed to show toward the vulgar 
passions of lesser Party luminaries.

The five and a half years with the Vacuum Oil Company must have 
been among the happier ones in Eichmann’s life. He made a good 
living during a time of severe unemployment, and he was still living 
with his parents, except when he was out on the road. The date when 
this idyll came to an end - Pentecost, 1933 - was among the few he 
always remembered. Actually, things had taken a turn for the worse 
somewhat earlier. At the end of 1932, he was unexpectedly transferred 
from Linz to Salzburg, very much against his inclinations: “I lost all 
joy in my work, I no longer liked to sell, to make calls.” From such 
sudden losses of Arbeitsfreude Eichmann was to suffer throughout his 
life. The worst of them occurred when he was told of the Führer’s 
order for the “physical extermination of the Jews,” in which he was to 
play such an important role. This, too, came unexpectedly; he himself 
had “never thought of . . . such a solution through violence,” and he 
described his reaction in the same words: “I now lost everything, all 
joy in my work, all initiative, all interest; I was, so to speak, blown 
out.” A similar blowing out must have happened in 1932 in Salzburg, 
and from his own account it is clear that he cannot have been very 
surprised when he was fired, though one need not believe his saying 
that he had been “very happy” about his dismissal.

For whatever reasons, the year 1932 marked a turning point of his 
life. It was in April of this year that he joined the National Socialist 
Party and entered the S.S., upon an invitation of Ernst Kaltenbrunner 
a young lawyer in Linz who later became chief of the Head Office for 
Reich Security (the Reichssicherheitshauptamt or R.S.H.A., as I shall 
call it henceforth), in one of whose six main departments - Bureau 
IV, under the command of Heinrich Müller - Eichmann was eventually 
em-ployed as head of section B-4. In court, Eichmann gave the 
impression of a typical member of the lower middle classes, and this 
impression was more than borne out by every sentence he spoke or 
wrote while in prison. But this was misleading; he was rather the    
déclassé son of
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a solid middle-class family, and it was indicative of his comedown in 
social status that while his father was a good friend of Kaltenbrunner’s 
father, who was also a Linz lawyer, the relationship of the two sons was 
rather cool: Eichmann was unmistakably treated by Kaltenbrunner as 
his social inferior. Before Eichmann entered the Party and the S.S., 
he had proved that he was a joiner, and May 8, 1945, the official date 
of Germany’s defeat, was significant for him mainly because it then 
dawned upon him that thenceforward he would have to live without 
being a member of something or other. “I sensed I would have to live 
a leaderless and difficult individual life, I would receive no directives 
from anybody, no orders and commands would any longer be issued to 
me, no pertinent ordinances would be there to consult - in brief, a life 
never known before lay before me." When he was a child, his parents, 
uninterested in politics, had enrolled him in the Young Men’s Chris-
tian Association, from which he later went into the German youth 
movement, the Wandervogel. During his four unsuccessful years in high 
school, he had joined the Jungfront-kämpfeverband, the youth section 
of the German-Austrian organzation of war veterans, which, though 
violently pro-German and anti-republican, was tolerated by the 
Austrian government. When Kaltenbrunner suggested that he en-ter 
the S.S., he was just on the point of becoming a member of an 
altogether different outfit, the Freemasons’ Lodge Schlaraffia, “an as-
sociation of businessmen, physicians, actors, civil servants, etc., who 
came together to cultivate merriment and gaiety. . . . Each member 
had to give a lecture from time to time whose tenor was to be humor, 
refined humor.” Kaltenbrunner explained to Eichmann that he would 
have to give up this merry society because as a Nazi he could not be a 
Freemason - a word that at the time was unknown to him. The choice 
between the S.S. and Schlaraffia (the name derives from Schlaraffen-
land, the gluttons’ Cloud-Cuckoo Land of German fairy tales) might 
have been hard to make, but he was “kicked out” of Schlaraffia any-
how; he had committed a sin that even now, as he told the story in the 
Israeli prison, made him blush with shame: “Contrary to my upbring-
ing, I had tried, though I was the youngest, to invite my companions 
to a glass of wine.”

A leaf in the whirlwind of time, he was blown from Schlaraffia, the 
Never-Never Land of tables set by magic and roast chickens that 
flew into your mouth - or, more accurately, from the company of 
respectable philistines with degrees and assured careers and “refined 
humor,” whose worst vice was probably an irrepressible desire for prac-
tical jokes - into the marching columns of the Thousand-Year Reich, 
which lasted exactly twelve years and three months. At any rate, he 
did not enter the Party out of conviction, nor was he ever convinced
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by it - whenever he was asked to give his reasons, he repeated the same 
embarrassed clichés about the Treaty of Versailles and unemployment; 
rather, as he pointed out in court, “it was like being swallowed up by 
the Party against all expectations and without previous decision. It 
happened so quickly and suddenly.” He had no time and less desire 
to be properly informed, he did not even know the Party program, he 
never read Mein Kampf. Kaltenbrunner had said to him: Why not 
join the S.S.? And he had replied, Why not? That was how it had 
happened, and that was about all there was to it.

Of course, that was not all there was to it. What Eichmann failed to tell 
the presiding judge in cross-examination was that he had been an 
ambitious young man who was fed up with his job as traveling salesman 
even before the Vacuum Oil Company was fed up with him. From a 
humdrum life without significance’ and consequence the wind had 
blown him into History, as he understood it, namely, into a Movement 
that always kept moving and in which somebody like him - already a 
failure in the eyes of his social class, of his family, and hence in his own 
eyes as well - could start from scratch and still make a career. And if he 
did not always like what he had to do (for example, dispatching people 
to their death by the trainload instead of forcing them to emigrate), if 
he guessed, rather early, that the whole business would come to a bad 
end, with Germany losing the war, if all his most cherished plans came 
to nothing (the evacuation of European Jewry to Madagascar, the 
establishment of a Jewish territory in the Nisko region of Poland, the 
experiment with carefully built defense installations around his Berlin 
office to repel Russian tanks), and if, to his greatest “grief and sorrow,” 
he never advanced beyond the grade of S.S. Obersturmbannführer (a 
rank equivalent to lieutenant colonel) - in short, if, with the exception 
of the year in Vienna, his life was beset with frustrations, he never 
forgot what the alternative would have been. Not only in Argentina, 
leading the unhappy existence of a refugee, but also in the courtroom in 
Jerusalem, with his life as good as forfeited, he might still have 
preferred - if anybody had asked him - to be hanged as 
Obersturmbannfhrer a.D. (in retirement) rather than living out his life 
quietly and normally as a traveling salesman for the Vacuum Oil 
Company. 

The beginnings of Eichmann’s new career were not very promising. In 
the spring of 1933, while he was out of a job, the Nazi Party and all its 
affiliates were suspended in Austria, because of Hitler’s rise to power. 
But even without this new calamity, a career in the Austrian Party 
would have been out of the question: even those who had enlisted in the 
S.S. were still working at their regular jobs; Kaltenbrunner was still a 
partner in his father’s law firm. Eichmann
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therefore decided to go to Germany, which was all the more natural 
because his family had never given up German citizenship. (This fact 
was of some relevance during the trial. Dr. Servatius had asked the 
West German government to demand extradition of the accused and, 
failing this, to pay the expenses of the defense, and Bonn refused, on 
the grounds that Eichmann was not a German national, which was a 
patent untruth.) At Passau, on the German border, he was suddenly a 
traveling salesman again, and when he reported to the regional leader, 
he asked him eagerly “if he had perhaps some connection with the 
Bavarian Vacuum Oil Company.” Well, this was one of his not infre-
quent relapses from one period of his life into another; whenever he 
was confronted with telltale signs of an unregenerate Nazi outlook, in 
his life in Argentina and even in the Jerusalem jail, he excused himself 
with “There I go again, the old song and dance [die alte Tour].” But his 
relapse in Passau was quickly cured; he was told that he had better 
enlist for some military training - “All right with me, I thought to my-
self, why not become a soldier?” - and he was sent in quick succession 
to two Bavarian S.S. camps, in Lechfeld and in Dachau (he had nothing 
to do with the concentration camp there), where the “Austrian Legion 
in exile” received its training. Thus he did become an Austrian after 
a fashion, despite his German passport. He remained in these mili-
tary camps from August, 1933, until September, 1934, advanced to the 
rank of Scharführer (corporal) and had plenty of time to reconsider his 
willingness to embark upon the career of a soldier. According to his 
own account, there was but one thing in which he distinguished himself 
during these fourteen months, and that was punishment drill, which 
he performed with great obstinacy, in the wrathful spirit of “Serves 
my father right if my hands freeze, why doesn’t he buy me gloves.” 
But apart from such rather dubious pleasures, to which he owed his 
first promotion, he had a terrible time: “The humdrum of military 
service, that was something I couldn’t stand, day after day always the 
same, over and over again the same.” Thus bored to distraction, he 
heard that the Security Service of the Reichsführer S.S. (Himmler’s 
Sicherheitsdienst, or S.D., as I shall call it henceforth) had jobs open, 
and applied immediately.

VII : The Wannsee Conference, or Pontius Pilate

My report on Eichmann’s conscience has thus far followed evidence 
which he himself had forgotten. In his own presentation of the mat-
ter, the turning point came not four weeks but four months later, 
in January, 1942, during the Conference of the Staatssekretäre (Un-
dersecretaries of State), as the Nazis used to call it, or the Wannsee
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Conference, as it now is usually called, because Heydrich had invited 
the gentlemen to a house in that suburb of Berlin. As the formal 
name of the conference indicates, the meeting had become necessary 
because the Final Solution, if it was to be applied to the whole of 
Europe, clearly required more than tacit acceptance from the Reich’s 
State apparatus; it needed the active cooperation of all Ministries and 
of the whole Civil Service. The Ministers themselves, nine years af-
ter Hitler’s rise to power, were all Party members of long standing -
those who in the initial stages of the regime had merely “coordinated” 
themselves, smoothly enough, had been replaced. Yet most of them 
were not completely trusted, since few among them owed their careers 
entirely to the Nazis, as did Heydrich or Himmler; and those who 
did, like Joachim von Ribbentrop, head of the Foreign Office, a former 
champagne salesman, were likely to be nonentities. The problem was 
much more acute, however, with respect to the higher career men in 
the Civil Service, directly under the Ministers, for these men, the back-
bone of every government administration, were not easily replaceable, 
and Hitler had tolerated them, just as Adenauer was to tolerate them, 
unless they were compromised beyond salvation. Hence the under-
secretaries and the legal and other experts in the various Ministries 
were frequently not even Party members, and Heydrich’s apprehen-
sions about whether he would be able to enlist the active help of these 
people in mass murder were quite comprehensible. As Eichmann put 
it, Heydrich “expected the greatest difficulties.” Well, he could not 
have been more wrong.

The aim of the conference was to coordinate all efforts toward the 
implementation of the Final Solution. The discussion turned first 
on “complicated legal questions,” such as the treatment of half- and 
quarter-Jews - should they be killed or only sterilized? This was fol-
lowed by a frank discussion of the “various types of possible solutions 
to the problem,” which meant the various methods of killing, and 
here, too, there was more than “happy agreement on the part of the 
participants”; the Final Solution was greeted with “extraordinary en-
thusiasm” by all present, and particularly by Dr. Wilhelm Stuckart, 
Undersecretary in the Ministry of the Interior, who was known to be 
rather reticent and hesitant in the face of “radical” Party measures, 
and was, according to Dr. Hans Globke’s testimony at Nuremberg, 
a staunch supporter of the Law. There were certain difficulties, how-
ever. Undersecretary Josef Bühler, second in command in the General 
Government in Poland, was dismayed at the prospect that Jews would 
be evacuated from the West to the East, because this meant more Jews 
in Poland, and he proposed that these evacuations be postponed and 
that “the Final Solution be started in the General Government, where
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no problems of transport existed.” The gentlemen from the Foreign
Office appeared with their own carefully elaborated memorandum, ex-
pressing “the desires and ideas of the Foreign Office with respect to
the total solution of the Jewish question in Europe,” to which nobody
paid much attention. The main point, as Eichmann rightly noted, was
that the members of the various branches of the Civil Service did not
merely express opinions but made concrete propositions. The meeting
lasted no more than an hour or an hour and a half, after which drinks
were served and everybody had lunch - “a cozy little social gather-
ing,” designed to strengthen the necessary personal contacts. It was a
very important occasion for Eichmann, who had never before mingled
socially with so many “high personages”; he was by far the lowest in
rank and social position of those present. He had sent out the invi-
tations and had prepared some statistical material (full of incredible
errors) for Heydrich’s introductory speech - eleven million Jews had to
be killed, an undertaking of some magnitude - and later he was to pre-
pare the minutes. In short, he acted as secretary of the meeting. This
was why he was permitted, after the dignitaries had left, to sit down
near the fireplace with his chief Müller and Heydrich, “and that was
the first time I saw Heydrich smoke and drink.” They did not “talk
shop, but enjoyed some rest after long hours of work,” being greatly
satisfied and, especially Heydrich, in very high spirits.

There was another reason that made the day of this conference un-
forgettable for Eichmann. Although he had been doing his best right
along to help with the Final Solution, he had still harbored some
doubts about “such a bloody solution through violence,” and these
doubts had now been dispelled. “Here now, during this conference,
the most prominent people had spoken, the Popes of the Third Re-
ich.” Now he could see with his own eyes and hear with his own ears
that not only Hitler, not only Heydrich or the “sphinx” Müller, not
just the S.S. or the Party, but the elite of the good old Civil Service
were vying and fighting with each other for the honor of taking the
lead in these “bloody” matters. “At that moment, I sensed a kind of
Pontius Pilate feeling, for I felt free of all guilt.” Who was he to judge?
Who was he “to have [his] own thoughts in this matter”? Well, he was
neither the first nor the last to be ruined by modesty.

What followed, as Eichmann recalled it, went more or less smoothly
and soon became routine. He quickly became an expert in “forced
evacuation,” as he had been an expert in “forced emigration.” In coun-
try after country, the Jews had to register, were forced to wear the
yellow badge for easy identification, were assembled and deported, the
various shipments being directed to one or another of the extermi-
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nation centers in the East, depending on their relative capacity at 
the moment; when a trainload of Jews arrived at a center, the strong 
among them were selected for work, often operating the extermination 
machinery, all others were immediately killed. There were hitches, but 
they were minor. The Foreign Office was in contact with the authori-
ties in those foreign countries that were either occupied or allied with 
the Nazis, to put pressure on them to deport their Jews, or, as the 
case might be, to prevent them from evacuating them to the East 
helter-skelter, out of sequence, without proper regard for the absorp-
tive capacity of the death centers. (This was how Eichmann remem-
bered it; it was in fact not quite so simple.) The legal experts drew 
up the necessary legislation for making the victims stateless, which 
was important on two counts: it made it impossible for any country 
to inquire into their fate, and it enabled the state in which they were 
resident to confiscate their property. The Ministry of Finance and the 
Reichsbank prepared facilities to receive the huge loot from all over 
Europe, down to watches and gold teeth, all of which was sorted out 
in the Reichsbank and then sent to the Prussian State Mint. The Min-
istry of Transport provided the necessary railroad cars, usually freight 
cars, even in times of great scarcity of rolling stock, and they saw 
to it that the schedule of the deportation trains did not conflict with 
other timetables. The Jewish Councils of Elders were informed by 
Eichmann or his men of how many Jews were needed to fill each train, 
and they made out the list of deportees. The Jews registered, filled 
out innumerable forms, answered pages and pages of questionnaires 
regarding their property so that it could be seized the more easily; 
they then assembled at the collection points and boarded the trains. 
The few who tried to hide or to escape were rounded up by a special 
Jewish police force. As far as Eichmann could see, no one protested, 
no one refused to cooperate. “Immerzu fahren hier die Leute zu ihrem 
eigenen Begräbnis” (Day in day out the people here leave for their own 
funeral), as a Jewish observer put it in Berlin in 1943.

Mere compliance would never have been enough either to smooth out 
all the enormous difficulties of an operation that was soon to cover the 
whole of Nazi-occupied and Nazi-allied Europe or to soothe the con-
sciences of the operators, who, after all, had been brought up on the 
commandment “Thou shalt not kill,” and who knew the verse from 
the Bible, “Thou hast murdered and thou hast inherited,” that the 
judgment of the District Court of Jerusalem quoted so appropriately. 
What Eichmann called the “death whirl” that descended upon Ger-
many after the immense losses at Stalingrad - the saturation bombing 
of German cities, his stock excuse for killing civilians and still the stock 
excuse offered in Germany for the massacres - making an everyday ex-

213



Hannah Arendt

perience of sights different from the atrocities reported at Jerusalem 
but no less horrible, might have contributed to the easing, or, rather, 
to the extinguishing, of conscience, had any conscience been left when 
it occurred, but according to the evidence such was not the case. The 
extermination machinery had been planned and perfected in all its 
details long before the horror of war struck Germany herself, and its 
intricate bureaucracy functioned with the same unwavering precision 
in the years of easy victory as in those last years of predictable de-
feat. Defections from the ranks of the ruling elite and notably from 
among the Higher S.S. officers hardly occurred at the beginning, when 
people might still have had a conscience; they made themselves felt 
only when it had become obvious that Germany was going to lose the 
war. Moreover, such defections were never serious enough to throw 
the machinery out of gear; they consisted of individual acts not of 
mercy but of corruption, and they were inspired not by conscience but 
by the desire to salt some money or some connections away for the 
dark days to come. Himmler’s order in the fall of 1944 to halt the 
extermination and to dismantle the installations at the death factories 
sprang from his absurd but sincere conviction that the Allied powers 
would know how to appreciate this obliging gesture; he told a rather 
incredulous Eichmann that on the strength of it he would be able to 
negotiate a Hubertusburger-Frieden - an allusion to the Peace Treaty 
of Hubertusburg that concluded the Seven Years’ War of Frederick II 
of Prussia in 1763 and enabled Prussia to retain Silesia, although she 
had lost the war. As Eichmann told it, the most potent factor in the 
soothing of his own conscience was the simple fact that he could see no 
one, no one at all, who actually was against the Final Solution. He did 
encounter one exception, however, which he mentioned several times, 
and which must have made a deep impression on him. This happened 
in Hungary when he was negotiating with Dr. Kastner over Himmler’s
offer to release one million Jews in exchange for ten thousand trucks. 
Kastner, apparently emboldened by the new turn of affairs, had asked 
Eichmann to stop “the death mills at Auschwitz,” and Eichmann had 
answered that he would do it “with the greatest pleasure” (herzlich 
gern) but that, alas, it was outside his competence and outside the 
competence of his superiors - as indeed it was. Of course, he did not 
expect the Jews to share the general enthusiasm over their de-struction, 
but he did expect more than compliance, he expected - and received, to 
a truly extraordinary degree - their cooperation. This was “of course the 
very cornerstone” of everything he did, as it had been the very 
cornerstone of his activities in Vienna. Without Jewish help in 
administrative and police work - the final rounding up of Jews in Berlin 
was, as I have mentioned, done entirely by Jewish police - there
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would have been either complete chaos or an impossibly severe drain on 
German manpower. (“There can be no doubt that, without the 
cooperation of the victims, it would hardly have been possible for a 
few thousand people, most of whom, moreover, worked in offices, to 
liquidate many hundreds of thousands of other people. . . . Over 
the whole way to their deaths the Polish Jews got to see hardly more 
than a handful of Germans.” Thus R. Pendorf in the publication men-
tioned above. To an even greater extent this applies to those Jews 
who were transported to Poland to find their deaths there.) Hence, 
the establishing of Quisling governments in occupied territories was al-
ways accompanied by the organization of a central Jewish office, and, 
as we shall see later, where the Nazis did not succeed in setting up a 
puppet government, they also failed to enlist the cooperation of the 
Jews. But whereas the members of the Quisling governments were 
usually taken from the opposition parties, the members of the Jewish 
Councils were as a rule the locally recognized Jewish leaders, to whom 
the Nazis gave enormous powers - until they, too, were deported, to 
Theresienstadt or Bergen-Belsen, if they happened to be from Cen-
tral or Western Europe, to Auschwitz if they were from an Eastern 
European community.

To a Jew this role of the Jewish leaders in the destruction of their own 
people is undoubtedly the darkest chapter of the whole dark story. It 
had been known about before, but it has now been exposed for the 
first time in all its pathetic and sordid detail by Raul Hilberg, whose 
standard work The Destruction of the European Jews I mentioned be-
fore. In the matter of cooperation, there was no distinction between 
the highly assimilated Jewish communities of Central and Western Eu-
rope and the Yiddish-speaking masses of the East. In Amsterdam as 
in Warsaw, in Berlin as in Budapest, Jewish officials could be trusted 
to compile the lists of persons and of their property, to secure money 
from the deportees to defray the expenses of their deportation and 
extermination, to keep track of vacated apartments, to supply police 
forces to help seize Jews and get them on trains, until, as a last ges-
ture, they handed over the assets of the Jewish community in good 
order for final confiscation. They distributed the Yellow Star badges, 
and sometimes, as in Warsaw, “the sale of the armbands became a reg-
ular business; there were ordinary armbands of cloth and fancy plastic 
armbands which were washable.” In the Nazi-inspired, but not Nazi-
dictated, manifestoes they issued, we still can sense how they enjoyed 
their new power - “The Central Jewish Council has been granted the 
right of absolute disposal over all Jewish spiritual and material wealth 
and over all Jewish manpower,” as the first announcement of the Bu-
dapest Council phrased it. We know how the Jewish officials felt when
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they became instruments of murder - like captains “whose ships were 
about to sink and who succeeded in bringing them safe to port by cast-
ing overboard a great part of their precious cargo”; like saviors who 
“with a hundred victims save a thousand people, with a thousand 
ten thousand.” The truth was even more gruesome. Dr. Kastner, in 
Hungary, for instance, saved exactly 1,684 people with approximately 
476,000 victims. In order not to leave the selection to “blind fate,” 
“truly holy principles” were needed “as the guiding force of the weak 
human hand which puts down on paper the name of the unknown 
person and with this decides his life or death.” And whom did these 
“holy principles” single out for salvation? Those “who had worked all 
their lives for the zibur [community]” - i.e., the functionaries - and the 
“most prominent Jews,” as Kastner says in his report.

No one bothered to swear the Jewish officials to secrecy; they were 
voluntary “bearers of secrets,” either in order to assure quiet and pre-
vent panic, as in Dr. Kastner’s case, or out of “humane” consider-
ations, such as that “living in the expectation of death by gassing 
would only be the harder,” as in the case of Dr. Leo Baeck, former 
Chief Rabbi of Berlin. During the Eichmann trial, one witness pointed 
out the unfortunate consequences of this kind of “humanity” - people 
volunteered for deportation from Theresienstadt to Auschwitz and de-
nounced those who tried to tell them the truth as being “not sane.” We 
know the physiognomies of the Jewish leaders during the Nazi period 
very well; they ranged all the way from Chaim Rumkowski, Eldest 
of the Jews in Lódz, called Chaim I, who issued currency notes bear-
ing his signature and postage stamps engraved with his portrait, and 
who rode around in a broken-down horse-drawn carriage; through Leo 
Baeck, scholarly, mild-mannered, highly educated, who believed Jew-
ish policemen would be “more gentle and helpful” and would “make 
the ordeal easier” (whereas in fact they were, of course, more brutal 
and less corruptible, since so much more was at stake for them); to, fi-
nally, a few who committed suicide - like Adam Czerniakow, chairman 
of the Warsaw Jewish Council, who was not a rabbi but an unbeliever, 
a Polish-speaking Jewish engineer, but who must still have remem-
bered the rabbinical saying: “Let them kill you, but don’t cross the 
line.”

That the prosecution in Jerusalem, so careful not to embarrass the 
Adenauer administration, should have avoided, with even greater and 
more obvious justification, bringing this chapter of the story into the 
open was almost a matter of course. (These issues, however, are dis-
cussed quite openly and with astonishing frankness in Israeli school-
books - as may conveniently be gathered from the article “Young Is-
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raelis and Jews Abroad - A Study of Selected History Textbooks” by 
Mark M. Krug, in Comparative Education Review, October, 1963.) 
The chapter must be included here, however, because it accounts for 
certain otherwise inexplicable lacunae in the documentation of a gen-
erally over-documented case. The judges mentioned one such instance, 
the absence of H. G. Adler’s book Theresienstadt 1941-1945 (1955), 
which the prosecution, in some embarrassment, admitted to be “au-
thentic, based on irrefutable sources.” The reason for the omission was 
clear. The book describes in detail how the feared “transport lists” 
were put together by the Jewish Council of Theresienstadt after the 
S.S. had given some general directives, stipulating how many should 
be sent away, and of what age, sex, profession, and country of origin. 
The prosecution’s case would have been weakened if it had been forced 
to admit that the naming of individuals who were sent to their doom 
had been, with few exceptions, the job of the Jewish administration. 
And the Deputy State Attorney, Mr. Ya’akov Baror, who handled the 
intervention from the bench, in a way indicated this when he said: 
“I am trying to bring out those things which somehow refer to the 
accused without damaging the picture in its entirety.” The picture 
would indeed have been greatly damaged by the inclusion of Adler’s 
book, since it would have contradicted testimony given by the chief 
witness on Theresienstadt, who claimed that Eichmann himself had 
made these individual selections. Even more important, the prosecu-
tion’s general picture of a clear-cut division between persecutors and 
victims would have suffered greatly. To make available evidence that 
does not support the case for the prosecution is usually the job of 
the defense, and the question why Dr. Servatius, who perceived some 
minor inconsistencies in the testimony, did not avail himself of such 
easily obtainable and widely known documentation is difficult to an-
swer. He could have pointed to the fact that Eichmann, immediately 
upon being transformed from an expert in emigration into an expert 
in “evacuation,” appointed his old Jewish associates in the emigration 
business - Dr. Paul Eppstein, who had been in charge of emigration 
in Berlin, and Rabbi Benjamin Murmelstein, who had held the same 
job in Vienna - as “Jewish Elders” in Theresienstadt. This would have 
done more to demonstrate the atmosphere in which Eichmann worked 
than all the unpleasant and often downright offensive talk about oaths, 
loyalty, and the virtues of unquestioning obedience.

The testimony of Mrs. Charlotte Salzberger on Theresienstadt, from 
which I quoted above, permitted us to cast at least a glance into 
this neglected corner of what the prosecution kept calling the “general 
picture.” The presiding judge did not like the term and he did not 
like the picture. He told the Attorney General several times that “we
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are not drawing pictures here,” that there is “an indictment and this 
indictment is the framework for our trial,” that the court “has its 
own view about this trial, according to the indictment,” and that “the 
prosecution must adjust to what the court lays down” - admirable 
admonitions for criminal proceedings, none of which was heeded. The 
prosecution did worse than not heed them, it simply refused to guide 
its witnesses - or, if the court became too insistent, it asked a few 
haphazard questions, very casually - with the result that the witnesses 
behaved as though they were speakers at a meeting chaired by the 
Attorney General, who introduced them to the audience before they 
took the floor. They could talk almost as long as they wished, and it 
was a rare occasion when they were asked a specific question.

This atmosphere, not of a show trial but of a mass meeting, at which 
speaker after speaker does his best to arouse the audience, was espe-
cially noticeable when the prosecution called witness after witness to 
testify to the rising in the Warsaw ghetto and to the similar attempts 
in Vilna and Kovno - matters that had no connection whatever with 
the crimes of the accused. The testimony of these people would have 
contributed something to the trial if they had told of the activities of 
the Jewish Councils, which had played such a great and disastrous role 
in their own heroic efforts. Of course, there was some mention of this 
- witnesses speaking of “S.S. men and their helpers” pointed out that 
they counted among the latter the “ghetto police which was also an 
instrument in the hands of the Nazi murderers” as well as “the Juden-
rat” - but they were only too glad not to “elaborate” on this side of their 
story, and they shifted the discussion to the role of real traitors, of 
whom there were few, and who were “nameless people, unknown to the 
Jewish public,” such as “all undergrounds which fought against the 
Nazis suffered from.” (The audience while these witnesses testified had 
changed again; it consisted now of Kibbuzniks, members of the Israeli 
communal settlements to which the speakers belonged.) The purest and 
clearest account came from Zivia Lubetkin Zuckerman, to-day a 
woman of perhaps forty, still very beautiful, completely free of 
sentimentality or self-indulgence, her facts well organized, and always 
quite sure of the point she wished to make. Legally, the testimony of 
these witnesses was immaterial - Mr. Hausner did not mention one of 
them in his last plaidoyer - except insofar as it constituted proof of close 
contacts between Jewish partisans and the Polish and Russian 
underground fighters, which, apart from contradicting other testimony 
(“We had the whole population against us”), could have been useful to 
the defense, since it offered much better justification for the wholesale 
slaughter of civilians than Eichmann’s repeated claim that “Weizmann 
had declared war on Germany in 1939.” (This was sheer nonsense. All
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that Chaim Weizmann had said, at the close of the last prewar Zion-
ist Congress, was that the war of the Western democracies “is our
war, their struggle is our struggle.” The tragedy, as Hausner rightly
pointed out, was precisely that the Jews were not recognized by the
Nazis as belligerents, for if they had been they would have survived,
in prisoner-of-war or civilian internment camps.) Had Dr. Servatius
made this point, the prosecution would have been forced to admit how
pitifully small these resistance groups had been, how incredibly weak
and essentially harmless - and, moreover, how little they had repre-
sented the Jewish population, who at one point even took arms against
them.

While the legal irrelevance of all this very time-consuming testimony
remained pitifully clear, the political intention of the Israeli govern-
ment in introducing it was also not difficult to guess. Mr. Hausner (or
Mr. Ben-Gurion) probably wanted to demonstrate that whatever re-
sistance there had been had come from Zionists, as though, of all Jews,
only the Zionists knew that if you could not save your life it might still
be worth while to save your honor, as Mr. Zuckerman put it; that the
worst that could happen to the human person under such circum-
stances was to be and to remain “innocent,” as became clear from
the tenor and drift of Mrs. Zuckerman’s testimony. However, these
“political” intentions misfired, for the witnesses were truthful and told
the court that all Jewish organizations and parties had played their
role in the resistance, so the true distinction was not between Zion-
ists and non-Zionists but between organized and unorganized people,
and, even more important, between the young and the middle-aged.
To be sure, those who resisted were a minority, a tiny minority, but
under the circumstances “the miracle was,” as one of them pointed
out, “that this minority existed.”

Legal considerations aside, the appearance in the witness box of the
former Jewish resistance fighters was welcome enough. It dissipated
the haunting specter of universal cooperation, the stifling, poisoned
atmosphere which had surrounded the Final Solution. The well-known
fact that the actual work of killing in the extermination centers was
usually in the hands of Jewish commandos had been fairly and squarely
established by witnesses for the prosecution - how they had worked in
the gas chambers and the crematories, how they had pulled the gold
teeth and cut the hair of the corpses, how they had dug the graves and,
later, dug them up again to extinguish the traces of mass murder; how
Jewish technicians had built gas chambers in Theresienstadt, where
the Jewish “autonomy” had been carried so far that even the hangman
was a Jew. But this was only horrible, it was no moral problem. The
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selection and classification of workers in the camps was made by the 
S.S., who had a marked predilection for the criminal elements; and, 
anyhow, it could only have been the selection of the worst. (This was 
especially true in Poland, where the Nazis had exterminated a large 
proportion of the Jewish intelligentsia at the same time that they 
killed Polish intellectuals and members of the professions - in marked 
contrast, incidentally, to their policy in Western Europe, where they 
tended to save prominent Jews in order to exchange them for German 
civilian internees or prisoners of war; Bergen-Belsen was originally a 
camp for “exchange Jews.”) The moral problem lay in the amount 
of truth there was in Eichmann’s description of Jewish cooperation, 
even under the conditions of the Final Solution: “The formation of the 
Jewish Council [at Theresienstadt] and the distribution of business was 
left to the discretion of the Council, except for the appointment of the 
president, who the president was to be, which depended upon us, of 
course. However, this appointment was not in the form of a dictatorial 
decision. The functionaries with whom we were in constant contact -
well, they had to be treated with kid gloves. They were not ordered 
around, for the simple reason that if the chief officials had been told 
what to do in the form of: you must, you have to, that would not have 
helped matters any. If the person in question does not like what he 
is doing, the whole works will suffer. . . . We did our best to make 
everything somehow palatable.” No doubt they did; the problem is 
how it was possible for them to succeed.

Thus, the gravest omission from the “general picture” was that of a 
witness to testify to the cooperation between the Nazi rulers and the 
Jewish authorities, and hence of an opportunity to raise the question: 
“Why did you cooperate in the destruction of your own people and, 
eventually, in your own ruin?” The only witness who had been a promi-
nent member of a Judenrat was Pinchas Freudiger, the former Baron 
Philip von Freudiger, of Budapest, and during his testimony the only 
serious incidents in the audience took place; people screamed at the 
witness in Hungarian and in Yiddish, and the court had to interrupt 
the session. Freudiger, an Orthodox Jew of considerable dignity, was 
shaken: “There are people here who say they were not told to escape. 
But fifty per cent of the people who escaped were captured and killed” 
- as compared with ninety-nine per cent, for those who did not escape. 
“Where could they have gone to? Where could they have fled?” - but 
he himself fled, to Rumania, because he was rich and Wisliceny helped 
him. “What could we have done? What could we have done?” And 
the only response to this came from the presiding judge: “I do not 
think this is an answer to the question” - a question raised by the 
gallery but not by the court.
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The matter of cooperation was twice mentioned by the judges; Judge 
Yitzak Raveh elicited from one of the resistance witnesses an admis-
sion that the “ghetto police” were an “instrument in the hands of 
murderers” and an acknowledgment of “the Judenrat’s policy of coop-
erating with the Nazis”; and Judge Halevi found out from Eichmann 
in cross-examination that the Nazis had regarded this cooperation 
as the very cornerstone of their Jewish policy. But the question the 
prosecutor regularly addressed to each witness except the resistance 
fighters which sounded so very natural to those who knew nothing of 
the factual background of the trial, the question “Why did you not 
rebel?,” actually served as a smoke screen for the question that was 
not asked. And thus it came to pass that all answers to the unanswer-
able question Mr. Hausner put to his witnesses were considerably less 
than “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” True it 
was that the Jewish people as a whole had not been organized, that 
they had possessed no territory, no government, and no army, that, 
in the hour of their greatest need, they had no government-in-exile 
to represent them among the Allies (the Jewish Agency for Palestine, 
under Dr. Weizmann’s presidency, was at best a miserable substi-tute), 
no caches of weapons, no youth with military training. But the whole 
truth was that there existed Jewish community organizations and 
Jewish party and welfare organizations on both the local and the 
international level. Wherever Jews lived, there were recognized Jewish 
leaders, and this leadership, almost without exception, cooperated in 
one way or another, for one reason or another, with the Nazis. The 
whole truth was that if the Jewish people had really been unorganized 
and leaderless, there would have been chaos and plenty of misery but 
the total number of victims would hardly have been between four and 
a half and six million people. (According to Freudiger’s calculations 
about half of them could have saved themselves if they had not fol-
lowed the instructions of the Jewish Councils. This is of course a mere 
estimate, which, however, oddly jibes with the rather reliable figures 
we have from Holland and which I owe to Dr. L. de Jong, the head of 
the Netherlands State Institute for War Documentation. In Holland, 
where the Joodsche Raad like all the Dutch authorities very quickly 
became an “instrument of the Nazis,” 103,000 Jews were deported to 
the death camps and some five thousand to Theresienstadt in the usual 
way, i.e., with the cooperation of the Jewish Council. Only five hun-
dred and nineteen Jews returned from the death camps. In contrast 
to this figure, ten thousand of those twenty to twenty-five thousand 
Jews who escaped the Nazis - and that meant also the Jewish Council 
- and went underground survived; again forty to fifty per cent. Most 
of the Jews sent to Theresienstadt returned to Holland.)
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I have dwelt on this chapter of the story, which the Jerusalem trial 
failed to put before the eyes of the world in its true dimensions, be-
cause it offers the most striking insight into the totality of the moral 
collapse the Nazis caused in respectable European society - not only in 
Germany but in almost all countries, not only among the persecutors 
but also among the victims. Eichmann, in contrast to other elements 
in the Nazi movement, had always been overawed by “good society,” 
and the politeness he often showed to German-speaking Jewish func-
tionaries was to a large extent the result of his recognition that he was 
dealing with people who were socially his superiors. He was not at all, 
as one witness called him, a “Landsknechtnatur,” a mercenary, who 
wanted to escape to regions where there aren’t no Ten Commandments 
an’ a man can raise a thirst. What he fervently believed in up to the 
end was success, the chief standard of “good society” as he knew it. 
Typical was his last word on the subject of Hitler - whom he and his 
comrade Sassen had agreed to “shirr out” of their story; Hitler, he 
said, “may have been wrong all down the line, but one thing is beyond 
dispute: the man was able to work his way up from lance corporal in 
the German Army to Führer of a people of almost eighty million. . . 
. His success alone proved to me that I should subordinate myself to 
this man.” His conscience was indeed set at rest when he saw the zeal 
and eagerness with which “good society” everywhere reacted as he did. 
He did not need to “close his ears to the voice of conscience,” as the 
judgment has it, not because he had none, but because his conscience 
spoke with a “respectable voice,” with the voice of respectable society 
around him.

That there were no voices from the outside to arouse his conscience 
was one of Eichmann’s points, and it was the task of the prosecution 
to prove that this was not so, that there were voices he could have 
listened to, and that, anyhow, he had done his work with a zeal far 
beyond the call of duty. Which turned out to be true enough, except 
that, strange as it may appear, his murderous zeal was not altogether 
unconnected with the ambiguity in the voices of those who at one 
time or another tried to restrain him. We need mention here only in 
passing the so-called “inner emigration” in Germany - those people 
who frequently had held positions, even high ones, in the Third Reich 
and who, after the end of the war, told themselves and the world at 
large that they had always been “inwardly opposed” to the regime. 
The question here is not whether or not they are telling the truth; 
the point is, rather, that no secret in the secret-ridden atmosphere 
of the Hitler regime was better kept than such “inward opposition.” 
This was almost a matter of course under the conditions of Nazi ter-
ror; as a rather well-known “inner emigrant,” who certainly believed

222



Eichmann in Jerusalem

in his own sincerity, once told me, they had to appear “outwardly” 
even more like Nazis than ordinary Nazis did, in order to keep their 
secret. (This, incidentally, may explain why the few known protests 
against the extermination program came not from the Army comman-
ders but from old Party members.) Hence, the only possible way to 
live in the Third Reich and not act as a Nazi was not to appear at 
all: “Withdrawal from significant participation in public life” was in-
deed the only criterion by which one might have measured individual 
guilt, as Otto Kirchheimer recently remarked in his Political Justice 
(1961). If the term was to make any sense, the “inner emigrant” could 
only be one who lived “as though outcast among his own people amidst 
blindly believing masses,” as Professor Hermann Jahrreiss pointed out 
in his “Statement for All Defense Attorneys” before the Nuremberg 
Tribunal. For opposition was indeed “utterly pointless” in the absence 
of all organization. It is true that there were Germans who lived for 
twelve years in this “outer cold,” but their number was insignificant, 
even among the members of the resistance. In recent years, the slogan 
of the “inner emigration” (the term itself has a definitely equivocal 
flavor, as it can mean either an emigration into the inward regions of 
one’s soul or a way of conducting oneself as though he were an emi-
grant) has become a sort of a joke. The sinister Dr. Otto Bradfisch, 
former member of one of the Einsatzgruppen, who presided over the 
killing of at least fifteen thousand people, told a German court that he 
had always been “inwardly opposed” to what he was doing. Perhaps 
the death of fifteen thousand people was necessary to provide him 
with an alibi in the eyes of “true Nazis.” (The same argument was 
advanced, though with considerably less success, in a Polish court by 
former Gauleiter Arthur Greiser of the Warthegau: only his “official 
soul” had carried out the crimes for which he was hanged in 1946, his 
“private soul” had always been against them.)

While Eichmann may never have encountered an “inner emigrant,” he 
must have been well acquainted with many of those numerous civil 
servants who today assert that they stayed in their jobs for no other 
reason than to “mitigate” matters and to prevent “real Nazis” from 
taking over their posts. We mentioned the famous case of Dr. Hans 
Globke, Undersecretary of State and from 1953 to 1963 chief of the 
personnel division in the West German Chancellery. Since he was the 
only civil servant in this category to be mentioned during the trial, it 
may be worth while to look into his mitigating activities. Dr. Globke 
had been employed in the Prussian Ministry of the Interior before 
Hitler’s rise to power, and had shown there a rather premature interest 
in the Jewish question. He formulated the first of the directives in 
which “proof of Aryan descent” was demanded, in this case of persons
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who applied for permission to change their names. This circular letter 
of December, 1932 - issued at a time when Hitler’s rise to power was 
not yet a certainty, but a strong probability - oddly anticipated the 
“top secret decrees,” that is, the typically totalitarian rule by means 
of laws that are not brought to the attention of the public, which 
the Hitler regime introduced much later, in notifying the recipients 
that “these directives are not for publication.” Dr. Globke, as I have 
mentioned, kept his interest in names, and since it is true that his 
Commentary on the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 was considerably harsher 
than the earlier interpretation of Rassenschande  by the Ministry of the 
Interior’s expert on Jewish affairs, Dr. Bernhard Lösener, an old 
member of the Party, one could even accuse him of having made things 
worse than they were under “real Nazis.” But even if we were to grant 
him all his good intentions, it is hard indeed to see what he could have 
done under the circumstances to make things better than they would 
otherwise have been. Recently, however, a German newspaper, after 
much searching, came up with an answer to this puzzling question. 
They found a document, duly signed by Dr. Globke, which decreed 
that Czech brides of German soldiers had to furnish photographs of 
themselves in bathing suits in order to obtain a marriage license. And 
Dr. Globke explained: “With this confidential ordinance a three-year-
old scandal was somewhat mitigated ”; for until his intervention, Czech 
brides had to furnish snapshots that showed them stark naked.

Dr. Globke, as he explained at Nuremberg, was fortunate in that he 
worked under the orders of another “mitigator,” Staatssekretär (Un-
dersecretary of State) Wilhelm Stuckart, whom we met as one of the 
eager members of the Wannsee Conference. Stuckart’s attenuation 
activities concerned half-Jews, whom he proposed to sterilize. (The 
Nuremberg court, in possession of the minutes of the Wannsee Confer-
ence, may not have believed that he had known nothing of the extermi-
nation program, but it sentenced him to time served on account of ill 
health. A German denazification court fined him five hundred marks 
and declared him a “nominal member of the Party” - a Mitläufer -
although they must have known at least that Stuckart belonged to the 
“old guard” of the Party and had joined the S.S. early, as an honorary 
member.) Clearly, the story of the “mitigators” in Hitler’s offices be-
longs among the postwar fairy tales, and we can dismiss them, too, as 
voices that might possibly have reached Eichmann’s conscience.

The question of these voices became serious, in Jerusalem, with the 
appearance in court of Propst Heinrich Grüber, a Protestant 
minister, who had come to the trial as the only German (and, 
incidentally, ex-cept for Judge Michael Musmanno from the United 
States, the only
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non-Jewish) witness for the prosecution. (German witnesses for the 
defense were excluded from the outset, since they would have exposed 
themselves to arrest and prosecution in Israel under the same law as 
that under which Eichmann was tried.) Propst Grüber had belonged to 
the numerically small and politically irrelevant group of persons who 
were opposed to Hitler on principle, and not out of nationalist consid-
erations, and whose stand on the Jewish question had been without 
equivocation. He promised to be a splendid witness, since Eichmann 
had negotiated with him several times, and his mere appearance in 
the courtroom created a kind of sensation. Unfortunately, his testi-
mony was vague; he did not remember, after so many years, when he 
had spoken with Eichmann, or, and this was more serious, on what 
subjects. All he recalled clearly was that he had once asked for un-
leavened bread to be shipped to Hungary for Passover, and that he had 
traveled to Switzerland during the war to tell his Christian friends how 
dangerous the situation was and to urge that more opportunities for 
emigration be provided. (The negotiations must have taken place prior 
to the implementing of the Final Solution, which coincided with 
Himmler’s decree forbidding all emigration; they probably occurred 
before the invasion of Russia.) He got his unleavened bread, and he 
got safely to Switzerland and back again. His troubles started later, 
when the deportations had begun. Propst Grüber and his group of 
Protestant clergymen first intervened merely “on behalf of people who 
had been wounded in the course of the First World War and of those 
who had been awarded high military decorations; on behalf of the old 
and on behalf of the widows of those killed in World War I.” These 
categories corresponded to those that had originally been exempted by 
the Nazis themselves. Now Grüber was told that what he was doing 
“ran counter to the policy of the government,” but nothing serious 
happened to him. But shortly after this, Propst Grüber did something 
really extraordinary: he tried to reach the concentration camp of Gurs, 
in southern France, where Vichy France had interned, together with 
German Jewish refugees, some seventy-five hundred Jews from Baden 
and the Saarpfalz whom Eichmann had smuggled across the German-
French border in the fall of 1940, and who, according to Propst Grüber’s 
information, were even worse off than the Jews deported to Poland. 
The result of this attempt was that he was arrested and put in a 
concentration camp - first in Sachsenhausen and then in Dachau. (A 
similar fate befell the Catholic priest Dompropst Bernard Lichtenberg, 
of St. Hedwig’s Cathedral in Berlin; he not only had dared to pray 
publicly for all Jews, baptized or not - which was considerably more 
dangerous than to intervene for “special cases” - but he had also de-
manded that he be allowed to join the Jews on their journey to the
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East. He died on his way to a concentration camp.)

Apart from testifying to the existence of “another Germany,” Propst 
Grüber did not contribute much to either the legal or the historical sig-
nificance of the trial. He was full of pat judgments about Eichmann - he 
was like “a block of ice,” like “marble,” a “Landsknechtsnatur,” a 
“bicycle rider” (a current German idiom for someone who kowtows to 
his superiors and kicks his subordinates) - none of which showed him as 
a particularly good psychologist, quite apart from the fact that the 
“bicycle rider” charge was contradicted by evidence which showed 
Eichmann to have been rather decent toward his subordinates. Any-
way, these were interpretations and conclusions that would normally 
have been stricken from any court record - though in Jerusalem they 
even found their way into the judgment. Without them Propst Grüber’s 
testimony could have strengthened the case for the defense, for Eich-
mann had never given Grüber a direct answer, he had always told him 
to come back, as he had to ask for further instructions. More impor-
tant, Dr. Servatius for once took the initiative and asked the witness a 
highly pertinent question: “Did you try to influence him? Did you, as a 
clergyman, try to appeal to his feelings, preach to him, and tell him that 
his conduct was contrary to morality?” Of course, the very courageous 
Propst had done nothing of the sort, and his answers now were highly 
embarrassing. He said that “deeds are more effective than words,” and 
that “words would have been useless”; he spoke in clichés that had 
nothing to do with the reality of the situation, where “mere words” 
would have been deeds, and where it had perhaps been the duty of a 
clergyman to test the “uselessness of words.”

Even more pertinent than Dr. Servatius’ question was what Eichmann 
said about this episode in his last statement: “Nobody,” he repeated, 
“came to me and reproached me for anything in the performance of my 
duties. Not even Pastor Grüber claims to have done so.” He then added: 
“He came to me and sought alleviation of suffering, but did not actually 
object to the very performance of my duties as such.” From Propst 
Grüber’s own testimony, it appeared that he sought not so much 
“alleviation of suffering” as exemptions from it, in accordance with 
well-established categories recognized earlier by the Nazis. The 
categories had been accepted without protest by German Jewry from 
the very beginning. And the acceptance of privileged categories - Ger-
man Jews as against Polish Jews, war veterans and decorated Jews as 
against ordinary Jews, families whose ancestors were German-born as 
against recently naturalized citizens, etc. - had been the beginning of 
the moral collapse of respectable Jewish society. (In view of the fact 
that today such matters are often treated as though there existed a
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law of human nature compelling everybody to lose his dignity in the 
face of disaster, we may recall the attitude of the French Jewish war 
veterans who were offered the same privileges by their government, 
and replied: “We solemnly declare that we renounce any exceptional 
benefits we may derive from our status as ex-servicemen” [American 
Jewish Yearbook, 1945].) Needless to say, the Nazis themselves never 
took these distinctions seriously, for them a Jew was a Jew, but the 
categories played a certain role up to the very end, since they helped 
put to rest a certain uneasiness among the German population: only 
Polish Jews were deported, only people who had shirked military ser-
vice, and so on. For those who did not want to close their eyes it must 
have been clear from the beginning that it “was a general practice to 
allow certain exceptions in order to be able to maintain the general rule 
all the more easily” (in the words of Louis de Jong in an illuminating 
article on “Jews and Non-Jews in Nazi-Occupied Holland”).

What was morally so disastrous in the acceptance of these privileged 
categories was that everyone who demanded to have an “exception” 
made in his case implicitly recognized the rule, but this point, ap-
parently, was never grasped by these “good men,” Jewish and Gentile, 
who busied themselves about all those “special cases” for which prefer-
ential treatment could be asked. The extent to which even the Jewish 
victims had accepted the standards of the Final Solution is perhaps 
nowhere more glaringly evident than in the so-called Kastner Report 
(available in German, Der Kastner-Bericht über Eichmanns Menschen-
handel in Ungarn, 1961). Even after the end of the war, Kastner was 
proud of his success in saving “prominent Jews,” a category officially 
introduced by the Nazis in 1942, as though in his view, too, it went 
without saying that a famous Jew had more right to stay alive than 
an ordinary one; to take upon himself such “responsibilities” - to help 
the Nazis in their efforts to pick out “famous” people from the anony-
mous mass, for this is what it amounted to - “required more courage 
than to face death.” But if the Jewish and Gentile pleaders of “spe-
cial cases” were unaware of their involuntary complicity, this implicit 
recognition of the rule, which spelled death for all non-special cases, 
must have been very obvious to those who were engaged in the busi-
ness of murder. They must have felt, at least, that by being asked to 
make exceptions, and by occasionally granting them, and thus earn-
ing gratitude, they had convinced their opponents of the lawfulness of 
what they were doing.

Moreover, Propst Grüber and the Jerusalem court were quite mistaken 
in assuming that requests for exemptions originated only with 
opponents of the regime. On the contrary, as Heydrich explicitly stated 
during the
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Wannsee Conference, the establishment of Theresienstadt as a ghetto 
for privileged categories was prompted by the great number of such 
interventions from all sides. Theresienstadt later became a showplace 
for visitors from abroad and served to deceive the outside world, but 
this was not its original raison d’être. The horrible thinning-out pro-
cess that regularly occurred in this “paradise” - “distinguished from 
other camps as day is from night,” as Eichmann rightly remarked -
was necessary because there was never enough room to provide for all 
who were privileged, and we know from a directive issued by Ernst 
Kaltenbrunner, head of the R.S.H.A., that “special care was taken 
not to deport Jews with connections and important acquaintances in 
the outside world.” In other words, the less “prominent” Jews were 
constantly sacrificed to those whose disappearance in the East would 
create unpleasant inquiries. The “acquaintances in the outside world” 
did not necessarily live outside Germany; according to Himmler, there 
were “eighty million good Germans, each of whom has his decent Jew. 
It is clear, the others are pigs, but this particular Jew is first-rate” 
(Hilberg). Hitler himself is said to have known three hundred and forty 
“first-rate Jews,” whom he had either altogether assimilated to the sta-
tus of Germans or granted the privileges of half-Jews. Thousands of 
half-Jews had been exempted from all restrictions, which might explain 
Heydrich’s role in the S.S. and Generalfeldmarschall Erhard Milch’s 
role in Göring’s Air Force, for it was generally known that Heydrich and 
Milch were half-Jews. (Among the major war criminals, only two re-
pented in the face of death: Heydrich, during the nine days it took him 
to die from the wounds inflicted by Czech patriots, and Hans Frank 
in his death cell at Nuremberg. It is an uncomfortable fact, for it is 
difficult not to suspect that what Heydrich at least repented of was 
not murder but that he had betrayed his own people.) If interventions 
on behalf of “prominent” Jews came from “prominent” people, they 
often were quite successful. Thus Sven Hedin, one of Hitler’s most 
ardent admirers, intervened for a well-known geographer, a Professor 
Philippsohn of Bonn, who was “living under undignified conditions 
at Theresienstadt”; in a letter to Hitler, Hedin threatened that “his 
attitude to Germany would be dependent upon Philippsohn’s fate,” 
whereupon (according to H. G. Adler’s book on Thercsienstadt) Mr. 
Philippsohn was promptly provided with better quarters.

In Germany today, this notion of “prominent” Jews has not yet been 
forgotten. While the veterans and other privileged groups are no 
longer mentioned, the fate of “famous” Jews is still deplored at the ex-
pense of all others. There are more than a few people, especially among 
the cultural élite, who still publicly regret the fact that Germany sent 
Einstein packing, without realizing that it was a much greater crime
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to kill little Hans Cohn from around the corner, even though he was 
no genius.

VIII: Duties of a Law-Abiding Citizen

So Eichmann’s opportunities for feeling like Pontius Pilate were many, 
and as the months and the years went by, he lost the need to feel 
anything at all. This was the way things were, this was the new law 
of the land, based on the Führer’s order; whatever he did he did, as 
far as he could see, as a law-abiding citizen. He did his duty, as he 
told the police and the court over and over again; he not only obeyed 
orders, he also obeyed the law. Eichmann had a muddled inkling that 
this could be an important distinction, but neither the defense nor 
the judges ever took him up on it. The well-worn coins of “superior 
orders” versus “acts of state” were handed back and forth; they had 
governed the whole discussion of these matters during the Nuremberg 
Trials, for no other reason than that they gave the illusion that the 
altogether unprecedented could be judged according to precedents and 
the standards that went with them. Eichmann, with his rather modest 
mental gifts, was certainly the last man in the courtroom to be ex-
pected to challenge these notions and to strike out on his own. Since, 
in addition to performing what he conceived to be the duties of a law-
abiding citizen, he had also acted upon orders - always so careful to 
be “covered” - he became completely muddled, and ended by stressing 
alternately the virtues and the vices of blind obedience, or the “obedi-
ence of corpses,” Kadavergehorsam, as he himself called it. The first 
indication of Eichmann’s vague notion that there was more involved in 
this whole business than the question of the soldier’s carrying out or-
ders that are clearly criminal in nature and intent appeared during the 
police examination, when he suddenly declared with great emphasis 
that he had lived his whole life according to Kant’s moral precepts, and 
especially according to a Kantian definition of duty. This was outra-
geous, on the face of it, and also incomprehensible, since Kant’s moral 
philosophy is so closely bound up with man’s faculty of judgment, 
which rules out blind obedience. The examining officer did not press 
the point, but Judge Raveh, either out of curiosity or out of indigna-
tion at Eichmann’s having dared to invoke Kant’s name in connection 
with his crimes, decided to question the accused. And, to the surprise 
of everybody, Eichmann came up with an approximately correct def-
inition of the categorical imperative: “I meant by my remark about 
Kant that the principle of my will must always be such that it can 
become the principle of general laws” (which is not the case with theft 
or murder, for instance, because the thief or the murderer cannot con-

229



Hannah Arendt

ceivably wish to live under a legal system that would give others the 
right to rob or murder him). Upon further questioning, he added that 
he had read Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason. He then proceeded 
to explain that from the moment he was charged with carrying out 
the Final Solution he had ceased to live according to Kantian princi-
ples, that he had known it, and that he had consoled himself with the 
thought that he no longer “was master of his own deeds,” that he was 
unable “to change anything.” What he failed to point out in court was 
that in this “period of crimes legalized by the state,” as he himself 
now called it, he had not simply dismissed the Kantian formula as no 
longer applicable, he had distorted it to read: Act as if the principle 
of your actions were the same as that of the legislator or of the law of 
the land - or, in Hans Frank’s formulation of “the categorical imper-
ative in the Third Reich,” which Eichmann might have known: “Act 
in such a way that the Führer, if he knew your action, would approve 
it” (Die Technik des Staates, 1942, pp. 15-16). Kant, to be sure, had 
never intended to say anything of the sort; on the contrary, to him 
every man was a legislator the moment he started to act: by using 
his “practical reason” man found the principles that could and should 
be the principles of law. But it is true that Eichmann’s unconscious 
distortion agrees with what he himself called the version of Kant “for 
the household use of the little man.” In this household use, all that 
is left of Kant’s spirit is the demand that a man do more than obey 
the law, that he go beyond the mere call of obedience and identify his 
own will with the principle behind the law - the source from which the 
law sprang. In Kant’s philosophy, that source was practical reason; 
in Eichmann’s household use of him, it was the will of the Führer. 
Much of the horribly painstaking thoroughness in the execution of the 
Final Solution - a thoroughness that usually strikes the observer as 
typically German, or else as characteristic of the perfect bureaucrat 
- can be traced to the odd notion, indeed very common in Germany, 
that to be law-abiding means not merely to obey the laws but to act 
as though one were the legisator of the laws that one obeys. Hence 
the the conviction that nothing less than going beyond the call of duty 
will do.

Whatever Kant’s role in the formation of “the little man’s” mentality 
in Germany may have been, there is not the slightest doubt that in 
one respect Eichmann did indeed follow Kant’s precepts: a law was 
a law, there could be no exceptions. In Jerusalem, he admitted only 
two such exceptions during the time when “eighty million Germans” 
had each had “his decent Jew”: he had helped a half-Jewish cousin, 
and a Jewish couple in Vienna for whom his uncle had intervened. 
This inconsistency still made him feel somewhat uncomfortable, and
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when he was questioned about it during cross-examination, he became
openly apologetic: he had “confessed his sins” to his superiors. This
uncompromising attitude toward the performance of his murderous
duties damned him in the eyes of the judges more than anything else,
which was comprehensible, but in his own eyes it was precisely what
justified him, as it had once silenced whatever conscience he might have
had left. No exceptions - this was the proof that he had always acted
against his “inclinations,” whether they were sentimental or inspired
by interest, that he had always done his “duty.”

Doing his “duty” finally brought him into open conflict with orders
from his superiors. During the last year of the war, more than two
years after the Wannsee Conference, he experienced his last crisis of
conscience. As the defeat approached, he was confronted by men from
his own ranks who fought more and more insistently for exceptions
and, eventually, for the cessation of the Final Solution. That was the
moment when his caution broke down and he began, once more, taking
initiatives - for instance, he organized the foot marches of Jews from
Budapest to the Austrian border after Allied bombing had knocked out
the transportation system. It now was the fall of 1944, and Eichmann
knew that Himmler had ordered the dismantling of the extermination
facilities in Auschwitz and that the game was up. Around this time,
Eichmann had one of his very few personal interviews with Himmler,
in the course of which the latter allegedly shouted at him, “If up to
now you have been busy liquidating Jews, you will from now on, since
I order it, take good care of Jews, act as their nursemaid. I remind
you that it was I - and neither Gruppenführer Müller nor you - who
founded the R.S.H.A. in 1933; I am the one who gives orders here!”
Sole witness to substantiate these words was the very dubious Mr.
Kurt Becher; Eichmann denied that Himmler had shouted at him, but
he did not deny that such an interview had taken place. Himmler
cannot have spoken in precisely these words, he surely knew that the
R.S.H.A. was founded in 1939, not in 1933, and not simply by himself
but by Heydrich, with his endorsement. Still, something of the sort
must have occurred, Himmler was then giving orders right and left
that the Jews be treated well - they were his “soundest investment” -
and it must have been a shattering experience for Eichmann.

Eichmann’s last crisis of conscience began with his missions to Hun-
gary in March, 1944, when the Red Army was moving through the
Carpathian Mountains toward the Hungarian border. Hungary had
joined the war on Hitler’s side in 1941, for no other reason than to re-
ceive some additional territory from her neighbors, Slovakia, Rumania,
and Yugoslavia. The Hungarian government had been outspokenly
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anti-Semitic even before that, and now it began to deport all state-
less Jews from the newly acquired territories. (In nearly all countries, 
anti-Jewish action started with stateless persons.) This was quite out-
side the Final Solution, and, as a matter of fact, didn’t fit in with 
the elaborate plans then in preparation under which Europe would be 
“combed from West to East,” so that Hungary had a rather low pri-
ority in the order of operations. The stateless Jews had been shoved 
by the Hungarian police into the nearest part of Russia, and the Ger-
man occupation authorities on the spot had protested their arrival; the 
Hungarians had taken back some thousands of able-bodied men and 
had let the others be shot by Hungarian troops under the guidance of 
German police units. Admiral Horthy, the country’s Fascist ruler, had 
not wanted to go any further, however - probably due to the restrain-
ing influence of Mussolini and Italian Fascism - and in the intervening 
years Hungary, not unlike Italy, had become a haven for Jews, to which 
even refugees from Poland and Slovakia could sometimes still escape. 
The annexation of territory and the trickle of incoming refugees had 
increased the number of Jews in Hungary from about five hundred 
thousand before the war to approximately eight hundred thousand in 
1944, when Eichmann moved in.

As we know today, the safety of these three hundred thousand Jews 
newly acquired by Hungary was due to the Germans’ reluctance to 
start a separate action for a limited number, rather than to the Hun-
garians’ eagerness to offer asylum. In 1942, under pressure from the 
German Foreign Office (which never failed to make it clear to Ger-
many’s allies that the touchstone of their trustworthiness was their 
helpfulness not in winning the war but in “solving the Jewish ques-
tion”), Hungary had offered to hand over all Jewish refugees. The 
Foreign Office had been willing to accept this as a step in the right di-
rection, but Eichmann had objected: for technical reasons, he thought 
it “preferable to defer this action until Hungary is ready to include the 
Hungarian Jews”; it would be too costly “to set in motion the whole 
machinery of evacuation” for only one category, and hence “without 
making any progress in the solution of the Jewish problem in Hun-
gary.” Now, in 1944, Hungary was “ready,” because on the nineteenth 
of March two divisions of the German Army had occupied the coun-
try. With them had arrived the new Reich Plenipotentiary, S.S. Stan-
dartenführer Dr. Edmund Veesenmayer, Himmler’s agent in the 
Foreign Office, and S.S. Obergruppenführer Otto Winkelmann, a 
member of the Higher S.S. and Police Leader Corps and therefore under 
the direct command of Himmler. The third S.S. official to arrive in the 
country was Eichmann, the expert on Jewish evacuation and 
deportation, who was under the command of Müller and Kaltenbrunner 
of the R.S.H.A.
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Hitler himself had left no doubt what the arrival of the three gentlemen 
meant; in a famous interview, prior to the occupation of the country, 
he had told Horthy that “Hungary had not yet introduced the steps 
necessary to settle the Jewish question,” and had charged him with 
“not having permitted the Jews to be massacred” (Hilberg).

Eichmann’s assignment was clear. His whole office was moved to Bu-
dapest (in terms of his career, this was a “gliding down”), to enable 
him to see to it that all “necessary steps” were taken. He had no 
foreboding of what was to happen; his worst fear concerned possible 
resistance on the part of the Hungarians, which he would have been 
unable to cope with, because he lacked manpower and also lacked 
knowledge of local conditions. These fears proved quite unfounded. The 
Hungarian gendarmerie was more than eager to do all that was 
necessary, and the new State Secretary in Charge of Political (Jewish) 
Affairs in the Hungarian Ministry of the Interior, Lászlo Endre, was 
a man “well versed in the Jewish problem,” and became an intimate 
friend, with whom Eichmann could spend a good deal of his free time. 
Everything went “like a dream,” as he repeated whenever he recalled 
this episode; there were no difficulties whatsoever. Unless, of course, 
one calls difficulties a few minor differences between his orders and 
the wishes of his new friends; for instance, probably because of the ap-
proach of the Red Army from the East, his orders stipulated that the 
country was to be “combed from East to West,” which meant that Bu-
dapest Jews would not be evacuated during the first weeks or months 
- a matter for great grief among the Hungarians, who wanted their 
capital to take the lead in becoming judenrein. (Eichmann’s “dream” 
was an incredible nightmare for the Jews: nowhere else were so many 
people deported and exterminated in such a brief span of time. In 
less than two months, 147 trains, carrying 434,351 people in sealed 
freight cars, a hundred persons to a car, left the country, and the gas 
chambers of Auschwitz were hardly able to cope with this multitude.)

The difficulties arose from another quarter. Not one man but three 
had orders specifying that they were to help in “the solution of the 
Jewish problem”; each of them belonged to a different outfit and stood 
in a different chain of command. Technically, Winkelmann was Eich-
mann’s superior, but the Higher S.S. and Police Leaders were not 
under the command of the R.S.H.A., to which Eichmann belonged. 
And Veesenmayer, of the Foreign Office, was independent of both. At 
any rate, Eichmann refused to take orders from either of the others, 
and resented their presence. But the worst trouble came from a fourth 
man, whom Himmler had charged with a “special mission” in the only 
country in Europe that still harbored not only a sizable number of
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Jews but Jews who were still in an important economic position. (Of 
a total of a hundred and ten thousand commercial stores and industrial 
enterprises in Hungary, forty thousand were reported to be in Jewish 
hands.) This man was Obersturmbannfhrer, later Standartenführer, 
Kurt Becher. 

Becher, an old enemy of Eichmann who is today a pros-perous 
merchant in Bremen, was called, strangely enough, as a witness for the 
defense. He could not come to Jerusalem, for obvious reasons, and he 
was examined in his German home town. His testimony had to be 
dismissed, since he had been shown, well ahead of time, the ques-tions 
he was later called on to answer under oath. It was a great pity that 
Eichmann and Becher could not have been confronted with each other, 
and this not merely for juridical reasons. Such a confrontation would 
have revealed another part of the “general picture,” which, even legally, 
was far from irrelevant. According to his own account, the rea-son 
Becher joined the S.S. was that “from 1932 to the present day he had 
been actively engaged in horseback riding.” Thirty years ago, this was a 
sport engaged in only by, Europe’s upper classes. In 1934, his instructor 
had persuaded him to enter the S.S. cavalry regiment, which at that 
moment was the very thing for a man to do if he wished to join the 
“movement” and at the same time maintain a proper regard for his 
social standing. (A possible reason Becher in his testimony stressed 
horseback riding was never mentioned: the Nuremberg Tribunal had 
excluded the Reiter-S.S. from its list of criminal organizations.) The 
war saw Becher on active duty at the front, as a member not of the 
Army but of the Armed S.S., in which he was a liaison officer with the 
Army commanders. He soon left the front to become the principal 
buyer of horses for the S.S. personnel department, a job that earned 
him nearly all the decorations that were then available.

Becher claimed that he had been sent to Hungary only in order to buy 
twenty thousand horses for the S.S.; this is unlikely, since immediately 
upon his arrival he began a series of very successful negotiations with 
the heads of big Jewish business concerns. His relations with Himmler 
were excellent, he could see him whenever he wished. His “special 
mission” was clear enough. He was to obtain control of major Jew-ish 
business concerns behind the backs of the Hungarian government, and, 
in return, to give the owners free passage out of the country, plus a 
sizable amount of money in foreign currency. His most important 
transaction was with the Manfred Weiss steel combine, a mammoth 
enterprise, with thirty thousand workers, which produced everything 
from airplanes, trucks, and bicycles to tinned goods, pins, and needles. 
The result was that forty-five members of the Weiss family emigrated to 
Portugal while Mr. Becher became head of their business. When 
Eichmann heard of this Schweinerei, he was outraged; the deal threat-
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ened to compromise his good relations with the Hungarians, who nat-
urally expected to take possession of Jewish property confiscated on
their own soil. He had some reason for his indignation, since these
deals were contrary to the regular Nazi policy, which had been quite
generous. For their help in solving the Jewish question in any coun-
try, the Germans had demanded no part of the Jews’ property, only
the costs of their deportation and extermination, and these costs had
varied widely from country to country - the Slovaks had been sup-
posed to pay between three hundred and five hundred Reichsmarks
per Jew, the Croats only thirty, the French seven hundred, and the
Belgians two hundred and fifty. (It seems that no one ever paid except
the Croats.) In Hungary, at this late stage of the war, the Germans
were demanding payment in goods - shipments of food to the Reich, in
quantities determined by the amount of food the deported Jews would
have consumed.

The Weiss affair was only the beginning, and things were to get con-
siderably worse, from Eichmann’s point of view. Becher was a born
businessman, and where Eichmann saw only enormous tasks of orga-
nization and administration, he saw almost unlimited possibilities for
making money. The one thing that stood in his way was the narrow-
mindedness of subordinate creatures like Eichmann, who took their
jobs seriously. Obersturmbannführer Becher’s projects soon led him
to cooperate closely in the rescue efforts of Dr. Rudolf Kastner. (It
was to Kastner’s testimony on his behalf that Becher later, at Nurem-
berg, owed his freedom. Being an old Zionist, Kastner had moved to
Israel after the war, where he held a high position until a journalist
published a story about his collaboration with the S.S. - whereupon
Kastner sued him for libel. His testimony at Nuremberg weighed heav-
ily against him, and when the case came before the Jerusalem District
Court, Judge Halevi, one of the three judges in the Eichmann trial,
told Kastner that he “had sold his soul to the devil.” In March, 1957,
shortly before his case was to be appealed before the Israeli Supreme
Court, Kastner was murdered; none of the murderers, it seems, came
from Hungary. In the hearing that followed the verdict of the lower
court was repealed and Kastner was fully rehabilitated.) The deals
Becher made through Kastner were much simpler than the compli-
cated negotiations with the business magnates; they consisted in fixing
a price for the life of each Jew to be rescued. There was considerable
haggling over prices, and at one point, it seems, Eichmann also got
involved in some of the preliminary discussions. Characteristically,
his price was the lowest, a mere two hundred dollars per Jew - not,
of course, because he wished to save more Jews but simply because
he was not used to thinking big. The price finally arrived at was a
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thousand dollars, and one group, consisting of 1,684 Jews, and in-
cluding Dr. Kastner’s family, actually left Hungary for the exchange
camp at Bergen-Belsen, from which they eventually reached Switzer-
land. A similar deal, through which Becher and Himmler hoped to
obtain twenty million Swiss francs from the American Joint Distri-
bution Committee, for the purchase of merchandise of all sorts, kept
everybody busy until the Russians liberated Hungary, but nothing
came of it.

There is no doubt that Becher’s activities had the full approval of
Himmler and stood in the sharpest possible opposition to the old
“radical” orders, which still reached Eichmann through Müller and
Kaltenbrunner, his immediate superiors in the R.S.H.A. In Eichmann’s
view, people like Becher were corrupt, but corruption could not very
well have caused his crisis of conscience, for although he was appar-
ently not susceptible to this kind of temptation, he must by this time
have been surrounded by corruption for many years. It is difficult
to imagine that he did not know that his friend and subordinate
Hauptsturmführer Dieter Wisliceny had, as early as 1942, accepted
fifty thousand dollars from the Jewish Relief Committee in Bratislava
for delaying the deportations from Slovakia, though it is not altogether
impossible; but he cannot have been ignorant of the fact that Himmler,
in the fall of 1942, had tried to sell exit permits to the Slovakian Jews
in exchange for enough foreign currency to pay for the recruitment of a
new S.S. division. Now, however, in 1944, in Hungary, it was different,
not because Himmler was involved in “business,” but because business
had now become official policy; it was no longer mere corruption.

At the beginning, Eichmann tried to enter the game and play it accord-
ing to the new rules; that was when he got involved in the fantastic
“blood-for-wares” negotiations - one million Jews for ten thousand
trucks for the crumbling German Army - which certainly were not
initiated by him. The way he explained his role in this matter, in
Jerusalem, showed clearly how he had once justified it to himself: as
a military necessity that would bring him the additional benefit of
an important new role in the emigration business. What he probably
never admitted to himself was that the mounting difficulties on all
sides made it every day more likely that he would soon be without a
job (indeed, this happened, a few months later) unless he succeeded
in finding some foothold amid the new jockeying for power that was
going on all around him.

When the exchange project met with its predictable failure, it was
already common knowledge that Himmler, despite his constant vacil-
lations, chiefly due to his justified physical fear of Hitler, had decided
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to put an end to the whole Final Solution - regardless of business, 
regardless of military necessity, and without anything to show for it 
except the illusions he had concocted about his future role as the 
bringer of peace to Germany. It was at this time that a “moderate 
wing” of the S.S. came into existence, consisting of those who were 
stupid enough to believe that a murderer who could prove he had not 
killed as many people as he could have killed would have a marvelous 
alibi, and those who were clever enough to foresee a return to “nor-
mal conditions,” when money and good connections would again be 
of paramount importance.

Eichmann never joined this “moderate wing,” and it is questionable 
whether he would have been admitted if he had tried to. Not only 
was he too deeply compromised and, because of his constant contact 
with Jewish functionaries, too well known; he was too primitive for 
these well-educated upper-middle-class “gentlemen,” against whom he 
harbored the most violent resentment up to the very end. He was 
quite capable of sending millions of people to their death, but he was 
not capable of talking about it in the appropriate manner without 
being given his “language rule.” In Jerusalem, without any rules, he 
spoke freely of “killing” and of “murder,” of “crimes legalized by the 
state”; he called a spade a spade, in contrast to counsel for the defense, 
whose feeling of social superiority to Eichmann was more than once in 
evidence. (Servatius’ assistant Dr. Dieter Wechtenbruch - a disciple 
of Carl Schmitt who attended the first few weeks of the trial, then was 
sent to Germany to question witnesses for the defense, and reappeared 
for the last week in August - was readily available to reporters out of 
court; he seemed to be shocked less by Eichmann’s crimes than by his 
lack of taste and education. “Small fry,” he said; “we must see how 
we get him over the hurdles” - wie wir das Würstchen über die 
Runden bringen. Servatius himself had declared, even prior to the 
trial, that his client’s personality was that of “a common mailman.”)

When Himmler became “moderate,” Eichmann sabotaged his orders 
as much as he dared, to the extent at least that he felt he was “covered” 
by his immediate superiors. “How does Eichmann dare to sabotage 
Himmler’s orders?” - in this case, to stop the foot marches, in the 
fall of 1944 - Kastner once asked Wisliceny. And the answer was: 
“He can probably show some telegram. Müller and Kaltenbrunner 
must have covered him.” It is quite possible that Eichmann had some 
confused plan for liquidating Theresienstadt before the arrival of the 
Red Army, although we know this only through the dubious testimony 
of Dieter Wisliceny (who months, and perhaps years, before the end 
began carefully preparing an alibi for himself at the expense of Eich-
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mann, to which he then treated the court at Nuremberg, where he was
a witness for the prosecution; it did him no good, for he was extradited
to Czechoslovakia, prosecuted and executed in Prague, where he had
no connections and where money was of no help to him). Other wit-
nesses claimed that it was Rolf Günther, one of Eichmann’s men, who
planned this, and that there existed, on the contrary, a written order
from Eichmann that the ghetto be left intact. In any event, there is
no doubt that even in April, 1945, when practically everybody had
become quite “moderate,” Eichmann took advantage of a visit that
M. Paul Dunand, of the Swiss Red Cross, paid to Theresienstadt to
put it on record that he himself did not approve of Himmler’s new line
in regard to the Jews.

That Eichmann had at all times done his best to make the Final Solu-
tion final was therefore not in dispute. The question was only whether
this was indeed proof of his fanaticism, his boundless hatred of Jews,
and whether he had lied to the police and committed perjury in court
when he claimed he had always obeyed orders. No other explana-
tion ever occurred to the judges, who tried so hard to understand
the accused, and treated him with a consideration and an authentic,
shining humanity such as he had probably never encountered before
in his whole life. (Dr. Wechtenbruch told reporters that Eichmann
had “great confidence in Judge Landau,” as though Landau would be
able to sort things out, and ascribed this confidence to Eichmann’s
need for authority. Whatever its basis, the confidence was apparent
throughout the trial, and it may have been the reason the judgment
caused Eichmann such great “disappointment”; he had mistaken hu-
manity for softness.) That they never did come to understand him
may be proof of the “goodness” of the three men, of their untrou-
bled and slightly old-fashioned faith in the moral foundations of their
profession. For the sad and very uncomfortable truth of the matter
probably was that it was not his fanaticism but his very conscience
that prompted Eichmann to adopt his uncompromising attitude dur-
ing the last year of the war, as it had prompted him to move in the
opposite direction for a short time three years before. Eichmann knew
that Himmler’s orders ran directly counter to the Führer’s order. For
this, he needed to know no factual details, though such details would
have backed him up: as the prosecution underlined in the proceedings
before the Supreme Court, when Hitler heard, through Kaltenbrun-
ner, of negotiations to exchange Jews for trucks, “Himmler’s position
in Hitler’s eyes was completely undermined.” And only a few weeks
before Himmler stopped the extermination at Auschwitz, Hitler, ob-
viously unaware of Himmler’s newest moves, had sent an ultimatum
to Horthy, telling him he “expected that the measures against Jews in
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Budapest would now be taken without any further delay by the Hun-
garian government.” When Himmler’s order to stop the evacuation of 
Hungarian Jews arrived in Budapest, Eichmann threatened, accord-
ing to a telegram from Veesenmayer, “to seek a new decision from 
the Führer,” and this telegram the judgment found “more damning 
than a hundred witnesses could be.” Eichmann lost his fight against 
the “moderate wing,” headed by the Reichsführer S.S. and Chief of 
the German Police. The first indication of his defeat came in Jan-
uary, 1945, when Obersturmbannführer Kurt Becher was promoted to 
Standartenführer, the very rank Eichmann had been dreaming about 
all during the war. (His story, that no higher rank was open to him 
in his outfit, was a half-truth; he could have been made chief of De-
partment IV-B, instead of occupying the desk of IV-B-4, and would 
then have been automatically promoted. The truth probably was that 
people like Eichmann, who had risen from the ranks, were never per-
mitted to advance beyond a lieutenant colonelcy except at the front.) 
That same month Hungary was liberated, and Eichmann was called 
back to Berlin. There, Himmler had appointed his enemy Becher Re-
ichssonderkommissar in charge of all concentration camps, and Eich-
mann was transferred from the desk concerned with “Jewish Affairs” 
to the utterly insignificant one concerned with the “Fight Against the 
Churches,” of which, moreover, he knew nothing. The rapidity of his 
decline during the last months of the war is a most telling sign of 
the extent to which Hitler was right when he declared, in his Berlin 
bunker, in April, 1945, that the S.S. were no longer reliable.

In Jerusalem, confronted with documentary proof of his extraordinary 
loyalty to Hitler and the Führer’s order, Eichmann tried a number of 
times to explain that during the Third Reich “the Führer’s words had 
the force of law” (Führerworte haben Gesetzeskraft), which meant, 
among other things, that if the order came directly from Hitler it did 
not have to be in writing. He tried to explain that this was why he 
had never asked for a written order from Hitler (no such document 
relating to the Final Solution has ever been found; probably it never 
existed), but had demanded to see a written order from Himmler. To 
be sure, this was a fantastic state of affairs, and whole libraries of very 
“learned” juridical comment have been written, all demonstrating that 
the Führer’s words, his oral pronouncements, were the basic law of the 
land. Within this “legal” framework, every order contrary in letter or 
spirit to a word spoken by Hitler was, by definition, unlawful. Eich-
mann’s position, therefore, showed a most unpleasant resemblance to 
that of the often-cited soldier who, acting in a normal legal framework, 
refuses to carry out orders that run counter to his ordinary experience 
of lawfulness and hence can be recognized by him as criminal. The
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extensive literature on the subject usually supports its case with the 
common equivocal meaning of the word “law,” which in this context 
means sometimes the law of the land - that is, posited, positive law 
- and sometimes the law that supposedly speaks in all men’s hearts 
with an identical voice. Practically speaking, however, orders to be 
disobeyed must be “manifestly unlawful” and unlawfulness must “fly 
like a black flag above [them] as a warning reading: ‘Prohibited!’ ” - as 
the judgment pointed out. And in a criminal regime this “black flag” 
with its “warning sign” flies as “manifestly” above what normally is a 
lawful order - for instance, not to kill innocent people just because they 
happen to be Jews - as it flies above a criminal order under normal 
circumstances. To fall back on an unequivocal voice of conscience - or, 
in the even vaguer language of the jurists, on a “general sentiment of 
humanity” (Oppenheim-Lauterpacht in International Law, 1952) - not 
only begs the question, it signifies a deliberate refusal to take notice 
of the central moral, legal, and political phenomena of our century.

To be sure, it was not merely Eichmann’s conviction that Himmler 
was now giving “criminal” orders that determined his actions. But 
the personal element undoubtedly involved was not fanaticism, it was 
his genuine, “boundless and immoderate admiration for Hitler” (as 
one of the defense witnesses called it) - for the man who had made it 
“from lance corporal to Chancellor of the Reich.” It would be idle to 
try to figure out which was stronger in him, his admiration for Hitler or 
his determination to remain a law-abiding citizen of the Third Reich 
when Germany was already in ruins. Both motives came into play 
once more during the last days of the war, when he was in Berlin and 
saw with violent indignation how everybody around him was sensibly 
enough getting himself fixed up with forged papers before the arrival 
of the Russians or the Americans. A few weeks later, Eichmann, too, 
began to travel under an assumed name, but by then Hitler was dead, 
and the “law of the land” was no longer in existence, and he, as he 
pointed out, was no longer bound by his oath. For the oath taken by 
the members of the S.S. differed from the military oath sworn by the 
soldiers in that it bound them only to Hitler, not to Germany.

The case of the conscience of Adolf Eichmann, which is admittedly 
complicated but is by no means unique, is scarcely comparable to the 
case of the German generals, one of whom, when asked at Nuremberg, 
“How was it possible that all you honorable generals could continue 
to serve a murderer with such unquestioning loyalty?,” replied that 
it was “not the task of a soldier to act as judge over his supreme 
commander. Let history do that or God in heaven.” (Thus General 
Alfred Jodl, hanged at Nuremberg. ) Eichmann, much less intelligent
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and without any education to speak of, at least dimly realized that it 
was not an order but a law which had turned them all into criminals. 
The distinction between an order and the Führer’s word was that the 
latter’s validity was not limited in time and space, which is the out-
standing characteristic of the former. This is also the true reason why 
the Führer’s order for the Final Solution was followed by a huge shower 
of regulations and directives, all drafted by expert lawyers and legal 
advisers, not by mere administrators; this order, in contrast to ordi-
nary orders, was treated as a law. Needless to add, the resulting legal 
paraphernalia, far from being a mere symptom of German pedantry 
or thoroughness, served most effectively to give the whole business its 
outward appearance of legality.

And just as the law in civilized countries assumes that the voice of 
conscience tells everybody “Thou shalt not kill,” even though man’s 
natural desires and inclinations may at times be murderous, so the law 
of Hitler’s land demanded that the voice of conscience tell everybody: 
“Thou shalt kill,” although the organizers of the massacres knew full 
well that murder is against the normal desires and inclinations of most 
people. Evil in the Third Reich had lost the quality by which most 
people recognize it - the quality of temptation. Many Germans and 
many Nazis, probably an overwhelming majority of them, must have 
been tempted not to murder, not to rob, not to let their neighbors go
off to their doom (for that the Jews were transported to their doom
they knew, of course, even though many of them may not have known
the gruesome details), and not to become accomplices in all these
crimes by benefiting from them. But, God knows, they had learned
how to resist temptation.
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Modernity has fostered public condemnation of slavery, if not its 
actual abolition. Without Lincoln’s vindication of the American 
proposition that all humans are created equal, it’s not clear the 
United States would have taken over as the driver of modernity. 

However, the failure of Reconstruction to give emancipation political 
force and social reality has continued to be a bleeding wound. The 

“Black Lives Matter” protests prove that the bleeding continues and 
that systemic social problems must still be addressed—such as the 
role of police in the modern nation-state. Here we consider two of 

the greatest American black leaders, and ask, is emancipation to be 
attained through reform or revolution?

Malcolm Little was born in 1925. He spent six years imprisoned in 
Massachusetts for larceny and breaking and entering. There he 
joined the Nation of Islam, one of our hothouse American cults, 

which taught black supremacy, self-reliance, and separatism, and that 
white people are a race of devils. He changed his name to Malcolm X 

according to Nation of Islam tradition, to signify rejection of a 
slavemaster family name. He fought against the civil rights 

movement and its pursuit of integration and enfranchisement because 
of the Nation’s separatist views and rejection of participation in the 
political process. Though remaining Muslim, Malcolm X broke from 
the Nation in 1964, and soon after gave “The Ballot or the Bullet” 

speech in Cleveland. The next year, he was assassinated by members 
of the Nation in Manhattan. Malcolm X stood for an identity politics 
of black empowerment, which resonated with a people whose dignity 

has been lacerated for so long.
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Martin Luther King, Jr., was born in 1929 in Atlanta. His 
grandfather and father were Baptist ministers. MLK’s father, 
originally named Michael, had visited sites associated with the 

reformer Martin Luther during a trip to Germany soon after Hitler 
had ascended to power, and took the name as a witness. Though 

tending towards liberal Protestant rationalism, receiving a doctorate 
in systematic theology at Boston University, MLK in turn became a 
Baptist minister. The civil rights movement drew its power from the 
black churches, and MLK led the movement as a disciple of Christian 

love. His synthesis of nonviolence (from Gandhi) and civil 
disobedience (from Thoreau) dismantled Jim Crow. Towards the end 

of his life, MLK came to  emphasize more and more clearly the 
importance of class to racial justice, linking the Vietnam War to 

economic injustice. He supported democratic socialism and a 
guaranteed basic income. While organizing the Poor People’s March 
on Washington to demand an Economic Bill of Rights for every poor 
American, regardless of race, he was assassinated in 1968. The final 

positions of Malcolm X and MLK had been converging; a synthesis of 
reform and revolution was emerging. The year before he died, King 

declared: “We have moved from the era of civil rights to the era of human 
rights, an era where we are called upon to raise certain basic questions about 

the whole society. We have been in a reform movement… But after Selma 
and the voting rights bill, we moved into a new era, which must be the era of 

revolution. We must recognize that we can't solve our problem now until 
there is a radical redistribution of economic and political power… This 

means a revolution of values and other things. We must see now that the 
evils of racism, economic exploitation, and militarism are all tied 

together…”
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The Ballot or the Bullet

Mr. Moderator, Rev. Cleage, brothers and sisters and friends, and I 
see some enemies. [laughter, applause] In fact, I think we’d be fooling 
ourselves if we had an audience this large and didn’t realize that there 
were some enemies present.

This afternoon we want to talk about the ballot or the bullet. The 
ballot or the bullet explains itself. But before we get into it, since this 
is the year of the ballot or the bullet, I would like to clarify some things 
that refer to me personally, concerning my own personal position.

I’m still a Muslim. That is, my religion is still Islam. [applause] My 
religion is still Islam. I still credit Mr. Muhammad for what I know 
and what I am. He’s the one who opened my eyes.

[applause] At present I am the minister of the newly founded Muslim 
Mosque Incorporated, which has its offices in the Theresa Hotel right 
in the heart of Harlem, that’s the black belt in New York City. And 
when we realize that Adam Clayton Powell, is a Christian minister, he 
has Abyssinian Baptist Church, but at the same time he’s more famous 
for his political struggling. And Dr. King is a Christian minister from 
Atlanta, Georgia, or in Atlanta, Georgia, but he’s become more famous 
for being involved in the civil rights struggle. There’s another in New 
York, Rev. Galamison, I don’t know if you’ve heard of him out here, 
he’s a Christian minister from Brooklyn, but has become famous for his 
fight against the segregated school system in Brooklyn. Rev. Cleage, 
right here, is a Christian minister, here in Detroit, he’s head of the 
Freedom Now Party. All of these are Christian ministers [applause] 
. . . all of these are Christian ministers but they don’t come to us as 
Christian ministers, they come to us as fighters in some other category.

I am a Muslim minister. The same as they are Christian ministers, 
I’m a Muslim minister. And I don’t believe in fighting today on any 
one front, but on all fronts. [applause] In fact, I’m a Black Nationalist 
freedom fighter. [applause] Islam is my religion but I believe my reli-
gion is my personal business. [applause] It governs my personal life, 
my personal morals. And my religious philosophy is personal between 
me and the God in whom I believe, just as the religious philosophy of 
these others is between them and the God in whom they believe. And 
this is best this way. Were we to come out here discussing religion, 
we’d have too many differences from the out start and we could never 
get together.

So today, though Islam is my religious philosophy, my political, eco-
nomic and social philosophy is black nationalism. You and I – [ap-
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plause] As I say, if we bring up religion, we’ll have differences, we’ll
have arguments, and we’ll never be able to get together. But if we
keep our religion at home, keep our religion in the closet, keep our
religion between ourselves and our God, but when we come out here
we have a fight that’s common to all of us against a enemy who is
common to all of us. [applause]

The political philosophy of black nationalism only means that the
black man should control the politics and the politicians in his own
community. The time when white people can come in our community
and get us to vote for them so that they can be our political leaders
and tell us what to do and what not to do is long gone. [applause]

By the same token, the time when that same white man, knowing that
your eyes are too far open, can send another Negro in the community,
and get you and me to support him, so that he can use him to lead us
astray, those days are long gone too. [applause]

The political philosophy of black nationalism only means that if you
and I are going to live in a black community – and that’s where we’re
going to live, ’cause as soon as you move into one of their. . . .soon
as you move out of the black community into their community, it’s
mixed for a period of time, but they’re gone and you’re right there all
by yourself again. [applause]

We must, we must understand the politics of our community and we
must know what politics is supposed to produce. We must know what
part politics play in our lives. And until we become politically mature,
we will always be misled, led astray, or deceived or maneuvered into
supporting someone politically who doesn’t have the good of our com-
munity at heart. So the political philosophy of black nationalism only
means that we will have to carry on a program, a political program, of
reeducation – to open our people’s eyes, make us become more politi-
cally conscious, politically mature. And then, we will – whenever we
are ready to cast our ballot, that ballot will be cast for a man of the
community, who has the good of the community at heart. [applause]

The economic philosophy of black nationalism only means that we
should own and operate and control the economy of our community.
You would never have found—you can’t open up a black store in a
white community. White man won’t even patronize you. And he’s
not wrong. He got sense enough to look out for himself. It’s you who
don’t have sense enough to look out for yourself. [applause]

The white man, the white man is too intelligent to let someone else
come and gain control of the economy of his community. But you
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will let anybody come in and control the economy of your community,
control the housing, control the education, control the jobs, control
the businesses, under the pretext that you want to integrate. Nah,
you’re out of your mind. [applause]

The political . . . the economic philosophy of black nationalism only
means that we have to become involved in a program of reeducation,
to educate our people into the importance of knowing that when you
spend your dollar out of the community in which you live, the com-
munity in which you spend your money becomes richer and richer,
the community out of which you take your money becomes poorer
and poorer. And because these Negroes, who have been misled, mis-
guided, are breaking their necks to take their money and spend it with
the Man, the Man is becoming richer and richer, and you’re becom-
ing poorer and poorer. And then what happens? The community in
which you live becomes a slum. It becomes a ghetto. The conditions
become rundown. And then you have the audacity to complain about
poor housing in a rundown community, while you’re running down
yourselves when you take your dollar out. [applause]

And you and I are in a double trap because not only do we lose by
taking our money someplace else and spending it, when we try and
spend it in our own community we’re trapped because we haven’t
had sense enough to set up stores and control the businesses of our
community. The man who is controlling the stores in our community
is a man who doesn’t look like we do. He’s a man who doesn’t even
live in the community. So you and I, even when we try and spend
our money on the block where we live or the area where we live, we’re
spending it with a man who, when the sun goes down, takes that
basket full of money in another part of the town. [applause]

So we’re trapped, trapped, double-trapped, triple-trapped. Any way
we go, we find that we’re trapped. Any every kind of solution that
someone comes up with is just another trap. But the political and eco-
nomic philosophy of black nationalism. . . the economic philosophy of
black nationalism shows our people the importance of setting up these
little stores, and developing them and expanding them into larger op-
erations. Woolworth didn’t start out big like they are today; they
started out with a dime store, and expanded, and expanded, and ex-
panded until today they are all over the country and all over the world
and they getting some of everybody’s money.

Now this is what you and I – General Motors, the same way, it didn’t
start out like it is. It started out just a little rat-race type operation.
And it expanded and it expanded until today it’s where it is right now.
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And you and I have to make a start. And the best place to start is
right in the community where we live. [applause]

So our people not only have to be reeducated to the importance of
supporting black business, but the black man himself has to be made
aware of the importance of going into business. And once you and I
go into business, we own and operate at least the businesses in our
community. What we will be doing is developing a situation, wherein,
we will actually be able to create employment for the people in the
community. And once you can create some employment in the com-
munity where you live, it will eliminate the necessity of you and me
having to act ignorantly and disgracefully, boycotting and picketing
some cracker someplace else trying to beg him for a job. [applause]

Anytime you have to rely upon your enemy for a job, you’re in bad
shape. [applause] When you — and he is your enemy. You wouldn’t
be in this country if some enemy hadn’t kidnapped you and brought
you here. [applause] On the other hand, some of you think you came
here on the Mayflower. [laughter]

So as you can see, brothers and sisters, today – this afternoon it is
not our intention to discuss religion. We’re going to forget religion. If
we bring up religion we’ll be in an argument. And the best way to
keep away from arguments and differences, as I said earlier, put your
religion at home, in the closet, keep it between you and your God.
Because if it hasn’t done anything more for you than it has, you need
to forget it anyway. [laughter, applause]

Whether you are a Christian or a Muslim or a nationalist, we all have
the same problem. They don’t hang you because you’re a Baptist; they
hang you ’cause you’re black. [applause] They don’t attack me because
I’m a Muslim. They attack me ’cause I’m black. They attacked all
of us for the same reason. All of us catch hell from the same enemy.
We’re all in the same bag, in the same boat.

We suffer political oppression, economic exploitation and social degra-
dation. All of ’em from the same enemy. The government has failed
us. You can’t deny that. Any time you’re living in the 20th century,
1964, and you walking around here singing “We Shall Overcome,” the
government has failed you. [applause] This is part of what’s wrong
with you, you do too much singing. [laughter] Today it’s time to stop
singing and start swinging. [laughter, applause]

You can’t sing up on freedom. But you can swing up on some free-
dom. [cheering] Cassius Clay can sing. But singing didn’t help him
to become the heavyweight champion of the world. Swinging helped
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him. [applause]

So this government has failed us. The government itself has failed us.
And the white liberals who have been posing as our friends have failed
us. And once we see that all of these other sources to which we’ve
turned have failed, we stop turning to them and turn to ourselves. We
need a selfhelp program, a do-it-yourself philosophy, a do-it-right-now
philosophy, a it’s-already-too-late philosophy. This is what you and
I need to get with. And the only time – the only way we’re going
to solve our problem is with a self-help program. Before we can get
a self-help program started, we have to have a self-help philosophy.
Black nationalism is a self-help philosophy.

What’s so good about it – you can stay right in the church where
you are and still take black nationalism as your philosophy. You can
stay in any kind of civic organization that you belong to and still take
black nationalism as your philosophy. You can be an atheist and still
take black nationalism as your philosophy. This is a philosophy that
eliminates the necessity for division and argument, ’cause if you’re
black, you should be thinking black. And if you’re black and you not
thinking black at this late date, well, I’m sorry for you. [applause]

Once you change your philosophy, you change your thought pattern.
Once you change your thought pattern you change your attitude. Once
you change your attitude it changes your behavior pattern. And then
you go on into some action. As long as you got a sit-down philosophy
you’ll have a sit-down thought pattern. And as long as you think
that old sit-down thought, you’ll be in some kind of sit-down action.
They’ll have you sitting in everywhere. [laughter]

It’s not so good to refer to what you’re going to do as a sit-in. That
right there castrates you. Right there it brings you down. What goes
with it? What – think of the image of someone sitting. An old woman
can sit. An old man can sit. A chump can sit, a coward can sit,
anything can sit. Well, you and I been sitting long enough and it’s
time for us today to start doing some standing and some fighting to
back that up. [applause]

When we look at other parts of this Earth upon which we live, we find
that black, brown, red and yellow people in Africa and Asia are get-
ting their independence. They’re not getting it by singing, ‘We Shall
Overcome.” No, they’re getting it through nationalism. It is national-
ism that brought about the independence of the people in Asia. Every
nation in Asia gained its independence through the philosophy of na-
tionalism. Every nation on the African continent that has gotten its
independence brought it about through the philosophy of nationalism.
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And it will take black nationalism to bring about the freedom of 22
million Afro-Americans, here in this country, where we have suffered
colonialism for the past 400 years. [applause]

America is just as much a colonial power as England ever was. America
is just as much a colonial power as France ever was. In fact, America
is more so a colonial power than they, because she is a hypocritical
colonial power behind it. [applause] What is 20th — what, what do
you call second-class citizenship? Why, that’s colonization. Second-
class citizenship is nothing but 20th slavery. How you gonna to tell me
you’re a second-class citizen? They don’t have second-class citizenship
in any other government on this Earth. They just have slaves and
people who are free! Well, this country is a hypocrite! They try and
make you think they set you free by calling you a second-class citizen.
No, you’re nothing but a 20th century slave. [applause]

Just as it took nationalism to remove colonialism from Asia and Africa,
it’ll take black nationalism today to remove colonialism from the backs
and the minds of twenty-two million Afro-Americans here in this coun-
try. And 1964 looks like it might be the year of the ballot or the bullet.
[applause]

Why does it look like it might be the year of the ballot or the bullet?
Because Negroes have listened to the trickery and the lies and the
false promises of the white man now for too long, and they’re fed up.
They’ve become disenchanted. They’ve become disillusioned. They’ve
become dissatisfied. And all of this has built up frustrations in the
black community that makes the black community throughout Amer-
ica today more explosive than all of the atomic bombs the Russians
can ever invent. Whenever you got a racial powder keg sitting in your
lap, you’re in more trouble than if you had an atomic powder keg sit-
ting in your lap. When a racial powder keg goes off, it doesn’t care
who it knocks out the way. Understand this, it’s dangerous.

And in 1964, this seems to be the year. Because what can the white
man use, now, to fool us? After he put down that March on Wash-
ington – and you see all through that now, he tricked you, had you
marching down to Washington. Had you marching back and forth be-
tween the feet of a dead man named Lincoln and another dead man
named George Washington, singing, “We Shall Overcome.” [applause]

He made a chump out of you. He made a fool out of you. He made
you think you were going somewhere and you end up going nowhere
but between Lincoln and Washington. [laughter]

So today our people are disillusioned. They’ve become disenchanted.
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They’ve become dissatisfied. And in their frustrations they want ac-
tion. And in 1964 you’ll see this young black man, this new generation,
asking for the ballot or the bullet. That old Uncle Tom action is out-
dated. The young generation don’t want to hear anything about “the
odds are against us.” What do we care about odds? [applause]

When this country here was first being founded, there were thirteen
colonies. The whites were colonized. They were fed up with this
taxation without representation. So some of them stood up and said,
“Liberty or death!” I went to a white school over here in Mason, Michi-
gan. The white man made the mistake of letting me read his history
books. [laughter] He made the mistake of teaching me that Patrick
Henry was a patriot, and George Washington – wasn’t nothing nonvi-
olent about ol’ Pat, or George Washington. “Liberty or death” is was
what brought about the freedom of whites in this country from the
English. [applause]

They didn’t care about the odds. Why, they faced the wrath of the
entire British Empire. And in those days, they used to say that the
British Empire was so vast and so powerful that the sun would never
set on it. This is how big it was, yet these thirteen little scrawny states,
tired of taxation without representation, tired of being exploited and
oppressed and degraded, told that big British Empire, “Liberty or
death.” And here you have 22 million Afro-Americans, black people
today, catching more hell than Patrick Henry ever saw. [applause]

And I’m here to tell you in case you don’t know it – that you got a new,
you got a new generation of black people in this country who don’t
care anything whatsoever about odds. They don’t want to hear you ol’
Uncle Tom, handkerchief-heads talking about the odds. No! [laughter,
applause] This is a new generation. If they’re going to draft these
young black men, and send them over to Korea or to South Vietnam
to face 800 million Chinese. . . [laughter, applause] If you’re not afraid
of those odds, you shouldn’t be afraid of these odds. [applause]

Why is America – why does this loom to be such an explosive political
year? Because this is the year of politics. This is the year when all of
the white politicians are going to come into the Negro community. You
never see them until election time. You can’t find them until election
time. [applause] They’re going to come in with false promises. And as
they make these false promises they’re going to feed our frustrations,
and this will only serve to make matters worse. I’m no politician. I’m
not even a student of politics. I’m not a Republican, nor a Democrat,
nor an American – and got sense enough to know it. [applause]

I’m one of the 22 million black victims of the Democrats. One of the
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22 million black victims of the Republicans and one of the 22 million
black victims of Americanism. [applause] And when I speak, I don’t
speak as a Democrat or a Republican, nor an American. I speak as a
victim of America’s so-called democracy. You and I have never seen
democracy – all we’ve seen is hypocrisy. [applause]

When we open our eyes today and look around America, we see Amer-
ica not through the eyes of someone who has enjoyed the fruits of
Americanism. We see America through the eyes of someone who has
been the victim of Americanism. We don’t see any American dream.
We’ve experienced only the American nightmare. We haven’t bene-
fited from America’s democracy. We’ve only suffered from America’s
hypocrisy. And the generation that’s coming up now can see it. And
are not afraid to say it. If you go to jail, so what? If you’re black, you
were born in jail. [applause]

If you black you were born in jail, in the North as well as the South.
Stop talking about the South. As long as you south of the Canadian
border, you South. [laughter, applause] Don’t call Governor Wallace
a Dixie governor, Romney is a Dixie Governor. [applause]

Twenty-two million black victims of Americanism are waking up and
they are gaining a new political consciousness, becoming politically
mature. And as they become – develop this political maturity, they’re
able to see the recent trends in these political elections. They see that
the whites are so evenly divided that every time they vote, the race
is so close they have to go back and count the votes all over again.
Which means that any block, any minority that has a block of votes
that stick together is in a strategic position. Either way you go, that’s
who gets it. You’re in a position to determine who’ll go to the White
House and who’ll stay in the doghouse. [laughter]

You’re the one who has that power. You can keep Johnson in Wash-
ington D.C., or you can send him back to his Texas cotton patch.
[applause] You’re the one who sent Kennedy to Washington. You’re
the one who put the present Democratic administration in Washing-
ton, D.C. The whites were evenly divided. It was the fact that you
threw 80 percent of your votes behind the Democrats that put the
Democrats in the White House.

When you see this, you can see that the Negro vote is the key factor.
And despite the fact that you are in a position to be the determin-
ing factor, what do you get out of it? The Democrats have been in
Washington, D.C. only because of the Negro vote. They’ve been down
there four years. And they’re – all other legislation they wanted to
bring up they’ve brought it up, and gotten it out of the way, and now
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they bring up you. And now they bring up you! You put them first 
and they put you last. Because you’re a chump! [applause] A political 
chump.

In Washington, D.C., in the House of Representatives there are 257 
who are Democrats. Only 177 are Republican. In the Senate there are 
67 Democrats. Only 33 are Republicans. The party that you backed 
controls two-thirds of the House of Representatives and the Senate 
and still they can’t keep their promise to you. ’Cause you’re a chump.
[applause]

Any time you throw your weight behind a political party that controls 
two-thirds of the government, and that party can’t keep the promise 
that it made to you during election-time, and you’re dumb enough to 
walk around continuing to identify yourself with that party, you’re not 
only a chump but you’re a traitor to your race. [applause]

What kind of alibi do they come up with? They try and pass the buck to 
the Dixiecrats. Now, back during the days when you were blind, deaf 
and dumb, ignorant, politically immature, naturally you went along 
with that. But today, as your eyes come open, and you develop 
political maturity, you’re able to see and think for yourself, and you 
can see that a Dixiecrat is nothing but a Democrat – in disguise. 
[applause]

You look at the structure of the government that controls this country, 
is controlled by 16 senatorial committees and 20 congressional com-
mittees. Of the 16 senatorial committees that run the government, 
10 of them are in the hands of southern segregationists. Of the 20 
congressional committees that run the government, 12 of them are in 
the hands of southern segregationists. And they’re going to tell you 
and me that the South lost the war? [laughter, applause]

You, today, are in the hands of a government of segregationists. Racists, 
white supremacists, who belong to the Democratic party but disguise 
themselves as Dixiecrats. A Dixiecrat is nothing but a Democrat. 
Whoever runs the Democrats is also the father of the Dixiecrats. And 
the father of all of them is sitting in the White House. [applause] I say, 
and I’ll say it again, you got a president who’s nothing but a south-
ern segregationist [applause] from the state of Texas. They’ll lynch in 
Texas as quick as they’ll lynch you in Mississippi. Only in Texas they 
lynch you with a Texas accent, in Mississippi they lynch you with a 
Mississippi accent. [cheering]

The first thing the cracker does when he comes in power, he takes all the 
Negro leaders and invites them for coffee. To show that he’s all right. 
And those Uncle Toms can’t pass up the coffee. [laughter,
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applause] They come away from the coffee table telling you and me 
that this man is all right [laughter]. ’Cause he’s from the South and 
since he’s from the South he can deal with the South. Look at the 
logic that they’re using. What about Eastland? He’s from the South. 
Why not make him the president? If Johnson is a good man ’cause 
he’s from Texas, and being from Texas will enable him to deal with 
the South, Eastland can deal with the South better than Johnson!
[laughter, applause]

Oh, I say you been misled. You been had. You been took. [laughter, 
applause] I was in Washington a couple of weeks ago while the senators 
were filibustering and I noticed in the back of the Senate a huge map, 
and on this map it showed the distribution of Negroes in America. 
And surprisingly, the same senators that were involved in the filibuster 
were from the states where there were the most Negroes. Why were 
they filibustering the civil rights legislation? Because the civil rights 
legislation is supposed to guarantee voting rights to Negroes from those 
states.

And those senators from those states know that if the Negroes in 
those states can vote, those senators are down the drain. [applause] 
The representatives of those states go down the drain.

And in the Constitution of this country it has a stipulation, wherein, 
whenever the rights, the voting rights of people in a certain district 
are violated, then the representative who’s from that particular dis-
trict, according to the Constitution, is supposed to be expelled from 
the Congress. Now, if this particular aspect of the Constitution was 
enforced, why, you wouldn’t have a cracker in Washington, D.C. [ap-
plause]

But what would happen? When you expel the Dixiecrat, you’re ex-
pelling the Democrat. When you destroy the power of the Dixiecrat, 
you are destroying the power of the Democratic Party. So how in the 
world can the Democratic Party in the South actually side with you, 
in sincerity, when all of its power is based in the South?

These Northern Democrats are in cahoots with the southern Democrats.
[applause] They’re playing a giant con game, a political con game. You 
know how it goes. One of ’em comes to you and make believe he’s for 
you. And he’s in cahoots with the other one that’s not for you. Why?
Because neither one of ’em is for you. But they got to make you go 
with one of ’em or the other.

So this is a con game, and this is what they’ve been doing with you and 
me all of these years. First thing, Johnson got off the plane
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when he become president, he ask, “Where’s Dickey?” You know who
Dickey is? Dickey is old southern cracker Richard Russell. Lookie here!
Yes, Lyndon B. Johnson’s best friend is the one who is a head, who’s
heading the forces that are filibustering civil rights legislation. You tell
me how in the hell is he going to be Johnson’s best friend? [applause]
How can Johnson be his friend and your friend too? No, that man
is too tricky. Especially if his friend is still ol’ Dickey. [laughter,
applause]

Whenever the Negroes keep the Democrats in power they’re keeping
the Dixiecrats in power. This is true! A vote for a Democrat is nothing
but a vote for a Dixiecrat. I know you don’t like me saying that. I’m
not the kind of person who come here to say what you like. I’m going
to tell you the truth whether you like it or not. [applause]

Up here in the North you have the same thing. The Democratic Party
don’t – they don’t do it that way. They got a thing they call gerry-
mandering. They maneuver you out of power. Even though you can
vote they fix it so you’re voting for nobody. They got you going and
coming. In the South they’re outright political wolves, in the North
they’re political foxes. A fox and a wolf are both canine, both belong
to the dog family. [laughter, applause] Now, you take your choice. You
going to choose a northern dog or a southern dog? Because either dog
you choose, I guarantee you, you’ll still be in the doghouse.

This is why I say it’s the ballot or the bullet. It’s liberty or it’s death.
It’s freedom for everybody or freedom for nobody. [applause] America
today finds herself in a unique situation. Historically, revolutions are
bloody, oh yes they are. They have never had a bloodless revolution.
Or a nonviolent revolution. That don’t happen even in Hollywood
[laughter] You don’t have a revolution in which you love your enemy.
And you don’t have a revolution in which you are begging the system
of exploitation to integrate you into it. Revolutions overturn systems.
Revolutions destroy systems.

A revolution is bloody, but America is in a unique position. She’s the
only country in history, in the position actually to become involved
in a bloodless revolution. The Russian Revolution was bloody, Chi-
nese Revolution was bloody, French Revolution was bloody, Cuban
Revolution was bloody. And there was nothing more bloody than the
American Revolution. But today, this country can become involved
in a revolution that won’t take bloodshed. All she’s got to do is give
the black man in this country everything that’s due him, everything.
[applause]

I hope that the white man can see this. ’Cause if you don’t see it you’re
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finished. If you don’t see it you’re going to become involved in some
action in which you don’t have a chance. We don’t care anything
about your atomic bomb; it’s useless, because other countries have
atomic bombs. When two or three different countries have atomic
bombs, nobody can use them. So it means that the white man today
is without a weapon. If you want some action you’ve got to come on
down to Earth, and there’s more black people on Earth than there are
white people. [applause]

I only got a couple more minutes. The white man can never win
another war on the ground. His days of war – victory – his days of
battleground victory are over. Can I prove it? Yes. Take all the
action that’s going on this Earth right now that he’s involved in. Tell
me where he’s winning – nowhere. Why, some rice farmers, some rice
farmers! Some rice-eaters ran him out of Korea, yes they ran him out
of Korea. Rice-eaters, with nothing but gym shoes and a rifle and
a bowl of rice, took him and his tanks and his napalm and all that
other action he’s supposed to have and ran him across the Yalu. Why?
Because the day that he can win on the ground has passed.

Up in French Indochina, those little peasants, rice-growers, took on the
might of the French army and ran all the Frenchmen, you remember
Dien Bien Phu! The same thing happened in Algeria, in Africa. They
didn’t have anything but a rifle. The French had all these highly
mechanized instruments of warfare. But they put some guerilla action
on. And a white man can’t fight a guerilla warfare. Guerilla action
takes heart, take nerve, and he doesn’t have that. [cheering] He’s brave
when he’s got tanks. He’s brave when he’s got planes. He’s brave when
he’s got bombs. He’s brave when he’s got a whole lot of company along
with him. But you take that little man from Africa and Asia; turn
him loose in the woods with a blade. A blade. [cheering] That’s all he
needs. All he needs is a blade. And when the sun comes down – goes
down and it’s dark, it’s even-Stephen. [cheering]

So it’s the, it’s the ballot or the bullet. Today, our people can see
that we’re faced with a government conspiracy. This government has
failed us. The senators who are filibustering concerning your and my
rights, that’s the government. Don’t say it’s southern senators, this
is the government. This is a government filibuster. It’s not a segre-
gationist filibuster, it’s a government filibuster. Any kind of activity
that takes place on the floor of the Congress or the Senate, that’s the
government. Any kind of dilly-dallying, that’s the government. Any
kind of pussy-footing, that’s the government. Any kind of act that’s
designed to delay or deprive you and me, right now, of getting full
rights, that’s the government that’s responsible. And anytime you

258



The Ballot or the Bullet

find the government involved in a conspiracy to violate the citizenship 
or the civil rights of a people in 1964, then you are wasting your time 
going to that government expecting redress. Instead you have to take 
that government to the world court and accuse it of genocide and all 
of the other crimes that it is guilty of today. [applause]

So those of us whose political and economic and social philosophy is 
black nationalism have become involved in the civil rights struggle. We 
have injected ourselves into the civil rights struggle. And we intend to 
expand it from the level of civil rights to the level of human rights. As 
long as you fight it on the level of civil rights, you’re under Uncle Sam’s 
jurisdiction. You’re going to his court expecting him to correct the 
problem. He created the problem. He’s the criminal! You don’t take 
your case to the criminal, you take your criminal to court. [applause]

When the government of South Africa began to trample upon the 
human rights of the people of South Africa they were taken to the 
U.N. When the government of Portugal began to trample upon the 
rights of our brothers and sisters in Angola, it was taken before the 
U.N. Why, even the white man took the Hungarian question to the 
U.N. And just this week, Chief Justice Goldberg was crying over three 
million Jews in Russia, about their human rights – charging Russia 
with violating the U.N. Charter because of its mistreatment of the 
human rights of Jews in Russia. Now you tell me how can the plight 
of everybody on this Earth reach the halls of the United Nations and 
you have twenty-two million Afro-Americans whose churches are being 
bombed, whose little girls are being murdered, whose leaders are being 
shot down in broad daylight? Now you tell me why the leaders of this 
struggle have never taken [recording impaired ] [their case to the U.N.?]

So our next move is to take the entire civil rights struggle – problem –
into the United Nations and let the world see that Uncle Sam is guilty 
of violating the human rights of 22 million Afro-Americans right down 
to the year of 1964 and still has the audacity or the nerve to stand up 
and represent himself as the leader of the free world? [cheering] Not 
only is he a crook, he’s a hypocrite. Here he is standing up in front 
of other people, Uncle Sam, with the blood of your and mine mothers 
and fathers on his hands. With the blood dripping down his jaws like 
a bloodyjawed wolf. And still got the nerve to point his finger at other 
countries. In 1964 you can’t even get civil rights legislation and this 
man has got the nerve to stand up and talk about South Africa or talk 
about Nazi Germany or talk about Portugal. No, no more days like 
those! [applause]

So I say in my conclusion, the only way we’re going to solve it: we got
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to unite. We got to work together in unity and harmony. And black
nationalism is the key. How we gonna overcome the tendency to be at
each other’s throats that always exists in our neighborhood? And the
reason this tendency exists – the strategy of the white man has always
been divide and conquer. He keeps us divided in order to conquer us.
He tells you, I’m for separation and you for integration, and keep us
fighting with each other. No, I’m not for separation and you’re not for
integration, what you and I are for is freedom. [applause] Only, you
think that integration will get you freedom; I think that separation
will get me freedom. We both got the same objective, we just got
different ways of getting’ at it. [applause]

So I studied this man, Billy Graham, who preaches white nationalism.
That’s what he preaches. [applause] I say, that’s what he preaches.
The whole church structure in this country is white nationalism, you go
inside a white church – that’s what they preaching, white nationalism.
They got Jesus white, Mary white, God white, everybody white –
that’s white nationalism. [cheering]

So what he does – the way he circumvents the jealousy and envy that
he ordinarily would incur among the heads of the church – whenever
you go into an area where the church already is, you going to run into
trouble. Because they got that thing, what you call it, syndicated . . .
they got a syndicate just like the racketeers have. I’m going to say
what’s on my mind because the preachers already proved to you that
they got a syndicate. [applause] And when you’re out in the rackets,
whenever you’re getting in another man’s territory, you know, they
gang up on you. And that’s the same way with you. You run into the
same thing. So how Billy Graham gets around that, instead of going
into somebody else’s territory, like he going to start a new church, he
doesn’t try and start a church, he just goes in preaching Christ. And
he says anybody who believe in him, you go wherever you find him.

So, this helps all the churches, and since it helps all the churches, they
don’t fight him. Well, we going to do the same thing, only our gospel
is black nationalism. His gospel is white nationalism, our gospel is
black nationalism. And the gospel of black nationalism, as I told you,
means you should control your own, the politics of your community,
the economy of your community, and all of the society in which you live
should be under your control. And once you. . . feel that this philosophy
will solve your problem, go join any church where that’s preached.
Don’t join any church where white nationalism is preached. Why, you
can go to a Negro church and be exposed to white nationalism. ’Cause
when you are on – when you walk in a Negro church and see a white
Jesus and a white Mary and some white angels, that Negro church is
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preaching white nationalism. [applause]

But, when you go to a church and you see the pastor of that church
with a philosophy and a program that’s designed to bring black people
together and elevate black people, join that church. Join that church.
If you see where the NAACP is preaching and practicing that which
is designed to make black nationalism materialize, join the NAACP.
Join any kind of organization – civic, religious, fraternal, political or
otherwise that’s based on lifting the black man up and making him
master of his own community. [applause]
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Letter from Birmingham Jail

From the Birmingham jail, where he was imprisoned as a participant 
in nonviolent demonstrations against segregation, Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., wrote in longhand the letter which follows. It was his re-
sponse to a public statement of concern and caution issued by eight 
white religious leaders of the South. Dr. King, who was born in 1929, 
did his undergraduate work at Morehouse College; attended the inte-
grated Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania, one of 
six black pupils among a hundred students, and the president of his 
class; and won a fellowship to Boston University for his Ph.D.

While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came across your 
recent statement calling our present activities “unwise and untimely.” 
Seldom, if ever, do I pause to answer criticism of my work and ideas. 
If I sought to answer all of the criticisms that cross my desk, my 
secretaries would be engaged in little else in the course of the day, 
and I would have no time for constructive work. But since I feel that 
you are men of genuine good will and your criticisms are sincerely set 
forth, I would like to answer your statement in what I hope will be 
patient and reasonable terms.

I think I should give the reason for my being in Birmingham, since you 
have been influenced by the argument of "outsiders coming in." I have 
the honor of serving as president of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference, an organization operating in every Southern state, with 
headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. We have some eighty-five affiliate 
organizations all across the South, one being the Alabama Christian 
Movement for Human Rights. Whenever necessary and possible, we 
share staff, educational and financial resources with our affiliates. Sev-
eral months ago our local affiliate here in Birmingham invited us to 
be on call to engage in a nonviolent direct-action program if such were 
deemed necessary. We readily consented, and when the hour came we 
lived up to our promises. So I am here, along with several members 
of my staff, because we were invited here. I am here because I have 
basic organizational ties here.

Beyond this, I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as 
the eighth-century prophets left their little villages and carried their 
"thus saith the Lord" far beyond the boundaries of their hometowns; 
and just as the Apostle Paul left his little village of Tarsus and carried 
the gospel of Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet and city of the 
Greco-Roman world, I too am compelled to carry the gospel of freedom 
beyond my particular hometown. Like Paul, I must constantly respond 
to the Macedonian call for aid.
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Moreover, I am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all communities 
and states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be concerned 
about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat 
to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of 
mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one 
directly affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to live with the 
narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who lives inside the 
United States can never be considered an outsider.

You deplore the demonstrations that are presently taking place in 
Birmingham. But I am sorry that your statement did not express a 
similar concern for the conditions that brought the demonstrations 
into being. I am sure that each of you would want to go beyond 
the superficial social analyst who looks merely at effects and does 
not grapple with underlying causes. I would not hesitate to say that 
it is unfortunate that so-called demonstrations are taking place in 
Birmingham at this time, but I would say in more emphatic terms 
that it is even more unfortunate that the white power structure of this 
city left the Negro community with no other alternative.

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of 
the facts to determine whether injustices are alive, negotiation, self-
purification, and direct action. We have gone through all of these 
steps in Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying of the fact that 
racial injustice engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the 
most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. Its ugly record 
of police brutality is known in every section of this country. Its un-
just treatment of Negroes in the courts is a notorious reality. There 
have been more unsolved bombings of Negro homes and churches in 
Birmingham than in any other city in this nation. These are the hard, 
brutal, and unbelievable facts. On the basis of them, Negro leaders 
sought to negotiate with the city fathers. But the political leaders 
consistently refused to engage in good-faith negotiation.

Then came the opportunity last September to talk with some of the 
leaders of the economic community. In these negotiating sessions cer-
tain promises were made by the merchants, such as the promise to re-
move the humiliating racial signs from the stores. On the basis of these 
promises, Reverend Shuttlesworth and the leaders of the Alabama 
Christian Movement for Human Rights agreed to call a moratorium 
on any type of demonstration. As the weeks and months unfolded, 
we realized that we were the victims of a broken promise. The signs 
remained. As in so many experiences of the past, we were confronted 
with blasted hopes, and the dark shadow of a deep disappointment 
settled upon us. So we had no alternative except that of preparing for
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direct action, whereby we would present our very bodies as a means of 
laying our case before the conscience of the local and national commu-
nity. We were not unmindful of the difficulties involved. So we decided 
to go through a process of self-purification. We started having work-
shops on nonviolence and repeatedly asked ourselves the questions, 
"Are you able to accept blows without retaliating?" and "Are you able to 
endure the ordeals of jail?" We decided to set our direct-action program 
around the Easter season, realizing that, with exception of Christmas, 
this was the largest shopping period of the year. Knowing that a strong 
economic withdrawal program would be the by-product of direct 
action, we felt that this was the best time to bring pressure on the 
merchants for the needed changes. Then it occurred to us that the 
March election was ahead, and so we speedily decided to postpone 
action until after election day. When we discovered that Mr. Conner 
was in the runoff, we decided again to postpone action so that the 
demonstration could not be used to cloud the issues. At this time we 
agreed to begin our nonviolent witness the day after the runoff.

This reveals that we did not move irresponsibly into direct action. We, 
too, wanted to see Mr. Conner defeated, so we went through postpone-
ment after postponement to aid in this community need. After this 
we felt that direct action could be delayed no longer.

You may well ask, "Why direct action, why sit-ins, marches, and so 
forth? Isn’t negotiation a better path?" You are exactly right in your 
call for negotiation. Indeed, this is the purpose of direct action. Non-
violent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and establish such 
creative tension that a community that has consistently refused to ne-
gotiate is forced to confront the issue. It seeks so to dramatize the issue 
that it can no longer be ignored. I just referred to the creation of tension 
as a part of the work of the nonviolent resister. This may sound rather 
shocking. But I must confess that I am not afraid of the word "tension." 
I have earnestly worked and preached against violent tension, but there 
is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that is necessary for growth. 
Just as Socrates felt that it was necessary to create a tension in the 
mind so that individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-
truths to the unfettered realm of creative analysis and objective 
appraisal, we must see the need of having nonvi-olent gadflies to create 
the kind of tension in society that will help men to rise from the dark 
depths of prejudice and racism to the majestic heights of understanding 
and brotherhood. So, the purpose of direct action is to create a situation 
so crisis-packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation. We 
therefore concur with you in your call for negotiation. Too long has our 
beloved Southland been bogged
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down in the tragic attempt to live in monologue rather than dialogue.

One of the basic points in your statement is that our acts are untimely. 
Some have asked, "Why didn’t you give the new administration time 
to act?" The only answer that I can give to this inquiry is that the new 
administration must be prodded about as much as the outgoing one 
before it acts. We will be sadly mistaken if we feel that the election 
of Mr. Boutwell will bring the millennium to Birmingham. While Mr. 
Boutwell is much more articulate and gentle than Mr. Conner, they are 
both segregationists, dedicated to the task of maintaining the status 
quo. The hope I see in Mr. Boutwell is that he will be reasonable 
enough to see the futility of massive resistance to desegregation. But 
he will not see this without pressure from the devotees of civil rights. 
My friends, I must say to you that we have not made a single gain in 
civil rights without determined legal and nonviolent pressure. History 
is the long and tragic story of the fact that privileged groups seldom 
give up their privileges voluntarily. Individuals may see the moral light 
and voluntarily give up their unjust posture; but, as Reinhold Niebuhr 
has reminded us, groups are more immoral than individuals.

We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntar-
ily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed. 
Frankly, I have never yet engaged in a direct-action movement that was 
"well timed" according to the timetable of those who have not suffered 
unduly from the disease of segregation. For years now I have heard the 
word "wait." It rings in the ear of every Negro with a pierc-ing 
familiarity. This ”wait” has almost always meant ”never.” It has been a 
tranquilizing thalidomide, relieving the emotional stress for a moment, 
only to give birth to an ill-formed infant of frustration. We must come 
to see with the distinguished jurist of yesterday that "justice too long 
delayed is justice denied." We have waited for more than three hundred 
and forty years for our God-given and constitu-tional rights. The 
nations of Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward the 
goal of political independence, and we still creep at horse-and-buggy 
pace toward the gaining of a cup of coffee at a lunch counter. I guess it is 
easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of segregation to 
say "wait." But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers 
and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when 
you have seen hate-filled policemen curse, kick, brutalize, and even kill 
your black brothers and sisters with im-punity; when you see the vast 
majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an 
airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society; when you 
suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech stammering as you 
seek to explain to your six-year-old
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daughter why she cannot go to the public amusement park that has 
just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her lit-
tle eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children, 
and see the depressing clouds of inferiority begin to form in her lit-
tle mental sky, and see her begin to distort her little personality by 
unconsciously developing a bitterness toward white people; when you 
have to concoct an answer for a five-year-old son asking in agonizing 
pathos, "Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so mean?"; 
when you take a cross-country drive and find it necessary to sleep night 
after night in the uncomfortable corners of your automobile because 
no motel will accept you; when you are humiliated day in and day out 
by nagging signs reading "white" and "colored"; when your first name 
becomes "nigger" and your middle name becomes "boy" (however old 
you are) and your last name becomes "John," and when your wife and 
mother are never given the respected title "Mrs."; when you are harried 
by day and haunted by night by the fact that you are a Negro, living 
constantly at tiptoe stance, never knowing what to expect next, and 
plagued with inner fears and outer resentments; when you are forever 
fighting a degenerating sense of "nobodyness" – then you will 
understand why we find it difficult to wait. There comes a time when 
the cup of endurance runs over and men are no longer willing to be 
plunged into an abyss of injustice where they experience the bleakness 
of corroding despair. I hope, sirs, you can understand our legitimate 
and unavoidable impatience.

You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to break laws. 
This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so diligently urge peo-
ple to obey the Supreme Court’s decision of 1954 outlawing segregation 
in the public schools, it is rather strange and paradoxical to find us 
consciously breaking laws. One may well ask, "How can you advocate 
breaking some laws and obeying others?" The answer is found in the 
fact that there are two types of laws: there are just laws, and there 
are unjust laws. I would agree with St. Augustine that "An unjust 
law is no law at all."

Now, what is the difference between the two? How does one deter-
mine when a law is just or unjust? A just law is a man-made code 
that squares with the moral law, or the law of God. An unjust law is 
a code that is out of harmony with the moral law. To put it in the 
terms of St. Thomas Aquinas, an unjust law is a human law that is not 
rooted in eternal and natural law. Any law that uplifts human per-
sonality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust. 
All segregation statutes are unjust because segregation distorts the 
soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a false sense
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of superiority and the segregated a false sense of inferiority. To use 
the words of Martin Buber, the great Jewish philosopher, segregation 
substitutes an "I - it" relationship for the "I - thou" relationship and 
ends up relegating persons to the status of things. So segregation is 
not only politically, economically, and sociologically unsound, but it is 
morally wrong and sinful. Paul Tillich has said that sin is separation. 
Isn’t segregation an existential expression of man’s tragic separation, 
an expression of his awful estrangement, his terrible sinfulness? So 
I can urge men to obey the 1954 decision of the Supreme Court be-
cause it is morally right, and I can urge them to disobey segregation 
ordinances because they are morally wrong.

Let us turn to a more concrete example of just and unjust laws. An 
unjust law is a code that a majority inflicts on a minority that is not 
binding on itself. This is difference made legal. On the other hand, a 
just law is a code that a majority compels a minority to follow, and 
that it is willing to follow itself. This is sameness made legal.

Let me give another explanation. An unjust law is a code inflicted 
upon a minority which that minority had no part in enacting or cre-
ating because it did not have the unhampered right to vote. Who 
can say that the legislature of Alabama which set up the segregation 
laws was democratically elected? Throughout the state of Alabama 
all types of conniving methods are used to prevent Negroes from be-
coming registered voters, and there are some counties without a single 
Negro registered to vote, despite the fact that the Negroes constitute 
a majority of the population. Can any law set up in such a state be 
considered democratically structured?

These are just a few examples of unjust and just laws. There are some 
instances when a law is just on its face and unjust in its application. 
For instance, I was arrested Friday on a charge of parading without a 
permit. Now, there is nothing wrong with an ordinance which requires 
a permit for a parade, but when the ordinance is used to preserve 
segregation and to deny citizens the First Amendment privilege of 
peaceful assembly and peaceful protest, then it becomes unjust.

Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil disobedience. It 
was seen sublimely in the refusal of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego 
to obey the laws of Nebuchadnezzar because a higher moral law was 
involved. It was practiced superbly by the early Christians, who were 
willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping 
blocks before submitting to certain unjust laws of the Roman Empire. 
To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today because Socrates 
practiced civil disobedience.
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We can never forget that everything Hitler did in Germany was "legal" 
and everything the Hungarian freedom fighters did in Hungary was 
"illegal." It was "illegal" to aid and comfort a Jew in Hitler’s Germany. 
But I am sure that if I had lived in Germany during that time, I 
would have aided and comforted my Jewish brothers even though it 
was illegal. If I lived in a Communist country today where certain 
principles dear to the Christian faith are suppressed, I believe I would 
openly advocate disobeying these anti-religious laws.

I must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish 
brothers. First, I must confess that over the last few years I have been 
gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached 
the regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in 
the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizens Councillor or 
the Ku Klux Klanner but the white moderate who is more devoted 
to order than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the 
absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; 
who constantly says, "I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I can’t 
agree with your methods of direct action"; who paternalistically feels 
that he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who lives by 
the myth of time; and who constantly advises the Negro to wait until a 
"more convenient season." Shallow understanding from people of good 
will is more frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of 
ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more bewildering than outright 
rejection.

In your statement you asserted that our actions, even though peaceful, 
must be condemned because they precipitate violence. But can this 
assertion be logically made? Isn’t this like condemning the robbed 
man because his possession of money precipitated the evil act of rob-
bery? Isn’t this like condemning Socrates because his unswerving com-
mitment to truth and his philosophical delvings precipitated the mis-
guided popular mind to make him drink the hemlock? Isn’t this like 
condemning Jesus because His unique God-consciousness and never-
ceasing devotion to His will precipitated the evil act of crucifixion?
We must come to see, as federal courts have consistently affirmed, 
that it is immoral to urge an individual to withdraw his efforts to gain 
his basic constitutional rights because the quest precipitates violence. 
Society must protect the robbed and punish the robber.

I had also hoped that the white moderate would reject the myth of 
time. I received a letter this morning from a white brother in Texas 
which said, "All Christians know that the colored people will receive 
equal rights eventually, but is it possible that you are in too great 
of a religious hurry? It has taken Christianity almost 2000 years to
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accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ take time to come to 
earth." All that is said here grows out of a tragic misconception of time. 
It is the strangely irrational notion that there is something in the very 
flow of time that will inevitably cure all ills. Actually, time is neutral. It 
can be used either destructively or constructively. I am coming to feel 
that the people of ill will have used time much more effectively than the 
people of good will. We will have to repent in this generation not merely 
for the vitriolic words and actions of the bad people but for the 
appalling silence of the good people. We must come to see that human 
progress never rolls in on wheels of inevitability. It comes through the 
tireless efforts and persistent work of men willing to be coworkers with 
God, and without this hard work time itself becomes an ally of the 
forces of social stagnation.

You spoke of our activity in Birmingham as extreme. At first I was 
rather disappointed that fellow clergymen would see my nonviolent 
efforts as those of an extremist. I started thinking about the fact that 
I stand in the middle of two opposing forces in the Negro commu-
nity. One is a force of complacency made up of Negroes who, as a 
result of long years of oppression, have been so completely drained of 
self-respect and a sense of "somebodyness" that they have adjusted to 
segregation, and, on the other hand, of a few Negroes in the mid-dle 
class who, because of a degree of academic and economic security and 
because at points they profit by segregation, have unconsciously 
become insensitive to the problems of the masses. The other force is 
one of bitterness and hatred and comes perilously close to advocating 
violence. It is expressed in the various black nationalist groups that 
are springing up over the nation, the largest and best known being 
Elijah Muhammad’s Muslim movement. This movement is nourished 
by the contemporary frustration over the continued existence of racial 
discrimination. It is made up of people who have lost faith in America, 
who have absolutely repudiated Christianity, and who have concluded 
that the white man is an incurable devil. I have tried to stand between 
these two forces, saying that we need not follow the do-nothingism of 
the complacent or the hatred and despair of the black nationalist. 
There is a more excellent way, of love and nonviolent protest. I’m 
grateful to God that, through the Negro church, the dimension of 
nonviolence entered our struggle. If this philosophy had not emerged, 
I am convinced that by now many streets of the South would be flow-
ing with floods of blood. And I am further convinced that if our white 
brothers dismiss as "rabble-rousers" and "outside agitators" those of us 
who are working through the channels of nonviolent direct action and 
refuse to support our nonviolent efforts, millions of Negroes, out of 
frustration and despair, will seek solace and security in black national-
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ist ideologies, a development that will lead inevitably to a frightening 
racial nightmare.

Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The urge for free-
dom will eventually come. This is what has happened to the American 
Negro. Something within has reminded him of his birthright of free-
dom; something without has reminded him that he can gain it. Con-
sciously and unconsciously, he has been swept in by what the Germans 
call the Zeitgeist, and with his black brothers of Africa and his brown 
and yellow brothers of Asia, South America, and the Caribbean, he is 
moving with a sense of cosmic urgency toward the promised land of 
racial justice. Recognizing this vital urge that has engulfed the Ne-
gro community, one should readily understand public demonstrations. 
The Negro has many pent-up resentments and latent frustrations. He 
has to get them out. So let him march sometime; let him have his 
prayer pilgrimages to the city hall; understand why he must have 
sitins and freedom rides. If his repressed emotions do not come out in 
these nonviolent ways, they will come out in ominous expressions of 
violence. This is not a threat; it is a fact of history. So I have not said 
to my people, "Get rid of your discontent." But I have tried to say 
that this normal and healthy discontent can be channeled through the 
creative outlet of nonviolent direct action. Now this approach is being 
dismissed as extremist. I must admit that I was initially disappointed 
in being so categorized.

But as I continued to think about the matter, I gradually gained a bit 
of satisfaction from being considered an extremist. Was not Jesus an 
extremist in love? – "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, 
pray for them that despitefully use you." Was not Amos an extremist 
for justice? – "Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a 
mighty stream." Was not Paul an extremist for the gospel of Jesus 
Christ? – "I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." Was not 
Martin Luther an extremist? – "Here I stand; I can do no other so help 
me God.” Was not John Bunyan an extremist? – ”I will stay in jail to 
the end of my days before I make a mockery of my conscience." Was not 
Abraham Lincoln an extremist? –"This nation cannot survive half slave 
and half free.” Was not Thomas Jefferson an extremist? – " We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” So the 
question is not whether we will be extremist, but what kind of 
extremists we will be. Will we be extremists for hate, or will we be 
extremists for love? Will we be extremists for the preservation of 
injustice, or will we be extremists for the cause of justice?

I had hoped that the white moderate would see this. Maybe I was too 
optimistic. Maybe I expected too much. I guess I should have realized
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that few members of a race that has oppressed another race can under-
stand or appreciate the deep groans and passionate yearnings of those 
that have been oppressed, and still fewer have the vision to see that 
injustice must be rooted out by strong, persistent, and determined 
action. I am thankful, however, that some of our white brothers have 
grasped the meaning of this social revolution and committed them-
selves to it. They are still all too small in quantity, but they are big 
in quality. Some, like Ralph McGill, Lillian Smith, Harry Golden, and 
James Dabbs, have written about our struggle in eloquent, prophetic, 
and understanding terms. Others have marched with us down name-
less streets of the South. They sat in with us at lunch counters and 
rode in with us on the freedom rides. They have languished in filthy 
roach-infested jails, suffering the abuse and brutality of angry police-
men who see them as "dirty nigger lovers." They, unlike many of their 
moderate brothers, have recognized the urgency of the moment and 
sensed the need for powerful "action" antidotes to combat the disease 
of segregation.

Let me rush on to mention my other disappointment. I have been 
disappointed with the white church and its leadership. Of course, 
there are some notable exceptions. I am not unmindful of the fact 
that each of you has taken some significant stands on this issue. I 
commend you, Reverend Stallings, for your Christian stand this past 
Sunday in welcoming Negroes to your Baptist Church worship service 
on a nonsegregated basis. I commend the Catholic leaders of this state 
for integrating Springhill College several years ago.

But despite these notable exceptions, I must honestly reiterate that I 
have been disappointed with the church. I do not say that as one of 
those negative critics who can always find something wrong with the 
church. I say it as a minister of the gospel who loves the church, who 
was nurtured in its bosom, who has been sustained by its Spiritual 
blessings, and who will remain true to it as long as the cord of life 
shall lengthen.

I had the strange feeling when I was suddenly catapulted into the 
leadership of the bus protest in Montgomery several years ago that we 
would have the support of the white church. I felt that the white min-
isters, priests, and rabbis of the South would be some of our strongest 
allies. Instead, some few have been outright opponents, refusing to 
understand the freedom movement and misrepresenting its leaders; all 
too many others have been more cautious than courageous and have 
remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained-glass win-
dows.
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In spite of my shattered dreams of the past, I came to Birmingham 
with the hope that the white religious leadership of this community 
would see the justice of our cause and with deep moral concern serve as 
the channel through which our just grievances could get to the power 
structure. I had hoped that each of you would understand. But again 
I have been disappointed.

I have heard numerous religious leaders of the South call upon their 
worshipers to comply with a desegregation decision because it is the 
law, but I have longed to hear white ministers say, follow this decree 
because integration is morally right and the Negro is your brother. 
In the midst of blatant injustices inflicted upon the Negro, I have 
watched white churches stand on the sidelines and merely mouth pious 
irrelevancies and sanctimonious trivialities. In the midst of a mighty 
struggle to rid our nation of racial and economic injustice, I have 
heard so many ministers say, "Those are social issues which the gospel 
has nothing to do with," and I have watched so many churches commit 
themselves to a completely otherworldly religion which made a strange 
distinction between bodies and souls, the sacred and the secular.

There was a time when the church was very powerful. It was during 
that period that the early Christians rejoiced when they were deemed 
worthy to suffer for what they believed. In those days the church was 
not merely a thermometer that recorded the ideas and principles of 
popular opinion; it was the thermostat that transformed the mores 
of society. Wherever the early Christians entered a town the power 
structure got disturbed and immediately sought to convict them for 
being "disturbers of the peace" and "outside agitators." But they went 
on with the conviction that they were ”a colony of heaven” and had 
to obey God rather than man. They were small in number but big in 
commitment. They were too God-intoxicated to be "astronomically 
intimidated." They brought an end to such ancient evils as infanticide 
and gladiatorial contest.

Things are different now. The contemporary church is so often a weak, 
ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound. It is so often the arch sup-
porter of the status quo. Far from being disturbed by the presence of 
the church, the power structure of the average community is consoled 
by the church’s often vocal sanction of things as they are.

But the judgment of God is upon the church as never before. If the 
church of today does not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early 
church, it will lose its authentic ring, forfeit the loyalty of millions, 
and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for the 
twentieth century. I meet young people every day whose disappoint-
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ment with the church has risen to outright disgust.

I hope the church as a whole will meet the challenge of this decisive 
hour. But even if the church does not come to the aid of justice, I 
have no despair about the future. I have no fear about the outcome 
of our struggle in Birmingham, even if our motives are presently mis-
understood. We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all 
over the nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused and 
scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with the destiny 
of America. Before the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we were here. 
Before the pen of Jefferson scratched across the pages of history the 
majestic word of the Declaration of Independence, we were here. For 
more than two centuries our foreparents labored here without wages; 
they made cotton king; and they built the homes of their masters in 
the midst of brutal injustice and shameful humiliation – and yet out of 
a bottomless vitality our people continue to thrive and develop. If the 
inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop us, the opposition we 
now face will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred 
heritage of our nation and the eternal will of God are embodied in our 
echoing demands.

I must close now. But before closing I am impelled to mention one 
other point in your statement that troubled me profoundly. You 
warmly commended the Birmingham police force for keeping "order" 
and "preventing violence." I don’t believe you would have so warmly 
commended the police force if you had seen its angry violent dogs liter-
ally biting six unarmed, nonviolent Negroes. I don’t believe you would 
so quickly commend the policemen if you would observe their ugly and 
inhuman treatment of Negroes here in the city jail; if you would watch 
them push and curse old Negro women and young Negro girls; if you 
would see them slap and kick old Negro men and young boys, if you 
would observe them, as they did on two occasions, refusing to give us 
food because we wanted to sing our grace together. I’m sorry that I 
can’t join you in your praise for the police department.

It is true that they have been rather disciplined in their public han-
dling of the demonstrators. In this sense they have been publicly 
"nonviolent." But for what purpose? To preserve the evil system of 
segregation. Over the last few years I have consistently preached that 
nonviolence demands that the means we use must be as pure as the 
ends we seek. So I have tried to make it clear that it is wrong to use 
immoral means to attain moral ends. But now I must affirm that it is 
just as wrong, or even more, to use moral means to preserve immoral 
ends.
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I wish you had commended the Negro demonstrators of Birmingham 
for their sublime courage, their willingness to suffer, and their amaz-
ing discipline in the midst of the most inhuman provocation. One 
day the South will recognize its real heroes. They will be the James 
Merediths, courageously and with a majestic sense of purpose facing 
jeering and hostile mobs and the agonizing loneliness that character-
izes the life of the pioneer. They will be old, oppressed, battered 
Negro women, symbolized in a seventy-two-year-old woman of Mont-
gomery, Alabama, who rose up with a sense of dignity and with her 
people decided not to ride the segregated buses, and responded to one 
who inquired about her tiredness with ungrammatical profundity, "My 
feets is tired, but my soul is rested." They will be young high school 
and college students, young ministers of the gospel and a host of their 
elders courageously and nonviolently sitting in at lunch counters and 
willingly going to jail for conscience’s sake. One day the South will 
know that when these disinherited children of God sat down at lunch 
counters they were in reality standing up for the best in the American 
dream and the most sacred values in our Judeo-Christian heritage.

Never before have I written a letter this long – or should I say a book?
I’m afraid that it is much too long to take your precious time. I can 
assure you that it would have been much shorter if I had been writing 
from a comfortable desk, but what else is there to do when you are 
alone for days in the dull monotony of a narrow jail cell other than 
write long letters, think strange thoughts, and pray long prayers?

If I have said anything in this letter that is an understatement of the 
truth and is indicative of an unreasonable impatience, I beg you to for-
give me. If I have said anything in this letter that is an overstatement 
of the truth and is indicative of my having a patience that makes me 
patient with anything less than brotherhood, I beg God to forgive me.

Yours for the cause of Peace and Brotherhood,

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.
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”Right of Death and Power over Life”

Nineteenth-century continental philosophy spoke German, and in the 
twentieth century would continue to do so in critical theory and 

phenomenology. But in existentialism, postmodernism, structuralism, 
and post-structuralism, it began to speak French again. And there is 

still no more prominent theorist in our time than Foucault, whose 
dissections of discourse and power are unavoidable. He subjects the 
entire modern project to a philosophico-historical analysis, including 

how modern society is formed by regulatory discourses.

Michel Foucault was born in 1926 in Poitiers, France, to a prominent, 
upper-middle-class, nominally Catholic provincial family, who opposed 
the Vichy regime. His father was an authoritarian physician. Foucault 
was emotionally troubled, but was a star student. His tutors included 

Jean Hyppolite, an existentialist who helped transmit Hegel to postwar 
France. The structural Marxist Althusser was one of his tutors at the

École Normale Supérieure, where Foucault seems to have made the first 
of several suicide attempts. In 1949, he wrote his master’s thesis under 
Hyppolite: The Constitution of a Historical Transcendental in Hegel’s

“Phenomenology of Spirit.” In 1953, Foucault read Nietzsche’s 
Untimely Meditations; it struck him like a revelation. Soon after, 

Foucault took in a performance of Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, and this 
too had a great effect. He obtained degrees in philosophy and 

psychology at the Sorbonne in 1961, writing a dissertation (criticized by 
Derrida) which would be abridged as Madness and Civilization and 
another on Kant’s anthropology, again under Hyppolite. In 1966, he 
published Les mots et les choses (translated as The Order of Things), 

which argues that every historical period has its own criteria of truth by 
which it recognizes what counts as scientific knowledge and what does 
not. Surprisingly, it became a bestseller, and seemed to constitute the 

passing of the mantle of France’s preeminent intellectual from Sartre to 
Foucault—and the eclipsing of existentialism by structuralism. In 1969, 

Foucault took up a chair in the history of systems of thought at the 
Collège de France. Despite his academic success, he sought “limit-

experiences,” in drugs and homosexual sadomasochism, dying of AIDS 
in 1984.

277



Michel Foucault

The History of Sexuality was a multi-volume project left incomplete. 
The first volume, which serves as an introduction to the series, is 
entitled The Will to Knowledge, (published in 1976,); it proceeds 

according to Foucault’s genealogical method. (Our selection is that 
book’s conclusion.) He traces how our talk about sex relates to the 
nation-state’s ambition to “administer life,” through biopower and 

through “governmentality” (how rulers direct their subject 
populations, on the model of medieval pastoral care). He also 
indicates how modern sex-talk relates to the process by which 

individuals become subjects, internalizing alien norms. If the promise 
of modernity was emancipation, Foucault helps show how that 

promise has gone unfulfilled.
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"Right of Death and Power over Life"

For a long time, one of the characteristic privileges of sovereign power 
was the right to decide life and death. In a formal sense, it derived no 
doubt from the ancient patria  potestas  that granted the father of the 
Roman family the right to “dispose” of the life of his children and his 
slaves; just as he had given them life, so he could take it away. By the 
time the right of life and death was framed by the classical theo-
reticians, it was in a considerably diminished form. It was no longer 
considered that this power of the sovereign over his subjects could 
be exercised in an absolute and unconditional way, but only in cases 
where the sovereign’s very existence was in jeopardy: a sort of right 
of rejoinder. If he were threatened by external enemies who sought to 
overthrow him or contest his rights, he could then legitimately wage 
war, and require his subjects to take part in the defense of the state; 
without “directly proposing their death,” he was empowered to “ex-
pose their life”: in this sense, he wielded an “indirect” power over 
them of life and death. But if someone dared to rise up against him 
and transgress his laws, then he could exercise a direct power over 
the offender’s life: as punishment, the latter would be put to death. 
Viewed in this way, the power of life and death was not an absolute 
privilege: it was conditioned by the defense of the sovereign, and his 
own survival. Must we follow Hobbes in seeing it as the transfer to the 
prince of the natural right possessed by every individual to defend his 
life even if this meant the death of others? Or should it be regarded 
as a specific right that was manifested with the formation of that new 
juridical being, the sovereign? In any case, in its modern form—relative 
and limited—as in its ancient and absolute form, the right of 
life and death is a dissymmetrical one. The sovereign exercised 
his right of life only by exercising his right to kill, or by refraining 
from killing; he evidenced his power over life only through the 
death he was capable of requiring. The right which was 
formulated as the “power of life and death” was in reality the 
right to take life or let live. Its symbol, after all, was the sword. 
Perhaps this juridical form must be referred to a historical type of 
society in which power was exercised mainly as a means 
of deduction (prélèvement), a subtraction mechanism, a right 
to appropriate a portion of the wealth, a tax of products, goods 
and services, labor and blood, levied on the subjects. Power in 
this instance was essentially a right of seizure: of things, 
time, bodies, and ultimately life itself; it culminated in the 
privilege to seize hold of life in order to suppress it.

Since the classical age the West has undergone a very profound trans-
formation of these mechanisms of power. “Deduction” has tended to 
be no longer the major form of power but merely one element among 
others, working to incite, reinforce, control, monitor, optimize, and or-
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ganize the forces under it: a power bent on generating forces, making 
them grow, and ordering them, rather than one dedicated to imped-
ing them, making them submit, or destroying them. There has been a 
parallel shift in the right of death, or at least a tendency to align itself 
with the exigencies of a life-administering power and to define itself 
accordingly. This death that was based on the right of the sovereign 
is now manifested as simply the reverse of the right of the social body 
to ensure, maintain, or develop its life. Yet wars were never as bloody 
as they have been since the nineteenth century, and all things being 
equal, never before did regimes visit such holocausts on their own 
populations. But this formidable power of death – and this is perhaps 
what accounts for part of its force and the cynicism with which it has 
so greatly expanded its limits – now presents itself as the counterpart 
of a power that exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavors to 
administer, optimize, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls 
and comprehensive regulations. Wars are no longer waged in the name 
of a sovereign who must be defended; they are waged on behalf of the 
existence of everyone; entire populations are mobilized for the pur-
pose of wholesale slaughter in the name of life necessity: massacres 
have become vital. It is as managers of life and survival, of bodies 
and the race, that so many regimes have been able to wage so many 
wars, causing so many men to be killed. And through a turn that 
closes the circle, as the technology of wars has caused them to tend in-
creasingly toward all-out destruction, the decision that initiates them 
and the one that terminates them are in fact increasingly informed 
by the naked question of survival. The atomic situation is now at the 
end point of this process: the power to expose a whole population to 
death is the underside of the power to guarantee an individual’s con-
tinued existence. The principle underlying the tactics of battle that 
one has to be capable of killing in order to go on living-has become 
the principle that defines the strategy of states. But the existence in 
question is no longer the juridical existence of sovereignty; at stake 
is the biological existence of a population. If genocide is indeed the 
dream of modern powers, this is not because of a recent return of the 
ancient right to kill; it is because power is situated and exercised at 
the level of life, the species, the race, and the large—scale 
phenomena of population.

On another level, I might have taken up the example of the death 
penalty. Together with war, it was for a long time the other form of 
the right of the sword; it constituted the reply of the sovereign to those 
who attacked his will, his law, or his person. Those who died on the 
scaffold became fewer and fewer, in contrast to those who died in wars. 
But it was for the same reasons that the latter became more numerous
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and the former more and more rare. As soon as power gave itself the 
function of administering life, its reason for being and the logic of its 
exercise—and not the awakening of humanitarian feelings—made it 
more and more difficult to apply the death penalty. How could power 
exercise its highest prerogatives by putting people to death, when its 
main role was to ensure, sustain, and multiply life, to put this life in 
order? For such a power, execution was at the same time a limit, a 
scandal, and a contradiction. Hence capital punishment could not be 
maintained except by invoking less the enormity of the crime itself than 
the monstrosity of the criminal, his incorrigibility, and the safeguard of 
society. One had the right to kill those who represented a kind of 
biological danger to others.

One might say that the ancient right to take life or let live was replaced 
by a power to foster life or disallow it to the point of death. This is per-
haps what explains that disqualification of death which marks the re-
cent wane of the rituals that accompanied it. That death is so carefully 
evaded is linked less to a new anxiety which makes death unbearable 
for our societies than to the fact that the procedures of power have not 
ceased to turn away from death. In the passage from this world to the 
other, death was the manner in which a terrestrial sovereignty was re-
lieved by another, singularly more powerful sovereignty; the pageantry 
that surrounded it was in the category of political ceremony. Now it is 
over life, throughout its unfolding, that power establishes its dominion; 
death is power’s limit, the moment that escapes it; death becomes the 
most secret aspect of existence, the most “private.” It is not surpris-ing 
that suicide—once a crime, since it was a way to usurp the power of 
death which the sovereign alone, whether the one here below or the 
Lord above, had the right to exercise—became, in the course of the 
nineteenth century, one of the first conducts to enter into the sphere of 
sociological analysis; it testified to the individual and private right to 
die, at the borders and in the interstices of power that was exercised 
over life. This determination to die, strange and yet so persistent and 
constant in its manifestations, and consequently so difficult to explain 
as being due to particular circumstances or individual accidents, was 
one of the first astonishments of a society in which political power had 
assigned itself the task of administering life.

In concrete terms, starting in the seventeenth century, this power over 
life evolved in two basic forms; these forms were not antithetical, how-
ever; they constituted rather two poles of development linked together 
by a whole intermediary cluster of relations. One of these poles-the first 
to be formed, it seems—centered on the body as a machine: its 
disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the extortion of its

281



Michel Foucault

forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility, its inte-
gration into systems of efficient and economic controls, all this was 
ensured by the procedures of power that characterized the disciplines: 
an anatomo-politics of the human body. The second, formed some-what 
later, focused on the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics 
of life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, 
births and mortality, the level of health, life expectancy and longevity, 
with all the conditions that can cause these to vary. Their supervision 
was effected through an entire series of interventions and regulatory 
controls: a bio-politics of the population. The disciplines of the body 
and the regulations of the population consti-tuted the two poles around 
which the organization of power over life was deployed. The setting 
up, in the course of the classical age, of this great bipolar 
technology—anatomic and biological, individualizing and specifying, 
directed toward the performances of the body, with attention to the 
processes of life—characterized a power whose highest function was 
perhaps no longer to kill, but to invest life through and through.

The old power of death that symbolized sovereign power was now care-
fully supplanted by the administration of bodies and the calculated 
management of life. During the classical period, there was a rapid de-
velopment of various disciplines-universities, secondary schools, bar-
racks, workshops; there was also the emergence, in the field of politi-cal 
practices and economic observation, of the problems of birthrate, 
longevity, public health, housing, and migration. Hence there was an 
explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subju-
gation of bodies and the control of populations, marking the beginning 
of an era of biopower. The two directions taken by its development still 
appeared to be clearly separate in the eighteenth century. With regard 
to discipline, this development was embodied in institutions such as the 
army and the schools, and in reflections on tactics, apprenticeship, 
education, and the nature of societies, ranging from the strictly mil-
itary analyses of Marshal de Saxe to the political reveries of Guibert or 
Servan. As for population controls, one notes the emergence of 
demography, the evaluation of the relationship between resources and 
inhabitants, the constructing of tables analyzing wealth and its circu-
lation: the work of Quesnay, Moheau, and Slissmilch. The philosophy of 
the “Ideologists,” as a theory of ideas, signs, and the individual genesis 
of sensations, but also a theory of the social composition of interests-
ideology being a doctrine of apprenticeship, but also a doc-trine of 
contracts and the regulated formation of the social body-no 
doubt constituted the abstract discourse in which one sought to 
coordinate these two techniques of power in order to construct a general
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theory of it. In point of fact, however, they were not to be joined 
at the level of a speculative discourse, but in the form of concrete 
arrangements (agencements concrets) that would go to make up the 
great technology of power in the nineteenth century: the deployment 
of sexuality would be one of them, and one of the most important.

This bio-power was without question an indispensable element in the 
development of capitalism; the latter would not have been possible 
without the controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of pro-
duction and the adjustment of the phenomena of population to eco-
nomic processes. But this was not all it required; it also needed the 
growth of both these factors, their reinforcement as well as their avail-
ability and docility; it had to have methods of power capable of op-
timizing forces, aptitudes, and life in general without at the same 
time making them more difficult to govern. If the development of the 
great instruments of the state, as institutions of power, ensured the 
maintenance of production relations, the rudiments of anatomo- and 
bio-politics, created in the eighteenth century as techniques of power 
present at every level of the social body and utilized by very diverse 
institutions (the family and the army, schools and the police, individ-
ual medicine and the administration of collective bodies), operated in 
the sphere of economic processes, their development, and the forces 
working to sustain them. They also acted as factors of segregation 
and social hierarchization, exerting their influence on the respective 
forces of both these movements, guaranteeing relations of domination 
and effects of hegemony. The adjustment of the accumulation of men 
to that of capital, the joining of the growth of human groups to the 
expansion of productive forces and the differential allocation of profit, 
were made possible in part by the exercise of bio-power in its many 
forms and modes of application. The investment of the body, its val-
orization, and the distributive management of its forces were at the 
time indispensable.

One knows how many times the question has been raised concerning 
the role of an ascetic morality in the first formation of capitalism; but 
what occurred in the eighteenth century in some Western countries, 
an event bound up with the development of capitalism, was a different 
phenomenon having perhaps a wider impact than the new morality; 
this was nothing less than the entry of life into history, that is, the 
entry of phenomena peculiar to the life of the human species into the 
order of knowledge and power, into the sphere of political techniques. 
It is not a question of claiming that this was the moment when the 
first contact between life and history was brought about. On the 
contrary, the pressure exerted by the biological on the historical had
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remained very strong for thousands of years; epidemics and famine 
were the two great dramatic forms of this relationship that was always 
dominated by the menace of death. But through a circular process, the 
economic-and primarily agricultural-development of the eighteenth 
century, and an increase in productivity and resources even more rapid 
than the demographic growth it encouraged, allowed a measure of 
relief from these profound threats: despite some renewed outbreaks, 
the period of great ravages from starvation and plague had come to a 
close before the French Revolution; death was ceasing to torment life 
so directly. But at the same time, the development of the different 
fields of knowledge concerned with life in general, the improvement of 
agricultural techniques, and the observations and measures relative to 
man’s life and survival contributed to this relaxation: a relative control 
over life averted some of the imminent risks of death. In the space for 
movement thus conquered, and broadening and organizing that space, 
methods of power and knowledge assumed responsibility for the life 
processes and undertook to control and modify them. Western man 
was gradually learning what it meant to be a living species in a living 
world, to have a body, conditions of existence, probabilities of life, an 
individual and collective welfare, forces that could be modified, and a 
space in which they could be distributed in an optimal manner. For 
the first time in history, no doubt, biological existence was reflected 
in political existence; the fact of living was no longer an inaccessible 
substrate that only emerged from time to time, amid the randomness 
of death and its fatality; part of it passed into knowledge’s field of 
control and power’s sphere of intervention. Power would no longer be 
dealing simply with legal subjects over whom the ultimate dominion 
was death, but with living beings, and the mastery it would be able to 
exercise over them would have to be applied at the level of life itself; 
it was the taking charge of life, more than the threat of death, that 
gave power its access even to the body. If one can apply the term 
bio-history to the pressures through which the movements of life and 
the processes of history interfere with one another, one would have to 
speak of bio-power to designate what brought life and its mechanisms 
into the realm of explicit calculations and made knowledge-power an 
agent of transformation of human life. It is not that life has been 
totally integrated into techniques that govern and administer it; it 
constantly escapes them. Outside the Western world, famine exists, 
on a greater scale than ever; and the biological risks confronting the 
species are perhaps greater, and certainly more serious, than before the 
birth of microbiology. But what might be called a society’s “threshold 
of modernity” has been reached when the life of the species is wagered 
on its own political strategies. For millennia, man remained what he
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was for Aristotle: a living animal with the additional capacity for a 
political existence; modern man is an animal whose politics places 
his existence as a living being in question. 

This transformation had considerable consequences. It would serve no 
purpose here to dwell on the rupture that occurred then in the pattern 
of scientific discourse and on the manner in which the twofold 
problematic of life and man disrupted and redistributed the order of the 
classical episteme. If the question of man was raised-insofar as he was a 
specific living being, and specifically related to other living beings-the 
reason for this is to be sought in the new mode of relation between 
history and life: in this dual position of life that placed it at the same 
time outside history, in its biological environment, and inside human 
historicity, penetrated by the latter’s techniques of knowledge and 
power. There is no need either to lay further stress on the proliferation 
of political technologies that ensued, investing the body, health, modes 
of subsistence and habitation, living conditions, the whole space of 
existence.

Another consequence of this development of bio-power was the growing 
importance assumed by the action of the norm, at the expense of the 
juridical system of the law. Law cannot help but but be armed, and its 
arm, par excellence, is death; to those who transgress it, it replies, at 
least as a last resort, with that absolute menace. The law always refers 
to the sword. But a power whose task is to take charge of life needs 
continuous regulatory and corrective mechanisms. It is no longer a 
matter of bringing death into play in the field of sovereignty, but of 
distributing the living in the domain of value and utility. Such a power 
has to qualify, measure, appraise, and hierarchize, rather than display 
itself in its murderous splendor; it does not have to draw the line that 
separates the enemies of the sovereign from his obedient subjects; it 
effects distributions around the norm. I do not mean to say that the law 
fades into the background or that the institutions of justice tend to 
disappear, but rather that the law operates more and more as a norm, 
and that the judicial institution is increasingly incorporated into a 
continuum of apparatuses (medical, administrative, and so on) whose 
functions are for the most part regulatory. A normalizing society is the 
historical outcome of a technology of power centered on life. We have 
entered a phase of juridical regression in comparison with the pre-
seventeenth-century societies we are acquainted with; we should not be 
deceived by all the Constitutions framed throughout the world since 
the French Revolution, the Codes written and revised, a whole 
continual and clamorous legislative activity: these were the forms that 
made an essentially normalizing power acceptable.
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Moreover, against this power that was still new in the nineteenth cen-
tury, the forces that resisted relied for support on the very thing it 
invested, that is, on life and man as a living being. Since the last 
century, the great struggles that have challenged the general system of 
power were not guided by the belief in a return to former rights, or by 
the age-old dream of a cycle of time or a Golden Age. One no longer 
aspired toward the coming of the emperor of the poor, or the kingdom 
of the latter days, or even the restoration of our imagined ancestral 
rights; what was demanded and what served as an objective was life, 
understood as the basic needs, man’s concrete essence, the realization 
of his potential, a plenitude of the possible. Whether or not it was 
Utopia that was wanted is of little importance; what we have seen has 
been a very real process of struggle; life as a political object was in a 
sense taken at face value and turned back against the system that was 
bent on controlling it. It was life more than the law that became the 
issue of political struggles, even if the latter were formulated through 
affirmations concerning rights. The “right” to life, to one’s body, to 
health, to happiness, to the satisfaction of needs, and beyond all the 
oppressions or “alienations,” the “right” to rediscover what one is and 
all that one can be, this “right”-which the classical juridical system 
was utterly incapable of comprehending-was the political response to 
all these new procedures of power which did not derive, either, from 
the traditional right of sovereignty.

This is the background that enables us to understand the importance 
assumed by sex as a political issue. It was at the pivot of the two axes 
along which developed the entire political technology of life. On the 
one hand it was tied to the disciplines of the body: the harnessing, 
intensification, and distribution of forces, the adjustment and econ-
omy of energies. On the other hand, it was applied to the regulation 
of populations, through all the far-reaching effects of its activity. It 
fitted in both categories at once, giving rise to infinitesimal surveil-
lances, permanent controls, extremely meticulous orderings of space, 
indeterminate medical or psychological body. But it gave rise as well 
to comprehensive measures, statistical assessments, and interventions 
aimed at the entire social body or at groups taken as a whole. Sex 
was a means of access both to the life of the body and the life of the 
species. It was employed as a standard for the disciplines and as a 
basis for regulations. This is why in the nineteenth century sexuality 
was sought out in the smallest details of individual existences; it was 
tracked down in behavior, pursued in dreams; it was suspected of un-
derlying the least follies, it was traced back into the earliest years of 
childhood; it became the stamp of individuality-at the same time what 
enabled one to analyze the latter and what made it possible to master
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it. But one also sees it becoming the theme of political operations, eco-
nomic interventions (through incitements to or curbs on procreation), 
and ideological campaigns for raising standards of morality and re-
sponsibility: it was put forward as the index of a society’s strength, 
revealing of both its political energy and its biological vigor. Spread 
out from one pole to the other of this technology of sex was a whole 
series of different tactics that combined in varying proportions the 
objective of disciplining the body and that of regulating populations.

Whence the importance of the four great lines of attack along which 
the politics of sex advanced for two centuries. Each one was a way of 
combining disciplinary techniques with regulative methods. The first 
two rested on the requirements of regulation, on a whole thematic of 
the species, descent, and collective welfare, in order to obtain results at 
the level of discipline; the sexualization of children was accomplished 
in the form of a campaign for the health of the race (precocious sex-
uality was presented from the eighteenth century to the end of the 
nineteenth as an epidemic menace that risked compromising not only 
the future health of adults but the future of the entire society and 
species); the hysterization of women, which involved a thorough med-
icalization of their bodies and their sex, was carried out in the name 
of the examinations, to an entire micro-power concerned with the re-
sponsibility they owed to the health of their children, the solidity of 
the family institution, and the safeguarding of society. It was the re-
verse relationship that applied in the case of birth controls and the 
psychiatrization of perversions: here the intervention was regulatory 
in nature, but it had to rely on the demand for individual disciplines 
and constraints (dressages). Broadly speaking, at the juncture of the 
“body” and the “population,” sex became a crucial target of a power 
organized around the management of life rather than the menace of 
death.

The blood relation long remained an important element in the mech-
anisms of power, its manifestations, and its rituals. For a society in 
which the systems of alliance, the political form of the sovereign, the 
differentiation into orders and castes, and the value of descent lines 
were predominant; for a society in which famine, epidemics, and vio-
lence made death imminent, blood constituted one of the fundamental 
values. It owed its high value at the same time to its instrumental role 
(the ability to shed blood), to the way it functioned in the order of signs 
(to have a certain blood, to be of the same blood, to be prepared to 
risk one’s blood), and also to its precariousness (easily spilled, subject 
to drying up, too readily mixed, capable of being quickly corrupted). 
A society of blood-I was tempted to say, of “sanguinity”-where power
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spoke through  blood: the honor of war, the fear of famine, the tri-umph 
of death, the sovereign with his sword, executioners, and tor-tures; 
blood was a  reality  with  a  symbolic  function . We, on the other hand, are 
in a society of “sex,” or rather a society “with a sexuality”: the 
mechanisms of power are addressed to the body, to life, to what causes 
it to proliferate, to what reinforces the species, its stamina, its ability to 
dominate, or its capacity for being used. Through the themes of health, 
progeny, race, the future of the species, the vitality of the social body, 
power spoke of  sexuality and to  sexuality; the latter was not a mark or a 
symbol, it was an object and a target. Moreover, its importance was due 
less to its rarity or its precariousness than to its insistence, its insidious 
presence, the fact that it was everywhere an object of excitement and 
fear at the same time. Power delineated it, aroused it, and employed it 
as the proliferating meaning that had always to be taken control of 
again lest it escape; it was an effect with a meaning-value. I do not 
mean to say that a substitution of sex for blood was by itself responsible 
for all the transformations that marked the threshold of our modernity. 
It is not the soul of two civilizations or the organizing principle of two 
cultural forms that I am attempt-ing to express; I am looking for the 
reasons for which sexuality, far from being repressed in the society of 
that period, on the contrary was constantly aroused. The new 
procedures of power that were devised during the classical age and 
employed in the nineteenth century were what caused our societies to 
go from a symbolics of blood to an ana-lytics of sexuality. Clearly, 
nothing was more on the side of the law, death, transgression, the 
symbolic, and sovereignty than blood; just as sexuality was on the side 
of the norm, knowledge, life, meaning, the disciplines, and regulations.

Sade and the first eugenists were contemporary with this transition 
from “sanguinity” to “sexuality.” But whereas the first dreams of the 
perfecting of the species inclined the whole problem toward an ex-
tremely exacting administration of sex (the art of determining good 
marriages, of inducing the desired fertilities, of ensuring the health and 
longevity of children), and while the new concept of race tended to 
obliterate the aristocratic particularities of blood, retaining only the 
controllable effects of sex, Sade carried the exhaustive analysis of sex 
over into the mechanisms of the old power of sovereignty and endowed 
it with the ancient but fully maintained prestige of blood; the latter 
flowed through the whole dimension of pleasure-the blood of torture 
and absolute power, the blood of the caste which was respected in itself 
and which nonetheless was made to flow in the major rituals of parricide 
and incest, the blood of the people, which was shed unre-servedly since 
the sort that flowed in its veins was not even deserving
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of a name. In Sade, sex is without any norm or intrinsic rule that 
might be formulated from its own nature; but it is subject to the un-
restricted law of a power which itself knows no other law but its own; if 
by chance it is at times forced to accept the order of progressions care-
fully disciplined into successive days, this exercise carries it to a point 
where it is no longer anything but a unique and naked sovereignty: an 
unlimited right of all-powerful monstrosity.

While it is true that the analytics of sexuality and the symbolics of 
blood were grounded at first in two very distinct regimes of power, in 
actual fact the passage from one to the other did not come about (any 
more than did these powers themselves) without overlappings, inter-
actions, and echoes. In different ways, the preoccupation with blood 
and the law has for nearly two centuries haunted the administration 
of sexuality. Two of these interferences are noteworthy, the one for its 
historical importance, the other for the problems it poses. Beginning 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, the thematics of blood 
was sometimes called on to lend its entire historical weight toward re-
vitalizing the type of political power that was exercised through the 
devices of sexuality. Racism took shape at this point (racism in its 
modern, “biologizing,” statist form): it was then that a whole politics 
of settlement (peuplement), family, marriage, education, social hierar-
chization, and property, accompanied by a long series of permanent 
interventions at the level of the body, conduct, health, and everyday 
life, received their color and their justification from the mythical con-
cern with protecting the purity of the blood and ensuring the triumph 
of the race. Nazism was doubtless the most cunning and the most 
naive (and the former because of the latter) combination of the fan-
tasies of blood and the paroxysms of a disciplinary power. A eugenic 
ordering of society, with all that implied in the way of extension and 
intensification of micro-powers, in the guise of an unrestricted state 
control (étatisation), was accompanied by the oneiric exaltation of a 
superior blood; the latter implied both the systematic genocide of oth-
ers and the risk of exposing oneself to a total sacrifice. It is an irony 
of history that the Hitlerite politics of sex remained an insignificant 
practice while the blood myth was transformed into the greatest blood 
bath in recent memory.

At the opposite extreme, starting from this same end of the nineteenth 
century, we can trace the theoretical effort to reinscribe the thematic 
of sexuality in the system of law, the symbolic order, and sovereignty. 
It is to the political credit of psychoanalysis-or at least, of what was 
most coherent in it-that it regarded with suspicion (and this from its 
inception, that is, from the moment it broke away from the neuropsy-
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chiatry of degenerescence) the irrevocably proliferating aspects which 
might be contained in these power mechanisms aimed at controlling 
and administering the everyday life of sexuality: whence the Freudian 
endeavor (out of reaction no doubt to the great surge of racism that was 
contemporary with it) to ground sexuality in the law—the law of 
alliance, tabooed consanguinity, and the Sovereign-Father, in short, to 
surround desire with all the trappings of the old order of power. It was 
owing to this that psychoanalysis was-in the main, with a few 
exceptions—in theoretical and practical opposition to fascism. But this 
position of psychoanalysis was tied to a specific historical conjuncture. 
And yet, to conceive the category of the sexual in terms of the law, 
death, blood, and sovereignty—whatever the references to Sade and 
Bataille, and however one might gauge their “subversive” influence—is 
in the last analysis a historical “retro-version.” We must conceptualize 
the deployment of sexuality on the basis of the techniques of power that 
are contemporary with it.

People are going to say that I am dealing in a historicism which is 
more careless than radical; that I am evading the biologically estab-
lished existence of sexual functions for the benefit of phenomena that 
are variable, perhaps, but fragile, secondary, and ultimately superfi-
cial; and that I speak of sexuality as if sex did not exist. And one 
would be entitled to object as follows: “You claim to analyze in detail 
the processes by which women’s bodies, the lives of children, family 
relationships, and an entire network of social relations were sexualized. 
You wish to describe that great awakening of sexual concern since the 
eighteenth century and our growing eagerness to suspect the presence 
of sex in everything. Let us admit as much and suppose that the mech-
anisms of power were in fact used more to arouse and ‘excite’ sexuality 
than to repress it. But here you remain quite near to the thing you no 
doubt believe you have gotten away from; at bottom, when you point 
out phenomena of diffusion, anchorage, and fixation of sexuality, you 
are trying to reveal what might be called the organization of ‘erotic 
zones’ in the social body; it may well be the case that you have done 
nothing more than transpose to the level of diffuse processes mecha-
nisms which psychoanalysis has identified with precision at the level 
of the individual. But you pass over the thing on the basis of which 
this sexualization was able to develop and which psychoanalysis does 
not fail to recognize-namely, sex. Before Freud, one sought to localize 
sexuality as closely as possible: in sex, in its reproductive functions, 
in its immediate anatomical localizations; one fell back upon a biolog-
ical minimum: organ, instinct, and finality. You, on the other hand, 
are in a symmetrical and inverse position: for you, there remain only 
groundless effects, ramifications without roots, a sexuality without a
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sex. What is this if not castration once again?”

Here we need to distinguish between two questions. First, does the 
analysis of sexuality necessarily imply the elision of the body, anatomy, 
the biological, the functional? To this question, I think we can reply 
in the negative. In any case, the purpose of the present study is 
in fact to show how deployments of power are directly connected to the 
body—to bodies, functions, physiological processes, sensations, and 
pleasures; far from the body having to be effaced, what is needed is 
to make it visible through an analysis in which the biological and the 
historical are not consecutive to one another, as in the evolutionism 
of the first sociologists, but are bound together in an increasingly 
complex fashion in accordance with the development of the modern 
technologies of power that take life as their objective. Hence I do not 
envisage a “history of mentalities” that would take account of bodies 
only through the manner in which they have been perceived and given 
meaning and value; but a “history of bodies” and the manner in which 
what is most material and most vital in them has been invested.

Another question, distinct from the first one: this materiality that 
is referred to, is it not, then, that of sex, and is it not paradoxical 
to venture a history of sexuality at the level of bodies, without there 
being the least question of sex? After all, is the power that is exercised 
through sexuality not directed specifically at that element of reality 
which is “sex,” sex in general? That sexuality is not, in relation to 
power, an exterior domain to which power is applied, that on the 
contrary it is a result and an instrument of power’s designs, is all very 
well. But as for sex, is it not the “other” with respect to power, while 
being the center around which sexuality distributes its effects? Now, 
it is precisely this idea of sex in itself that we cannot accept without 
examination. Is “sex” really the anchorage point that supports the 
manifestations of sexuality, or is it not rather a complex idea that 
was formed inside the deployment of sexuality? In any case, one could 
show how this idea of sex took form in the different strategies of power 
and the definite role it played therein.

All along the great lines which the development of the deployment of 
sexuality has followed since the nineteenth century, one sees the elab-
oration of this idea that there exists something other than bodies, or-
gans, somatic localizations, functions, anatomo-physiological systems, 
sensations, and pleasures; something else and something more, with 
intrinsic properties and laws of its own: “sex.” Thus, in the process 
of hysterization of women, “sex” was defined in three ways: as that 
which belongs in common to men and women; as that which belongs, 
par excellence, to men, and hence is lacking in women; but at the
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same time, as that which by itself constitutes woman’s body, ordering 
it wholly in terms of the functions of reproduction and keeping it in 
constant agitation through the effects of that very function. Hysteria 
was interpreted in this strategy as the movement of sex insofar as it 
was the “one” and the “other,” whole and part, principle and lack. In 
the sexualization of childhood, there was formed the idea of a sex that 
was both present (from the evidence of anatomy) and absent (from 
the standpoint of physiology), present too if one considered its activ-
ity, and deficient if one referred to its reproductive finality; or again, 
actual in its manifestations, but hidden in its eventual effects, whose 
pathological seriousness would only become apparent later. If the sex 
of the child was still present in the adult, it was in the form of a secret 
causality that tended to nullify the sex of the latter (it was one of 
the tenets of eighteenth- and nineteenth century medicine that preco-
cious sex would eventually result in sterility, impotence, frigidity, the 
inability to experience pleasure, or the deadening of the senses); by 
sexualizing childhood, the idea was established of a sex characterized 
essentially by the interplay of presence and absence, the visible and 
the hidden; masturbation and the effects imputed to it were thought 
to reveal in a privileged way this interplay of presence and absence, of 
the visible and the hidden.

In the psychiatrization of perversions, sex was related to biological 
functions and to an anatomo-physiological machinery that gave it its 
“meaning,” that is, its finality; but it was also referred to an instinct 
which, through its peculiar development and according to the objects 
to which it could become attached, made it possible for perverse behav-
ior patterns to arise and made their genesis intelligible. Thus “sex” 
was defined by the interlacing of function and instinct, finality and 
signification; moreover, this was the form in which it was manifested, 
more clearly than anywhere else, in the model perversion, in that 
“fetishism” which, from at least as early as 1877, served as the guid-
ing thread for analyzing all the other deviations. In it one could clearly 
perceive the way in which the instinct became fastened to an object 
in accordance with an individual’s historical adherence and biological 
inadequacy. Lastly, in the socialization of procreative behavior, “sex” 
was described as being caught between a law of reality (economic ne-
cessity being its most abrupt and immediate form) and an economy of 
pleasure which was always attempting to circumvent that law—when, 
that is, it did not ignore it altogether. The most notorious of “frauds,” 
coitus interruptus, represented the point where the insistence of the 
real forced an end to pleasure and where the pleasure found a way to 
surface despite the economy dictated by the real. It is apparent that 
the deployment of sexuality, with its different strategies, was what es-
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tablished this notion of “sex”; and in the four major forms of hysteria, 
onanism, fetishism, and interrupted coition, it showed this sex to be 
governed by the interplay of whole and part, principle and lack, ab-
sence and presence, excess and deficiency, by the function of instinct, 
finality, and meaning, of reality and pleasure.

The theory thus generated performed a certain number of functions 
that made it indispensable. First, the notion of “sex” made it pos-
sible to group together, in an artificial unity, anatomical elements, 
biological functions, conducts, sensations, and pleasures, and it en-
abled one to make use of this fictitious unity as a causal principle, 
an omnipresent meaning, a secret to be discovered everywhere: sex 
was thus able to function as a unique signifier and as a universal signi-
fied. Further, by presenting itself in a unitary fashion, as anatomy and 
lack, as function and latency, as instinct and meaning, it was able to 
mark the line of contact between a knowledge of human sexuality and 
the biological sciences of reproduction; thus, without really borrowing 
anything from the these sciences, excepting a few doubtful analogies, 
the knowledge of sexuality gained through proximity a guarantee ·of 
quasi-scientificity; but by virtue of this same proximity, some of the 
contents of biology and physiology were able to serve as a principle 
of normality for human sexuality. Finally, the notion of sex brought 
about a fundamental reversal; it made it possible to invert the repre-
sentation of the relationships of power to sexuality, causing the latter 
to appear, not in its essential and positive relation to power, but as 
being rooted in a specific and irreducible urgency which power tries 
as best it can to dominate; thus the idea of “sex” makes it possi-
ble to evade what gives “power” its power; it enables one to conceive 
power solely as law and taboo. Sex—that agency which appears to 
dominate us and that secret which seems to underlie all that we are, 
that point which enthralls us through the the power it manifests and 
the meaning it conceals, and which we ask to reveal what we are and to 
free us from what defines us—is doubtless but an ideal point made 
necessary by the deployment of sexuality and its operation. We must 
not make the mistake of thinking that sex is an autonomous agency 
which secondarily produces manifold effects of sexuality over the en-
tire length of its surface of contact with power. On the contrary, sex 
is the most speculative, most ideal, and most internal element in a 
deployment of sexuality organized by power in its grip on bodies and 
their materiality, their forces, energies, sensations, and pleasures.

It might be added that “sex” performs yet another function that runs 
through and sustains the ones we have just examined. Its role in this 
instance is more practical than theoretical. It is through sex—in fact, 
an
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imaginary point determined by the deployment of sexuality—that each 
individual has to pass in order to have access to his own intelligibility 
(seeing that it is both the hidden aspect and the generative principle 
of meaning), to the whole of his body (since it is a real and threatened 
part of it, while symbolically constituting the whole), to his identity 
(since it joins the force of a drive to the singularity of a history). 
Through a reversal that doubtless had its surreptitious beginnings long 
ago-it was already making itself felt at the time of the Christian 
pastoral of the flesh—we have arrived at the point where we expect our 
intelligibility to come from what was for many centuries thought of as 
madness; the plenitude of our body from what was long considered its 
stigma and likened to a wound; our identity from what was perceived 
as an obscure and nameless urge. Hence the importance we ascribe to 
it, the reverential fear with which we surround it, the care we take to 
know it. Hence the fact that over the centuries it has become more 
important than our soul, more important almost than our life; and 
so it is that all the world’s enigmas appear frivolous to us compared 
to this secret, minuscule in each of us, but of a density that makes it 
more serious than any other. The Faustian pact, whose temptation 
has been instilled in us by the deployment of sexuality, is now as 
follows: to exchange life in its entirety for sex itself, for the truth and 
the sovereignty of sex. Sex is worth dying for. It is in this (strictly 
historical) sense that sex is indeed imbued with the death instinct. 
When a long while ago the West discovered love, it bestowed on it a 
value high enough to make death acceptable; nowadays it is sex that 
claims this equivalence, the highest of all. And while the deployment 
of sexuality permits the techniques of power to invest life, the fictitious 
point of sex, itself marked by that deployment, exerts enough charm 
on everyone for them to accept hearing the grumble of death within 
it.

By creating the imaginary element that is “sex,” the deployment of 
sexuality established one of its most essential internal operating prin-
ciples: the desire for sex—the desire to have it, to have access to it, to 
discover it, to liberate it, to articulate it in discourse, to formulate it 
in truth. It constituted “sex” itself as something desirable. And it is 
this desirability of sex that attaches each one of us to the injunction 
to know it, to reveal its law and its power; it is this desirability that 
makes us think we are affirming the rights of our sex against all power, 
when in fact we are fastened to the deployment of sexuality that has 
lifted up from deep within us a sort of mirage in which we think we see 
ourselves reflected—the dark shimmer of sex.
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“It is sex,” said Kate in The Plumed Serpent. “How wonderful sex can 
be, when men keep it powerful and sacred, and it fills the world like 
sunshine through and through one!”

So we must not refer a history of sexuality to the agency of sex; but 
rather show how “sex” is historically subordinate to sexuality. We 
must not place sex on the side of reality, and sexuality on that of con-
fused ideas and illusions; sexuality is a very real historical formation; 
it is what gave rise to the notion of sex, as a speculative element nec-
essary to its operation. We must not think that by saying yes to sex, 
one says no to power; on the contrary, one tracks along the course laid 
out by the general deployment of sexuality. It is the agency of sex that 
we must break away from, if we aim—through a tactical reversal of 
the various mechanisms of sexuality—to counter the grips of power 
with the claims of bodies, pleasures, and knowledges, in their 
multiplicity and their possibility of resistance. The rallying point for 
the counterattack against the deployment of sexuality ought not to 
be sex-desire, but bodies and pleasures.

“There has been so much action in the past,” said D. H. Lawrence, 
“especially sexual action, a wearying repetition over and over, with-
out a corresponding thought, a corresponding realization. Now our 
business is to realize sex. Today the full conscious realization of sex is 
even more important than the act itself.”

Perhaps one day people will wonder at this. They will not be able 
to understand how a civilization so intent on developing enormous 
instruments of production and destruction found the time and the in-
finite patience to inquire so anxiously concerning the actual state of sex; 
people will smile perhaps when they recall that here were men—
meaning ourselves—who believed that therein resided a truth every bit 
as precious as the one they had already demanded from the earth, the 
stars, and the pure forms of their thought; people will be surprised at 
the eagerness with which we went about pretending to rouse from its 
slumber a sexuality which everything-our discourses, our customs, our 
institutions, our regulations, our knowledges-was busy producing in the 
light of day and broadcasting to noisy accompaniment. And people will 
ask themselves why we were so bent on ending the rule of silence 
regarding what was the noisiest of our preoccupations. In retrospect, 
this noise may appear to have been out of place, but how much stranger 
will seem our persistence in interpreting it as but the refusal to speak 
and the order to remain silent. People will wonder what could have 
made us so presumptuous; they will look for the reasons that might 
explain why we prided ourselves on being the first to grant sex the 
importance we say is its due and how we came to congratu-
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late ourselves for finally-in the twentieth century-having broken free of 
a long period of harsh repression, a protracted Christian asceticism, 
greedily and fastidiously adapted to the imperatives of bourgeois econ-
omy. And what we now perceive as the chronicle of a censorship and 
the difficult struggle to remove it will be seen rather as the centuries-
long rise of a complex deployment for compelling sex to speak, for 
fastening our attention and concern upon sex, for getting us to believe 
in the sovereignty of its law when in fact we were moved by the power 
mechanisms of sexuality.

People will be amused at the reproach of pansexualism that was once 
aimed at Freud and psychoanalysis. But the ones who will appear to 
have been blind will perhaps be not so much those who formulated 
the objection as those who discounted it out of hand, as if it merely 
expressed the fears of an outmoded prudishness. For the first, after all, 
were only taken unawares by a process which had begun long before 
and by which, unbeknown to them, they were already surrounded on 
all sides; what they had attributed solely to the genius of Freud had 
already gone through a long stage of preparation; they had gotten 
their dates wrong as to the establishment, in our society, of a general 
deployment of sexuality. But the others were mistaken concerning the 
nature of the process; they believed that Freud had at last, through a 
sudden reversal, restored to sex the rightful share which it had been 
denied for so long; they had not seen how the good genius of Freud 
had placed it at one of the critical points marked out for it since 
the eighteenth century by the strategies of knowledge and power, how 
wonderfully effective he was—worthy of the greatest spiritual fathers 
and directors of the classical period-in giving a new impetus to the 
secular injunction to study sex and transform it into discourse. We are 
often reminded of the countless procedures which Christianity once 
employed to make us detest the body; but let us ponder all the ruses 
that were employed for centuries to make us love sex, to make the 
knowledge of it desirable and everything said about it precious. Let us 
consider the stratagems by which we were induced to apply all our skills 
to discovering its secrets, by which we were attached to the obligation 
to draw out its truth, and made guilty for having failed to recognize it 
for so long. These devices are what ought to make us wonder today. 
Moreover, we need to consider the possibility that one day, perhaps, in 
a different economy of bodies and pleasures, people will no longer quite 
understand how the ruses of sexuality, and the power that sustains its 
organization, were able to subject us to that austere monarchy of sex, so 
that we became dedicated to the endless task of forcing its secret, of 
exacting the truest of confessions from a shadow.
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The irony of this deployment is in having us believe that our “libera-
tion” is in the balance.
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The only living author in our lineup, Butler is one of the founders of 
queer theory, which applies critical theory to “queer,” or deconstruct, 
all notions of normativity/deviance when it comes to sexuality and 

gender. So her thought is at the center of the transgenderism roiling 
society right now. She had once helpfully noted the difference 

between sex and gender, distinguishing “between sex, as biological 
facticity, and gender, as the cultural interpretation or signification of 
that facticity,” while arguing that gender is a performative reality. 

But in her 1990 book Gender Trouble, she problematizes even “sex,” 
threatening to lose bodily difference in textual idealism. Refusing 
any essence at all to womanhood jeopardizes the feminist project, 
and indeed renders precarious other social justice claims based on 

the intersection of categories of vulnerability. Can one queer all 
categories and yet acknowledge justice claims based on categories?

Would this ideology not be the self-deconstruction of the project of 
emancipation? Is commitment to progressive politics an unthinkable given, 

its dogmas to be accepted in blind faith? 

Judith Butler was born in 1956 in Cleveland to parents who were 
observant Reform Jews. Most of her maternal grandmother’s family 
were killed in the Holocaust. When asked what questions she wanted 

to pursue in an ethics tutorial at Hebrew School, she answered,
“Why was Spinoza excommunicated from the synagogue? Could 

German Idealism be held accountable for Nazism? And how was one 
to understand existential theology, including the work of Martin 

Buber?” She obtained her philosophy degrees from Yale, writing her 
doctoral dissertation on the reception by twentieth-century French 
philosophers of desire and recognition as conceptualized in Hegel’s 

Phenomenology of Spirit. As a Fulbright Scholar, she studied Hegel 
and German Idealism under Dieter Henrich and Gadamer at 

Heidelberg. She teaches at UC Berkeley, and also holds the Hannah 
Arendt Chair at the European Graduate School. Her encounter with 

Foucault, so important for her analyses, came after her initial academic 
training.  Butler’s career as a professor shows her an insider within 
the modern research university, that philosophe bubble which had 

been created to serve the ambitions of the new German nation-state.
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Butler’s Left-Hegelian orientation is clear, subserving her 
deconstructive commitment: “The emergent subject of Hegel’s 

Phenomenology is an ek-static one, a subject who constantly finds itself 
outside itself, and whose periodic expropriations do not lead to a return 
to a former self. Indeed, the self who comes outside of itself, for whom 
ek-stasis is a condition of existence, is one for whom no return to self is 

possible, for whom there is no final recovery from self-loss.” This is 
postmodern subjectivity. Butler frames her work in a way that 

indicates the importance of identity politics for emancipation: “What is 
the relation between desire and recognition, and how is it that the 

constitution of the subject entails a radical and constitutive relation to 
alterity?”
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Introduction

The case for nonviolence encounters skeptical responses from across 
the political spectrum. There are those on the left who claim that vi-
olence alone has the power to effect radical social and economic trans-
formation, and others who claim, more modestly, that violence should 
remain one of the tactics at our disposal to bring about such change. 
One can put forth arguments in favor of nonviolence or, alternately, 
the instrumental or strategic use of violence, but those arguments can 
only be conducted in public if there is general agreement on what con-
stitutes violence and nonviolence. One major challenge faced by those 
in favor of nonviolence is that “violence” and “nonviolence” are dis-
puted terms. For instance, some people call wounding acts of speech 
“violence,” whereas others claim that language, except in the case of 
explicit threats, cannot properly be called “violent.” Yet others hold to 
restrictive views of violence, understanding the “blow” as its defining 
physical moment; others insist that economic and legal structures are 
“violent,” that they act upon bodies, even if they do not always take 
the form of physical violence. Indeed, the figure of the blow has tac-
itly organized some of the major debates on violence, suggesting that 
violence is something that happens between two parties in a heated 
encounter. Without disputing the violence of the physical blow, we 
can nevertheless insist that social structures or systems, including sys-
temic racism, are violent. Indeed, sometimes the physical strike to the 
head or the body is an expression of systemic violence, at which point 
one has to be able to understand the relationship of act to structure, 
or system. To understand structural or systemic violence, one needs 
to move beyond positive accounts that limit our understanding of how 
violence works. And one needs to find frameworks more encompass-
ing than those that rely on two figures, one striking and the other 
struck. Of course, any account of violence that cannot explain the 
strike, the blow, the act of sexual violence (including rape), or that 
fails to understand the way violence can work in the intimate dyad 
or the face-to-face encounter, fails descriptively, and analytically, to 
clarify what violence is—that is, what we are talking about when we 
debate over violence and nonviolence.

It seems like it should be easy to simply oppose violence and allow such 
a statement to summarize one’s position on the matter. But in public 
debates, we see that “violence” is labile, its semantics appropriated 
in ways that call to be contested. States and institutions sometimes 
call “violent” any number of expressions of political dissent, or of op-
position to the state or the authority of the institution in question. 
Demonstrations, encampments, assemblies, boycotts, and strikes are
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all subject to being called “violent” even when they do not seek re-
course to physical fighting, or to the forms of systemic or structural
violence mentioned above. When states or institutions do this, they
seek to rename nonviolent practices as violent, conducting a political
war, as it were, at the level of public semantics. If a demonstration in
support of freedom of expression, a demonstration that exercises that
very freedom, is called “violent,” that can only be because the power
that misuses language that way seeks to secure its own monopoly on
violence through maligning the opposition, justifying the use of police,
army, or security forces against those who seek to exercise and defend
freedom in that way. American studies scholar Chandan Reddy has
argued that the form taken by liberal modernity in the United States
posits the state as a guarantee of a freedom from violence that funda-
mentally depends on unleashing violence against racial minorities, and
against all peoples characterized as irrational and outside the national
norm. The state, in his view, is founded in racial violence and con-
tinues to inflict it against minorities in systematic ways. Thus, racial
violence is understood to serve the state’s self-defense. How often in
the United States and elsewhere are black and brown people on the
street or in their homes called or deemed “violent” by police who ar-
rest them or gun them down, even when they are unarmed, even when
they are walking or running away, when they are trying to make a
complaint themselves, or simply fast asleep? It is both curious and
appalling to see how the defense of violence works under such con-
ditions, for the target has to be figured as a threat, a vessel of real
or actual violence, in order for lethal police action to appear as self-
defense. If the person was not doing anything demonstrably violent,
then perhaps the person is simply figured as violent, as a violent kind
of person, or as pure violence embodied in and by that person. The
latter claim manifests racism more often than not.

What starts, then, as an apparently moral argument about whether
to be for or against violence quickly turns into a debate about how vi-
olence is defined and who is called “violent”—and for what purposes.
When a group assembles to oppose censorship or the lack of demo-
cratic freedoms, and the group is called a “mob,” or is understood as
a chaotic or destructive threat to the social order, then the group is
both named and figured as potentially or actually violent, at which
point the state can issue a justification to defend society against this
violent threat. When what follows is imprisonment, injury, or killing,
the violence in the scene emerges as state violence. We can name
state violence as “violent” even though it has used its own power to
name and to represent the dissenting power of some group of people
as “violent.” Similarly, a peaceful demonstration such as that which
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took place in Gezi Park in Istanbul in 2013, or a letter calling for
peace such as the one signed by many Turkish scholars in 2016, can
be effectively figured and represented as a “violent” act only if the
state either has its own media or exercises sufficient control over the
media. Under such conditions, exercising rights of assembly is called a
manifestation of “terrorism,” which, in turn, calls down the state cen-
sor, clubbing and spraying by the police, termination of employment,
indefinite detention, imprisonment, and exile.

As much as it would make matters easier to be able to identify violence
in a way that is clear and commands consensus, this proves impossible
to do in a political situation where the power to attribute violence
to the opposition itself becomes an instrument by which to enhance
state power, to discredit the aims of the opposition, or even to justify
their radical disenfranchisement, imprisonment, and murder. At such
moments, the attribution has to be countered on the grounds that it
is untrue and unfair. But how is that to be done in a public sphere
where semantic confusion has been sown about what is and is not
violent? Are we left with a confusing array of opinions about violence
and nonviolence and forced to admit to a generalized relativism? Or
can we establish a way of distinguishing between a tactical attribution
of violence that falsifies and inverts its direction, and those forms of
violence, often structural and systemic, that too often elude direct
naming and apprehension?

If one wants to make an argument in favor of nonviolence, it will be
necessary to understand and evaluate the ways that violence is figured
and attributed within a field of discursive, social, and state power;
the inversions that are tactically performed; and the phantasmatic
character of the attribution itself. Further, we will have to undertake
a critique of the schemes by which state violence justifies itself, and
the relation of those justificatory schemes to the effort to maintain its
monopoly on violence. That monopoly depends upon a naming prac-
tice, one that often dissimulates violence as legal coercion or external-
izes its own violence onto its target, rediscovering it as the violence of
the other.

To argue for or against nonviolence requires that we establish the dif-
ference between violence and nonviolence, if we can. But there is no
quick way to arrive at a stable semantic distinction between the two
when that distinction is so often exploited for the purposes of con-
cealing and extending violent aims and practices. In other words, we
cannot race to the phenomenon itself without passing through the
conceptual schemes that dispose the use of the term in various di-
rections, and without an analysis of how those dispositions work. If
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those accused of doing violence while engaging in no violent acts seek
to dispute the status of the accusation as unjustifiable, they will have
to demonstrate how the allegation of violence is used—not just “what
it says,” but “what it is doing with what is said.” Within what epis-
teme does it gather credibility? In other words, why is it sometimes
believed, and most crucially, what can be done to expose and defeat
the effective character of the speech act—its plausibility effect?

To start down such a path, we have to accept that “violence” and
“nonviolence” are used variably and perversely, without pitching into a
form of nihilism suffused by the belief that violence and nonviolence are
whatever those in power decide they should be. Part of the task of this
book is to accept the difficulty of finding and securing the definition
of violence when it is subject to instrumental definitions that serve
political interests and sometimes state violence itself. In my view, that
difficulty does not imply a chaotic relativism that would undermine
the task of critical thought in order to expose an instrumental use of
that distinction that is both false and harmful. Both violence and
nonviolence arrive in the fields of moral debate and political analysis
already interpreted, worked over by prior usages. There is no way
to avoid the demand to interpret both violence and nonviolence, and
to assess the distinction between them, if we hope to oppose state
violence and to reflect carefully on the justifiability of violent tactics
on the left. As we wade into moral philosophy here, we find ourselves
in the crosscurrents where moral and political philosophy meet, with
consequences for both how we end up doing politics, and what world
we seek to help bring into being.

One of the most popular arguments on the left to defend the tactical
use of violence begins with the claim that many people already live
in the force field of violence. Because violence is already happening,
the argument continues, there is no real choice about whether or not
to enter into violence through one’s action: we are already inside the
field of violence. According to that view, the distance that moral
deliberation takes on the question of whether or not to act in a violent
way is a privilege and luxury, betraying something about the power of
its own location. In that view, the consideration of violent action is
not a choice, since one is already—and unwillingly—within the force
field of violence. Because violence is happening all the time (and it
is happening regularly to minorities), such resistance is but a form of
counter-violence. Apart from a general and traditional left claim about
the necessity of a “violent struggle” for revolutionary purposes, there
are more specific justificatory strategies at work: violence is happening
against us, so we are justified in taking violent action against those
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who (a) started the violence and (b) directed it against us. We do this
in the name of our own lives and our right to persist in the world.

As for the claim that resistance to violence is counter-violence, we
might still pose a set of questions: Even if violence is circulating all
the time and we find ourselves in a force field of violence, do we want
to have a say about whether violence continues to circulate? If it
circulates all the time, is it therefore inevitable that it circulates?
What would it mean to dispute the inevitability of its circulation?
The argument may be, “Others do it, and so should we”; or else,
“Others do it against us, so we should do it against them, in the name
of self-preservation.” These are each different, but important claims.
The first holds to a principle of straightforward reciprocity, suggesting
that whatever actions the other takes, I am licensed to take as well.
That line of argumentation, however, sidesteps the question of whether
what the other does is justifiable. The second claim links violence with
self-defense and self-preservation, an argument we will take up in the
subsequent chapters. For the moment, though, let us ask: Who is this
“self” defended in the name of self-defense? How is that self delineated
from other selves, from history, land, or other defining relations? Is
the one to whom violence is done not also in some sense part of the
“self” who defends itself through an act of violence? There is a sense
in which violence done to another is at once a violence done to the
self, but only if the relation between them defines them both quite
fundamentally.

This last proposition indicates a central concern of this book. For if the
one who practices nonviolence is related to the one against whom vio-
lence is contemplated, then there appears to be a prior social relation
between them; they are part of one another, or one self is implicated in
another self. Nonviolence would, then, be a way of acknowledging that
social relation, however fraught it may be, and of affirming the nor-
mative aspirations that follow from that prior social relatedness. As a
result, an ethics of nonviolence cannot be predicated on individualism,
and it must take the lead in waging a critique of individualism as the
basis of ethics and politics alike. An ethics and politics of nonviolence
would have to account for this way that selves are implicated in each
other’s lives, bound by a set of relations that can be as destructive as
they can be sustaining. The relations that bind and define extend be-
yond the dyadic human encounter, which is why nonviolence pertains
not only to human relations, but to all living and inter-constitutive
relations.

To launch this inquiry into social relations, however, we would have to
know what kind of potential or actual social bond holds between both
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subjects in a violent encounter. If the self is constituted through its
relations with others, then part of what it means to preserve or negate
a self is to preserve or negate the extended social ties that define the
self and its world. Over and against the idea that the self will be
bound to act violently in the name of its individual self-preservation,
this inquiry supposes that nonviolence requires a critique of egological
ethics as well as of the political legacy of individualism in order to open
up the idea of selfhood as a fraught field of social relationality. That
relationality is, of course, defined in part by negativity, that is, by
conflict, anger, and aggression. The destructive potential of human
relations does not deny all relationality, and relational perspectives
cannot evade the persistence of this potential or actual destruction of
social ties. As a result, relationality is not by itself a good thing, a
sign of connectedness, an ethical norm to be posited over and against
destruction: rather, relationality is a vexed and ambivalent field in
which the question of ethical obligation has to be worked out in light
of a persistent and constitutive destructive potential. Whatever “do-
ing the right thing” turns out to be, it depends on passing through
the division or struggle that conditions that ethical decision to begin
with. That task is never exclusively reflexive, that is, dependent on
my relation to myself alone. Indeed, when the world presents as a
force field of violence, the task of nonviolence is to find ways of living
and acting in that world such that violence is checked or ameliorated,
or its direction turned, precisely at moments when it seems to satu-
rate that world and offer no way out. The body can be the vector
of that turn, but so too can discourse, collective practices, infrastruc-
tures, and institutions. In response to the objection that a position
in favor of nonviolence is simply unrealistic, this argument maintains
that nonviolence requires a critique of what counts as reality, and it
affirms the power and necessity of counter-realism in times like these.
Perhaps nonviolence requires a certain leave-taking from reality as it
is currently constituted, laying open the possibilities that belong to a
newer political imaginary.

Many on the left argue that they believe in nonviolence but make an
exception for self-defense. To understand their claim, we would need
to know who the “self” is—its territorial limits and boundaries, its
constitutive ties. If the self that I defend is me, my relatives, others
who belong to my community, nation, or religion, or those who share
a language with me, then I am a closet communitarian who will, it
seems, preserve the lives of those who are like me, but certainly not
those who are unlike me. Moreover, I apparently live in a world in
which that “self” is recognizable as a self. Once we see that certain
selves are considered worth defending while others are not, is there
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not a problem of inequality that follows from the justification of vi-
olence in the service of self-defense? One cannot explain this form
of inequality, which accords measures of grievability to groups across
the global spectrum, without taking account of the racial schemes that
make such grotesque distinctions between which lives are valuable (and
potentially grievable, if lost) and those which are not.

Given that self-defense is very often regarded as the justifiable excep-
tion to the norms guiding a nonviolent practice, we have to consider
both (a) who counts as such a self and (b) how encompassing is the
“self” of self-defense (again, does it include one’s family, community,
religion, nation, traditional land, customary practices?). For lives not
considered grievable (those treated as if they can be neither lost nor
mourned), dwelling already in what Frantz Fanon called “the zone of
non-being,” the assertion of a life that matters, as we see in the Black
Lives Matter movement, can break through the schema. Lives matter
in the sense that they assume physical form within the sphere of ap-
pearance; lives matter because they are to be valued equally. And yet,
the claim of self-defense on the part of those who wield power is too
often a defense of power, of its prerogatives, and of the inequalities it
presupposes and produces. The “self” who is defended in such cases is
one who identifies with others who belong to whiteness, to a specific
nation, to a party in a border dispute; and so the terms of self-defense
augment the purposes of war. Such a “self” can function as a kind of
regime, including as part of its extended self all those who bear simili-
tude to one’s color, class, and privilege, thus expelling from the regime
of the subject/self all those marked by difference within that economy.
Although we think of self-defense as a response to a blow initiated from
the outside, the privileged self requires no such instigation to draw its
boundaries and police its exclusions. “Any possible threat”—that is,
any imagined threat, any phantasm of threat—is enough to unleash its
self-entitled violence. As the philosopher Elsa Dorlin has pointed out,
only some selves are regarded as entitled to self-defense. Whose claims
of self-defense, for instance, are more readily believed in a court of law,
and whose are more likely to be discounted and dismissed? Who, in
other words, bears a self that is regarded as defensible, an existence
that can appear within the legal frames of power as a life worthy, worth
defending, not worth losing?

One of the strongest arguments for the use of violence on the left is
that it is tactically necessary in order to defeat structural or systemic
violence, or to dismantle a violent regime, such as apartheid, dictator-
ship, or totalitarianism. That may well be right, and I don’t dispute
it. But for that argument to work, we would need to know what
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distinguishes the violence of the regime from the violence that seeks
to take it down. Is it always possible to make that distinction? Is it
sometimes necessary to suffer the fact that the distinction between the
one violence and the other can collapse? In other words, does violence
care about that distinction, or for that matter, any of our typologies?
Does the use of violence reduplicate violence, and in directions that
cannot always be restrained in advance?

Sometimes the argument in favor of violence is that it is only a means
to achieve another goal. So one question is: Can violence remain a
mere instrument or means for taking down violence—its structures,
its regime—without becoming an end in itself? The instrumentalist
defense of violence depends quite crucially on being able to show that
violence can be restricted to the status of a tool, a means, without
becoming an end itself. The use of the tool to realize such purposes
presupposes that the tool is guided by a clear intention and remains
so guided throughout the course of the action. It also depends on
knowing when the course of a violent action will come to an end.
What happens if violence gets out of hand, if it is used for purposes
for which it was never intended, exceeding and defying its governing
intention? What if violence is precisely the kind of phenomenon that
is constantly “getting out of hand”? Lastly, what if the use of violence
as a means to achieve a goal licenses, implicitly or effectively, the use of
violence more broadly, thereby bringing more violence into the world?
Does that not lead to the possibility of a situation in which others with
contrary intentions rely upon that revitalized license in order to realize
their own intentions, to pursue destructive aims that are contrary to
the ends constrained by its instrumental use—aims that may not be
governed by any clear intention at all, or may prove to be destructive,
unfocused, and unintentional?

We can see that at the outset of any discussion about violence and
nonviolence, we are caught up in another set of issues. First, the fact
that “violence” is used strategically to describe situations that are in-
terpreted very differently suggests that violence is always interpreted.
That thesis does not mean that violence is nothing but an interpreta-
tion, where interpretation is conceived as a subjective and arbitrary
mode of designation. Rather, violence is interpreted in the sense that
it appears within frameworks that are sometimes incommensurable
or conflicting, and so it appears differently—or altogether fails to ap-
pear—depending on how it is worked over by the framework(s) at
issue. Stabilizing a definition of violence depends less on an enumera-
tion of its instances than on a conceptualization that can take account
of its oscillations within conflicting political frameworks. Indeed, the
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construction of a new framework tasked with such a purpose is one of
the aims of this project.

Second, nonviolence is very often understood to be a moral position, a
matter of individual conscience or of the reasons given for an individ-
ual choice not to engage in a violent way. It may be, however, that the
most persuasive reasons for the practice of nonviolence directly imply
a critique of individualism and require that we rethink the social bonds
that constitute us as living creatures. It is not simply that an individ-
ual abrogates his or her conscience or deeply held principles in acting
violently, but that certain “ties” required for social life, that is, the life
of a social creature, are imperiled by violence. Similarly, the argument
that justifies violence on the basis of self-defense appears to know in
advance what that “self” is, who has the right to have one, and where
its boundaries lie. If the “self” is conceived as relational, however,
then the defenders of self-defense must give a good account of what
bounds that self. If one self is vitally connected to a set of others and
cannot be conceived without them, then when and where does that
singular self start and end? The argument against violence, then, not
only implies a critique of individualism, but an elaboration of those
social bonds or relations that require nonviolence. Nonviolence as a
matter of individual morality thus gives way to a social philosophy of
living and sustainable bonds.

Moreover, the account of requisite social bonds has to be thought
in relation to the socially unequal ways that “selves” worth defend-
ing are articulated within a political field. The description of social
bonds without which life is imperiled takes place at the level of a so-
cial ontology, to be understood more as a social imaginary than as a
metaphysics of the social. In other words, we can assert in a general
way that social interdependency characterizes life, and then proceed
to account for violence as an attack on that interdependency, an at-
tack on persons, yes; but perhaps most fundamentally, it is an attack
on “bonds.” And yet, interdependency, though accounting for differ-
entials of independence and dependence, implies social equality: each
is dependent, or formed and sustained in relations of depending upon,
and being depended upon. What each depends upon, and what de-
pends upon each one, is varied, since it is not just other human lives,
but other sensate creatures, environments, and infrastructures: we de-
pend upon them, and they depend on us, in turn, to sustain a livable
world. To refer to equality in such a context is not to speak of an
equality among all persons, if by “person” we mean a singular and
distinct individual, gaining its definition by its boundary. Singularity
and distinctness exist, as do boundaries, but they constitute differenti-
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ating characteristics of beings who are defined and sustained by virtue
of their interrelationality. Without that overarching sense of the inter-
relational, we take the bodily boundary to be the end rather than the
threshold of the person, the site of passage and porosity, the evidence
of an openness to alterity that is definitional of the body itself. The
threshold of the body, the body as threshold, undermines the idea of
the body as a unit. Thus equality cannot be reduced to a calculus
that accords each abstract person the same value, since the equality
of persons has now to be thought precisely in terms of social inter-
dependency. So, though it is true that each person should be treated
equally, equal treatment is not possible outside of a social organization
of life in which material resources, food distribution, housing, work,
and infrastructure seek to achieve equal conditions of livability. Refer-
ence to such equal conditions of livability is therefore essential to the
determination of “equality” in any substantive sense of the term.

Further, when we ask whose lives count as “selves” worth defending,
that is, eligible for self-defense, the question only makes sense if we
recognize pervasive forms of inequality that establish some lives as dis-
proportionately more livable and grievable than others. They estab-
lish this inequality within a particular framework, but this inequality
is historical and contested by competing frameworks. It says nothing
about the intrinsic value of any life. Further, as we think about the
prevailing and differential ways that populations are valued and dis-
valued, protected and abandoned, we come up against forms of power
that establish the unequal worth of lives by establishing their unequal
grievability. And here, I do not mean to treat “populations” as a socio-
logical given, since they are to some degree produced by their common
exposure to injury and destruction, the differential ways they are re-
garded as grievable (and worth sustaining) and ungrievable (already
lost and, hence, easy to destroy or to expose to forces of destruction).

The discussion of social bonds and the demographics of unequal griev-
ability may seem unrelated to the opening discussion of the arguments
used to justify violence or to defend nonviolence. The point, however,
is that all these arguments presuppose ideas about what counts as vi-
olence, since violence is always interpreted in such discussion. They
presuppose as well views on individualism and on social relationality,
interdependency, demographics, and equality. If we ask what violence
destroys, or what grounds we have for naming and opposing violence in
the name of nonviolence, then we have to situate violent practices (as
well as institutions, structures, and systems) in light of the conditions
of life that they destroy. Without an understanding of the conditions
of life and livability, and their relative difference, we can know neither
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what violence destroys nor why we should care.

Third, as Walter Benjamin made clear in his 1920 essay “Critique of 
Violence,” an instrumentalist logic has governed the prevailing ways in 
which violence has been justified. One of the first questions he poses in 
that complex essay is: Why has the instrumentalist framework been 
accepted as the necessary one for thinking about violence? Instead 
of asking what ends violence can achieve, why not turn the question 
back on itself and ask: What justifies the instrumentalist framework 
for debating the justifiability of violence, a framework, in other words, 
that relies on the means/ends distinction? In fact, Benjamin’s point 
proves to be slightly different: If we only think about violence within 
the framework of its possible justification or lack of justification, does 
that framework not determine the phenomenon of violence in advance?
Not only does Benjamin’s analysis alert us to the ways that the in-
strumentalist framework determines the phenomenon, but it leads to 
the following question: Can violence and nonviolence both be thought 
beyond the instrumentalist framework, and what new possibilities for 
ethical and political critical thought result from that opening?

Benjamin’s text arouses anxiety among many readers precisely because 
they do not want to suspend the question of what does, and does not, 
justify violence. The fear, it seems, is that if we set the question of 
justification aside, then all violence will be justified. That conclusion, 
however, by returning the problem to the scheme of justification, fails 
to understand what potential is opened up by calling into question the 
instrumentalist logic. Although Benjamin does not provide the kinds 
of answers required for a reflection such as this, his questioning of the 
means/ends framework allows us to consider the debate outside of the 
terms of technē. For those who claim that violence is only a provi-sional 
tactic or tool, one challenge to their position takes this form: if tools can 
use their users, and violence is a tool, then does it not follow that 
violence can make use of its user? Violence as a tool is al-ready 
operating in the world before anyone takes it up: that fact alone neither 
justifies nor discounts the use of the tool. What seems most important, 
however, is that the tool is already part of a practice, pre-supposing a 
world conducive to its use; that the use of the tool builds or rebuilds a 
specific kind of world, activating a sedimented legacy of use. When any 
of us commit acts of violence, we are, in and through those acts, 
building a more violent world. What might at first seem to be merely an 
instrument, a technē, to be discarded when its goal is accomplished 
turns out to be a praxis: a means that posits an end at the moment it is 
actualized, that is, where the means presupposes and enacts the end in 
the course of its actualization. This is a process
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that cannot be grasped within the instrumentalist framework. Quite 
apart from assiduous efforts to restrict the use of violence as means 
rather than an end, the actualization of violence as a means can in-
advertently become its own end, producing new violence, producing 
violence anew, reiterating the license, and licensing further violence. 
Violence does not exhaust itself in the realization of a just end; rather, 
it renews itself in directions that exceed both deliberate intention and 
instrumental schemes. In other words, by acting as if the use of vio-
lence can be a means to achieve a nonviolent end, one imagines that 
the practice of violence does not in the act posit violence as its own 
end. The technē is undermined by the praxis, and the use of violence 
only makes the world into a more violent place, by bringing more vio-
lence into the world. Jacques Derrida’s reading of Benjamin focuses on 
the way that justice exceeds the law. But might divine violence open 
up the possibility of techniques of governance that exceed the law, 
therefore arousing interpretive debate about what qualifies as a justi-
fication, and how the framework for justification partially determines 
what we call “violence”? We will consider this question in Chapter 3, 
“The Ethics and Politics of Nonviolence.”

In the course of this work, I hope to challenge some major presupposi-
tions of nonviolence. First, nonviolence has now to be understood less 
as a moral position adopted by individuals in relation to a field of possi-
ble action than as a social and political practice undertaken in concert, 
culminating in a form of resistance to systemic forms of destruction 
coupled with a commitment to world building that honors global in-
terdependency of the kind that embodies ideals of economic, social, 
and political freedom and equality. Second, nonviolence does not nec-
essarily emerge from a pacific or calm part of the soul. Very often it 
is an expression of rage, indignation, and aggression. Although some 
people confuse aggression with violence, it is central to the argument 
of this book to foreground the fact that nonviolent forms of resistance 
can and must be aggressively pursued. A practice of aggressive non-
violence is, therefore, not a contradiction in terms. Mahatma Gandhi 
insisted that satyagraha, or “soul force,” his name for a practice and 
politics of nonviolence, is a nonviolent force, one that consists at once 
of an “insistence on truth . . . that arms the votary with matchless 
power.” To understand this force or strength, there can be no simple 
reduction to physical strength. At the same time, “soul force” takes 
an embodied form. The practice of “going limp” before political power 
is, on the one hand, a passive posture, and is thought to belong to the 
tradition of passive resistance; at the same time, it is a deliberate way 
of exposing the body to police power, of entering the field of violence, 
and of exercising an adamant and embodied form of political agency.
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It requires suffering, yes, but for the purposes of transforming both 
oneself and social reality. Third, nonviolence is an ideal that cannot 
always be fully honored in the practice. To the degree that those who 
practice nonviolent resistance put their body in the way of an external 
power, they make physical contact, presenting a force against force 
in the process. Nonviolence does not imply the absence of force or 
of aggression. It is, as it were, an ethical stylization of embodiment, 
replete with gestures and modes of non-action, ways of becoming an 
obstacle, of using the solidity of the body and its proprioceptive ob-
ject field to block or derail a further exercise of violence. When, for 
instance, bodies form a human barrier, we can ask whether they are 
blocking force or engaging in force. Here, again, we are obligated to 
think carefully about the direction of force, and to seek to make op-
erative a distinction between bodily force and violence. Sometimes, it 
may seem that obstruction is violence—we do, after all, speak about 
violent obstruction—so one question that will be important to con-
sider is whether bodily acts of resistance involve a mindfulness of the 
tipping point, the site where the force of resistance can become the vi-
olent act or practice that commits a fresh injustice. The possibility for 
this kind of ambiguity should not dissuade us of the value of this kind 
of practice. Fourth, there is no practice of nonviolence that does not 
negotiate fundamental ethical and political ambiguities, which means 
that “nonviolence” is not an absolute principle, but the name of an 
ongoing struggle.

If nonviolence seems like a “weak” position, we should ask: What 
counts as strength? How often do we see that strength is equated 
with the exercise of violence or the indication of a willingness to use 
violence? If there is a strength in nonviolence that emerges from this 
putative “weakness,” it may be related to the powers of the weak, 
which include the social and political power to establish existence for 
those who have been conceptually nullified, to achieve grievability and 
value for those who have been cast as dispensable, and to insist on the 
possibility of both judgment and justice within the terms of contempo-
rary media and public policy that offer a bewildering and sometimes 
quite tactical vocabulary for naming and misnaming violence.

The fact that political efforts of dissent and critique are often labeled 
as “violent” by the very state authorities that are threatened by those 
efforts is not a reason to despair of language use. It means only that we 
have to expand and refine the political vocabulary for thinking about 
violence and the resistance to violence, taking account of how that 
vocabulary is twisted and used to shield violent authorities against 
critique and opposition. When the critique of continuing colonial vio-
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lence is deemed violent (Palestine), when a petition for peace is recast
as an act of war (Turkey), when struggles for equality and freedom are
construed as violent threats to state security (Black Lives Matter), or
when “gender” is portrayed as a nuclear arsenal directed against the
family (anti-gender ideology), then we are operating in the midst of
politically consequential forms of phantasmagoria. To expose the ruse
and strategy of those positions, we have to be in a position to track the
ways that violence is reproduced at the level of a defensive rationale
imbued with paranoia and hatred.

Nonviolence is less a failure of action than a physical assertion of the
claims of life, a living assertion, a claim that is made by speech, ges-
ture, and action, through networks, encampments, and assemblies; all
of these seek to recast the living as worthy of value, as potentially
grievable, precisely under conditions in which they are either erased
from view or cast into irreversible forms of precarity. When the pre-
carious expose their living status to those powers that threaten their
very lives, they engage a form of persistence that holds the poten-
tial to defeat one of the guiding aims of violent power—namely, to
cast those on the margins as dispensable, to push them beyond the
margins into the zone of non-being, to use Fanon’s phrase. When non-
violent movements work within the ideals of radical egalitarianism, it
is the equal claim to a livable and grievable life that serves as a guid-
ing social ideal, one that is fundamental to an ethics and politics of
nonviolence that moves beyond the legacy of individualism. It opens
up a new consideration of social freedom as defined in part by our
constitutive interdependency. An egalitarian imaginary is required for
such a struggle—one that reckons with the potential for destruction in
every living bond. Violence against the other is, in this sense, violence
against oneself, something that becomes clear when we recognize that
violence assaults the living interdependency that is, or should be, our
social world.

Nonviolence, Grievability, and the Critique of Individualism

Let us begin with the proposition that nonviolence becomes an ethical
issue within the force field of violence itself. Nonviolence is perhaps
best described as a practice of resistance that becomes possible, if not
mandatory, precisely at the moment when doing violence seems most
justified and obvious. In this way, it can be understood as a practice
that not only stops a violent act, or a violent process, but requires
a form of sustained action, sometimes aggressively pursued. So, one
suggestion I will make is that we can think of nonviolence not simply
as the absence of violence, or as the act of refraining from committing
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violence, but as a sustained commitment, even a way of rerouting ag-
gression for the purposes of affirming ideals of equality and freedom. 
My first suggestion is that what Albert Einstein called “militant paci-
fism” might be rethought as aggressive nonviolence. That will involve 
rethinking the relation between aggression and violence, since the two 
are not the same. My second suggestion is that nonviolence does not 
make sense without a commitment to equality. The reason why non-
violence requires a commitment to equality can best be understood by 
considering that in this world some lives are more clearly valued than 
others, and that this inequality implies that certain lives will be more 
tenaciously defended than others. If one opposes the violence done to 
human lives—or, indeed, to other living beings—this presumes that it 
is because those lives are valuable. Our opposition affirms those lives 
as valuable. If they were to be lost as a result of violence, that loss 
would be registered as a loss only because those lives were affirmed as 
having a living value, and that, in turn, means we regard those lives 
as worthy of grief.

And yet, in this world, as we know, lives are not equally valued; their 
claim against being injured or killed is not always registered. And one 
reason for this is that their lives are not considered worthy of grief, 
or grievable. The reasons for this are many, and they include racism, 
xenophobia, homophobia and transphobia, misogyny, and the systemic 
disregard for the poor and the dispossessed. We live, in a daily way, 
with knowledge of nameless groups of people abandoned to death, on 
the borders of countries with closed borders, in the Mediterranean 
Sea, in countries where poverty and lack of access to food and health 
care has become overwhelming. If we seek to understand what non-
violence means now, in this world in which we live, we have to know 
the modalities of violence to be opposed, but we must also return to a 
fundamental set of questions that belong to our time: What makes a 
life valuable? What accounts for the unequal ways that lives are val-
ued? And how might we begin to formulate an egalitarian imaginary 
that would become part of our practice of nonviolence—a practice of 
resistance, both vigilant and hopeful?

In this chapter, I turn to the problem of individualism in order to 
foreground the importance of social bonds and interdependency for 
understanding a non-individualist account of equality. And I will seek 
to link this idea of interdependency with nonviolence. In the following 
chapter, I will begin by asking about the resources of moral philos-
ophy for developing a reflective practice of nonviolence, and I will 
suggest that socially imbued fantasies enter into our moral reasoning 
on nonviolence such that we cannot always identify the demographic
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assumptions we make about lives that are worth valuing, and those 
that are considered relatively or absolutely worthless. That second 
chapter moves from Immanuel Kant to Sigmund Freud and Melanie 
Klein. In the third chapter, I will consider the ethics and politics of 
nonviolence in light of contemporary forms of racism and social pol-icy, 
suggesting that Frantz Fanon gives us a way to understand racial 
phantasms that informs the ethical dimension of biopolitics, and that 
Walter Benjamin’s idea of an open-ended civil technique of conflict 
resolution (Technik ziviler Übereinkunft) gives us some way to think 
about living with and through conflictual relations without violent con-
clusions. To that end, I will suggest that aggression is a component part 
of social bonds based on interdependency, but that how aggression is 
crafted makes the difference for a practice that resists violence and that 
imagines a new future of social equality. The imagination—and what is 
imaginable—will turn out to be crucial for thinking through this 
argument because we are at this moment ethically obliged and incited 
to think beyond what are treated as the realistic limits of the possible.

Some representatives of the history of liberal political thought would 
have us believe that we emerge into this social and political world from 
a state of nature. And in that state of nature, we are already, for some 
reason, individuals, and we are in conflict with one another. We are not 
given to understand how we became individuated, nor are we told 
precisely why conflict is the first of our passionate relations, rather than 
dependency or attachment. The Hobbesian view, which has been the 
most influential in shaping our understanding of political contracts, 
tells us that one individual wants what another has, or that both 
individuals lay claim to the same territory, and that they fight with one 
another to pursue their selfish aims and to establish their per-sonal 
right to property, to nature, and to social dominance. Of course, the 
state of nature was always a fiction, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau openly 
conceded, but it has been a powerful fiction, a mode of imagin-ing that 
becomes possible under conditions of what Karl Marx called “political 
economy.” It functions in many ways: for instance, it gives us a 
counterfactual condition by which to assess our contemporary situa-
tion; and it offers a point of view, in the way that science fiction does, 
from which to see the specificity and contingency of the political or-
ganization of space and time, of passions and interests, in the present. 
Writing on Rousseau, literary critic Jean Starobinski opined that the 
state of nature provides an imaginary framework in which there is only 
one individual in the scene: self-sufficient, without dependency, 
saturated in self-love yet without any need for another. Indeed, where 
there are no other persons to speak of, there is no problem of equality;
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but once other living human creatures enter the scene, the problem of 
equality and conflict immediately emerges. Why is that the case?

Marx criticized that part of the state of nature hypothesis that posits the 
individual as primary. In his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 
1844, he ridiculed, with great irony, the notion that in the beginning 
humans are, like Robinson Crusoe, alone on an island, providing for 
their own sustenance, living without dependency on others, without 
systems of labor, and without any common organization of political 
and economic life. Marx writes: “Let us not put ourselves in that 
fictitious primordial state like a political economist trying to clarify 
things. It merely pushes the issue into a gray, misty distance . . . We 
proceed from a present fact of political economy.” Marx thought he 
could discard fiction in favor of present fact, but that did not stop him 
from making use of those very fictions to develop his critique of po-
litical economy. They do not represent reality, but if we know how to 
read such fictions, they yield a commentary on present reality that we 
otherwise might not achieve. One enters the fiction in order to discern 
the structure, but also to ask: What can and cannot be figured here?
What can be imagined, and through what terms?

For instance, that lonely and self-sufficient figure of Robinson Crusoe 
was invariably an adult and a man, the first figure of the “natural 
man”—the one whose self-sufficiency is eventually interrupted by the 
demands of social and economic life, but not as a consequence of his 
natural condition. Indeed, when others enter the scene, conflict be-
gins—or so the story goes. So, in the beginning (temporally consid-
ered) and most fundamentally (ontologically considered), individuals 
pursue their selfish interests, they clash and fight, but conflict becomes 
arbitrated only in the midst of a regulated sociality, since each indi-
vidual would presumably, prior to entering the social contract, seek to 
pursue and satisfy his wants, regardless of their effect on others and 
without any expectation of resolution, without resolving those com-
peting or clashing desires. The contract thus emerges, according to 
this fiction, first and foremost as a means of conflict resolution. Each 
individual must restrict his desires, put limits on his capacity to con-
sume, to take, and to act, in order to live according to commonly 
binding laws. For Hobbes, those laws become the “common power” 
by which human nature is restrained. The state of nature was not 
exactly an ideal, and Hobbes did not call for a “return” to that state 
(as Rousseau sometimes did), for he imagined that lives would be cut 
short, that murder would be unrestrained if there were no common 
government and no binding set of laws to subdue the conflictual char-
acter of human nature. The state of nature was for him a war, but
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not a war among states or existing authorities. Rather, it was a war 
waged by one sovereign individual against another—a war, we might 
add, of individuals who regarded themselves as sovereign. For it is 
unclear whether that sovereignty belonged to an individual conceived 
of as separate from the state, who transferred his own sovereignty to 
the state, or if the state was already operating as the implicit hori-
zon of this imaginary. The political-theological concept of sovereignty 
precedes and conditions the attribution or suspension of sovereign sta-
tus to the individual, that is, it produces, through that conferral, the 
figure of the sovereign subject.

Let us be clear: the state of nature differs among Locke, Rousseau, and 
Hobbes, and even within Hobbes’s Leviathan, there are arguably at 
least five versions. The state of nature can postulate a time before soci-
ety; it can seek to describe foreign civilizations that are assumed to be 
premodern; it can offer a political psychology that accounts for civil 
strife; it can describe political power dynamics within seventeenth-
century Europe. I am not exactly conducting a scholarly review, but I 
do want to consider how the state of nature becomes the occasion for 
a certain kind of imagining, if not a fantasy or what Rousseau calls “a 
pure fiction,” then one that is centrally concerned with violent con-
flict and its resolution. As such, we can ask: Under what historical 
conditions do such fictions or fantasies take hold? They become pos-
sible and persuasive from within a condition of social conflict or as a 
consequence of its history; they represent, perhaps, the dream of an 
escape from the sufferings associated with the capitalist organization 
of work, or they function as a justification for that very organization. 
These imaginings articulate, and comment upon, the arguments for 
strengthening state power and its instruments of violence to cultivate 
or contain the popular will; they emerge in our understanding of pop-
ulism, the condition in which the popular will is imagined to assume 
an unconstrained form or to rebel against established structures; they 
encode and reproduce forms of domination and exploitation that set 
classes and religious or racial groups against one another, as if “tribal-
ism” were a primitive or natural condition that rears up and explodes 
if states fail to exercise restraining powers—that is, if states fail to 
impose their own violence, including legal violence.

In the course of this text, we will distinguish between fantasy, un-
derstood as a conscious wish that can be individual or shared, and 
phantasy, which has an unconscious dimension and often operates 
according to a syntax that requires interpretation. The daydream 
can hover on the border between the conscious and unconscious, but 
Phantasy, as developed first by Susan Isaacs (1948) and elaborated by
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Melanie Klein, tends to include a complex unconscious set of relations 
to objects. Unconscious fantasy became one basis for the Lacanian 
notion of the imaginary, designating unconscious tendencies that take 
form as images and that pull us apart or in different directions, and 
against which narcissistic defenses are erected. In Laplanche, fantasy 
is defined somewhat differently and in two distinct ways: first, as an 
“imaginary scene in which the subject is a protagonist, representing 
the fulfillment of a wish (in the last analysis, an unconscious wish) in a 
manner that is distorted to a greater or lesser extent by defensive pro-
cesses”; secondly, in his discussion of “Fantasme” he makes clear that 
we are not confronting a distinction between imagination and reality, 
but a structuring psychic modality by which reality itself is invari-
ably interpreted. Thus, he proposes a reformulation of psychoanalytic 
doctrine with the idea of “original fantasy” (what Freud called “Ur-
phantasien”), which structures modes of perceiving, and operates ac-
cording to its own syntactical rules. Thus, the original phantasy takes 
form as a scene with multiple actors disposed by vectors of desire and 
aggression. This last notion allows us to consider what is happening 
in “the state of nature” considered not only as a fiction or a conscious 
fantasy, but as a phantasmatic scene structured by multiple occluded 
determinants. In the following, I seek to reserve “fantasy” for most of 
the scenes of violence and defense that I consider, but in relation to 
Klein, where the term “phantasy” maintains a distinctly unconscious 
dimension, I reserve that spelling. I use the terms “phantasmatic” and 
“phantasmagoric” to consider the interplay of socially shared, or com-
municable, unconscious and conscious fantasies that take the form of 
a scene but do not for that reason presuppose a collective unconscious.

If we understand the state of nature as a fiction or, rather, a phantasy 
(and the two are not the same, as we shall see), then what set of 
wishes or desires does it represent or articulate? I suggest that these 
wishes belong neither simply to the individual nor to an autonomous 
psychic life, but maintain a critical relation to the social and economic 
condition upon which they comment. This relation can function as an 
inverted picture, a critical commentary, a justification, or, indeed, a 
ruthless critique. What is posited as an origin or an original condition 
is retrospectively imagined, and so posited as the result of a sequence 
that begins in the already-constituted social world. And yet, there 
is a yearning to posit a foundation, an imaginary origin, as a way to 
account for this world, or perhaps to escape its pain and alienation. 
This train of thought could easily lead us down a psychoanalytic path 
if we were to take seriously the idea that unconscious forms of phantasy 
function as a foundation for human psychic life in relation to its social 
world. This may well be true. However, my desire is not to replace
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fantasy with reality, but to learn how to read such a fantasy as yielding 
key insights into the structure and dynamic of historically constituted 
organizations of power and violence as they relate to life and to death. 
Indeed, I myself will not be able to offer a critical rejoinder to this 
notion of a “man without needs” at the origin of social life without 
engaging a conjecture of my own: one that does not start with me, 
but takes me up into its terms, articulating, as it were, the syntax of 
the social through a different imaginary.

One rather remarkable feature of this state of nature fantasy, which 
is regularly invoked as a “foundation,” is that, in the beginning, ap-
parently, there is a man and he is an adult and he is on his own, 
self-sufficient. So let’s take notice that this story begins not at the 
origin, but in the middle of a history that is not about to be told: 
with the opening moment of the story, that is, with the moment that 
marks the beginning, gender, for instance, has already been decided. 
Independence and dependency have been separated, and masculine 
and feminine are determined, in part, in relation to this distribution 
of dependency. The primary and founding figure of the human is mas-
culine. That comes as no surprise; masculinity is defined by its lack of 
dependency (and that is not exactly news, but it continues somehow 
to be quite startling). But what does seem interesting, and it is as 
true for Hobbes as it is for Marx, is that the human is from the start 
an adult.

In other words, the individual who is introduced to us as the first 
moment of the human, the outbreak of the human onto the world, is 
posited as if he was never a child; as if he was never provided for, never 
depended upon parents or kinship relations, or upon social institutions, 
in order to survive and grow and (presumably) learn. That individual 
has already been cast as a gender, but not by a social assignment; 
rather, it is because he is an individual—and the social form of the 
individual is masculine in this scene—that he is a man. So, if we 
wish to understand this fantasy, we have to ask what version of the 
human and what version of gender it represents, and what occlusions 
are required for that representation to work. Dependency is, as it 
were, written out of the picture of the original man; he is somehow, 
and from the start, always and already upright, capable, without ever 
having been supported by others, without having held onto another’s 
body in order to steady himself, without ever having been fed when 
he could not feed himself, without ever having been wrapped in a 
blanket for warmth by someone else. He sprang, lucky guy, from the 
imaginations of liberal theorists as a full adult, without relations, but 
equipped with anger and desire, sometimes capable of a happiness or
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self-sufficiency that depended on a natural world preemptively void of 
other people. Shall we then concede that an annihilation has taken 
place prior to the narrated scene, that an annihilation inaugurates 
the scene: everyone else is excluded, negated, and from the start? Is 
this perhaps an inaugural violence? It is not a tabula rasa, but a slate 
wiped clean. But so too is the prehistory of the so-called state of nature. 
Since the state of nature is supposed to be, in one of its most influential 
variants, a prehistory of social and economic life, the annihilation of 
alterity constitutes the prehistory of this prehistory, suggesting that we 
are not only elaborating a fantasy, but giving a history of that very 
fantasy—arguably, a murder that leaves no trace.

The social contract, as many feminist theorists have argued, is already 
a sexual contract. But, even before women enter the picture, there is 
only this individual man. There is somewhere a woman in the scene, 
but she does not take form as a figure. We cannot even fault the 
representation of women in the scene, because she is unrepresentable. 
An expulsion of some sort has taken place, and within that vacated 
place is erected the adult man. He is assumed to desire women in 
the course of things, but even this postulated heterosexuality is free of 
dependency and rests on a cultivated amnesia regarding its formation. 
He is understood to encounter others first in a conflictual way.

Why bother with this influential phantasmatic scene in political the-
ory? After all, my topic is the ethics and politics of nonviolence. I am 
not actually going to argue against the primary character of conflictual 
relations. In fact, I will insist that conflict is a potential part of every 
social bond, and that Hobbes is not altogether wrong. Indeed, Freud 
harbors a Hobbesian thesis when he challenges the biblical command-
ment to honor thy neighbor and not covet his wife; for why, Freud 
asks, should we not assume that enmity and hostility are more fun-
damental than love? My thesis, which will arrive a bit later, is that 
if nonviolence is to make sense as an ethical and political position, it 
cannot simply repress aggression or do away with its reality; rather, 
nonviolence emerges as a meaningful concept precisely when destruc-
tion is most likely or seems most certain. When destruction becomes 
the ardent aim of desire but is nevertheless checked, what accounts for 
that check, that imposition of a limit and displacement? From where 
does it come, and what lets it take hold and be maintained? Some 
would say that the check is always a form of self-checking—that it is 
the superego that checks the externalization of aggression, even as “the 
super-ego” is the name we have for the process of absorbing aggres-
sion into the architecture of the psyche. The economy of the super-ego 
is a moralism whereby aggression unleashes itself against itself in an
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intensifying double bind that weighs down upon the psychic life that
bears this recursive structure of self-negation. It denounces violence,
and that denunciation becomes a new form of violence in the course
of things. Others would say that this check on violence can only be
applied from the outside, by law, by government, even the police; that
is the more properly Hobbesian view. In this view, the coercive power
of the state is necessary to contain the potentially murderous rage of
its unruly subjects. Others claim that there is a calm or pacific region
of the soul, and that we must cultivate the capacity to dwell always
there, subduing aggression and destructiveness through religious or
ethical practices or rituals. But, as I noted, Einstein argued in favor
of a “militant pacifism,” and perhaps now we can ourselves talk about
an aggressive form of nonviolence. To understand this, I propose that
we think first about an ethics of nonviolence that presupposes forms of
dependency, and interdependency, that are unmanageable or that be-
come the source of conflict and aggression. Second, I propose that we
consider how our understanding of equality relates to the ethics and
politics of nonviolence. For that connection to make sense, we would
have to admit into our idea of political equality the equal grievability
of lives. For only a departure from a presumptive individualism will
let us understand the possibility of an aggressive nonviolence: one that
emerges in the midst of conflict, one that takes hold in the force field
of violence itself. That means such an equality is not simply the equal-
ity of individuals with one another, but a concept that first becomes
thinkable once a critique of individualism is waged.

Dependency and Obligation

Let us, then, try a different story. It begins this way: every individual
emerges in the course of the process of individuation. No one is born an
individual; if someone becomes an individual over time, he or she does
not escape the fundamental conditions of dependency in the course
of that process. That condition cannot be escaped by way of time.
We were all, regardless of our political viewpoints in the present, born
into a condition of radical dependency. As we reflect back on that
condition as adults, perhaps we are slightly insulted or alarmed, or
perhaps we dismiss the thought. Perhaps someone with a strong sense
of individual self-sufficiency will indeed be offended by the fact that
there was a time when one could not feed oneself or could not stand on
one’s own. I want to suggest, however, that no one actually stands on
one’s own; strictly speaking, no one feeds oneself. Disability studies
has shown us that in order to move along the street, there must be
pavement that allows for movement, especially if one only moves with
a chair or with an instrument for support. But the pavement is also
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an instrument for support, as are the traffic lights and the curb stops. 
It is not only those who are disabled who require support in order 
to move, to be fed, or indeed, to breathe. All of these basic human 
capacities are supported in one way or another. No one moves or 
breathes or finds food who is not supported by a world that provides 
an environment built for passage, that prepares and distributes food 
so that it makes its way to our mouths, a world that sustains the 
environment that makes possible air of a quality that we can breathe.

Dependency can be defined partly as a reliance on social and material 
structures and on the environment, for the latter, too, makes life pos-
sible. But regardless of our quarrels with psychoanalysis—and what 
is psychoanalysis but a theory and practice with which people quar-
rel—perhaps we can say that we do not overcome the dependency of 
infancy when we become adults. That does not mean that the adult is 
dependent in the exact same way that the infant is, but only that we 
have become creatures who constantly imagine a self-sufficiency, only 
to find that image of ourselves undermined repeatedly in the course of 
life. This is, of course, a Lacanian position, articulated most famously 
by the “mirror stage”—the jubilant boy who thinks he stands on his 
own as he looks in the mirror, and yet, watching him, we know that the 
mother, or some obscured object-support (trotte-bébé), holds him in 
front of the mirror as he rejoices in his radical self-sufficiency. Per-haps 
we can say that the founding conceits of liberal individualism are a kind 
of mirror stage, that they take place within an imaginary of this kind. 
What support, what dependency, has to be disavowed for the fantasy of 
self-sufficiency to take hold, for the story to start with a timeless adult 
masculinity?

The implication of this scene, of course, is that it would seem that 
masculinity is identified with a phantasmatic self-sufficiency, while 
femininity is identified with the support she provides, a support reg-
ularly disavowed. This picture and story lock us into an economy of 
gender relations that hardly serves us. Heterosexuality becomes the 
presumptive frame, and it is derived from the theory of mother and 
child, which is but one way of imagining the relations of support for 
the child. The gendered structure of the family is taken for granted, 
including, of course, the obscuring of the mother’s labor of care and 
the full absence of the father. And if we accept all this as the symbolic 
structure of things rather than merely a specific imaginary, we accept 
the operation of a law that can only be changed in incremental fashion 
and over a very long time. The theory that describes this fantasy, this 
asymmetry, and this gendered division of labor can end up reproduc-
ing and validating its terms, unless it shows us another way out, unless
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it asks about the scene prior to, or outside of, the scene—the moment,
as it were, before the beginning.

Let us now move from dependency to interdependency, and ask how
that alters our understanding of vulnerability, of conflict, adulthood,
sociality, violence, and politics. I ask this question because, at both a
political and an economic level, the facts of global interdependency are
denied. Or they are exploited. Of course, advertisements for corpora-
tions celebrate a globalized world, but that idea of corporate expansion
captures only one sense of globalization. National sovereignty may be
waning, and yet new nationalisms insist upon the frame. So one reason
it is so difficult to convince governments such as that of the United
States that global warming is a real threat to the future of the livable
world is that their rights to expand production and markets, to exploit
nature, to profit, remain centered on the augmentation of a national
wealth and power. Perhaps they do not conceive of the possibility that
what they do affects all regions of the world, and that what happens in
all regions of the world affects the very possibility of the continuation
of a livable environment, one on which we all depend. Or perhaps they
do know that they are in the midst of a globally destructive activity,
and that too seems to them like a right, a power, a prerogative that
should be compromised by nothing and no one.

The idea of global obligations that serve all inhabitants of the world,
human and animal, is about as far from the neoliberal consecration
of individualism as it could be, and yet it is regularly dismissed as
naive. So I am summoning my courage to expose my naiveté, my
fantasy—my counter-fantasy, if you will. Some people ask, in more
or less incredulous tones: “How can you believe in global obligations?
That is surely naive.” But, when I ask if they want to live in a world
where no one argues for global obligations, they usually say no. I argue
that only by avowing this interdependency does it become possible to
formulate global obligations, including obligations toward migrants;
toward the Roma; those who live in precarious situations, or indeed,
those who are subject to occupation and war; those who are subject
to institutional and systemic racism; the indigenous whose murder
and disappearance never surface fully in the public record; women
who are subject to domestic and public violence, and harassment in
the workplace; and gender nonconforming people who are exposed to
bodily harm, including incarceration and death. I want to suggest, as
well, that a new idea of equality can only emerge from a more fully
imagined interdependency, an imagining that unfolds in practices and
institutions, in new forms of civic and political life. Oddly enough,
equality imagined in this way compels us to rethink what we mean by
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an equality among individuals. Of course, it is good that one person
is treated as equal to another. (I am all in favor of anti-discrimination
law; don’t get me wrong.) But that formulation, as important as it
is, does not tell us by virtue of what set of relationships social and
political equality becomes thinkable. It takes the individual person as
the unit of analysis and then establishes a comparison. When equality
is understood as an individual right (as it is in the right to equal
treatment), it is separated from the social obligations we bear toward
one another. To formulate equality on the basis of the relations that
define our enduring social existence, that define us as social living
creatures, is to make a social claim—a collective claim on society, if
not a claim to the social as the framework within which our imaginings
of equality, freedom, and justice take form and make sense. Whatever
claims of equality are then formulated, they emerge from the relations
between people, in the name of those relations and those bonds, but
not as features of an individual subject. Equality is thus a feature
of social relations that depends for its articulation on an increasingly
avowed interdependency—letting go of the body as a “unit” in order
to understand one’s boundaries as relational and social predicaments:
including sources of joy, susceptibility to violence, sensitivity to heat
and cold, tentacular yearnings for food, sociality, and sexuality.

I have argued elsewhere that “vulnerability” should not be considered
as a subjective state, but rather as a feature of our shared or interde-
pendent lives. We are never simply vulnerable, but always vulnerable
to a situation, a person, a social structure, something upon which we
rely and in relation to which we are exposed. Perhaps we can say that
we are vulnerable to those environmental and social structures that
make our lives possible, and that when they falter, so do we. To be
dependent implies vulnerability: one is vulnerable to the social struc-
ture upon which one depends, so if the structure fails, one is exposed to
a precarious condition. If that is so, we are not talking about my vul-
nerability or yours, but rather a feature of the relation that binds us to
one another and to the larger structures and institutions upon which
we depend for the continuation of life. Vulnerability is not exactly the
same as dependency. I depend on someone, something, or some condi-
tion in order to live. But when that person disappears, or that object
is withdrawn, or that social institution falls apart, I am vulnerable
to being dispossessed, abandoned, or exposed in ways that may well
prove unlivable. The relational understanding of vulnerability shows
that we are not altogether separable from the conditions that make
our lives possible or impossible. In other words, because we cannot
exist liberated from such conditions, we are never fully individuated.

327



Judith Butler

One implication of this view is that the obligations that bind us to
one another follow from the condition of interdependency that makes
our lives possible but that can also be one condition for exploitation
and violence. The political organization of life itself requires that in-
terdependency—and the equality it implies—is acknowledged through
policy, institution, civil society, and government. If we accept the pro-
posal that there are, or must be, global obligations—that is to say,
obligations that are globally shared and ought to be considered bind-
ing—they cannot be reduced to obligations that nation-states have
toward one another. They would have to be post-national in charac-
ter, traversing borders and navigating their terms, since populations
at the border or crossing the border (stateless people, refugees) are
included in the larger network of interrelationships implied by global
obligations.

I have been arguing that the task, as I imagine it, is not to overcome
dependency in order to achieve self-sufficiency, but to accept inter-
dependency as a condition of equality. That formulation meets with
an immediate and important challenge. After all, there are forms of
colonial power that seek to establish the so-called “dependency” of the
colonized, and these kinds of arguments seek to make dependency an
essential, pathological feature of populations who have been colonized.
That deployment of dependency confirms both racism and colonialism;
it identifies the cause of a group’s subordination as a psycho-social fea-
ture of the group itself. The colonizer, then, as French-Tunisian novel-
ist and essayist Albert Memmi has argued, understands himself as the
adult in the scene, the one who can bring a colonized population out of
their “childlike” dependency into an enlightened adulthood. We find
this figure of the colonized as the child requiring tutelage in Kant’s
famous essay “What Is Enlightenment?” But the truth is that the
colonizer depends upon the colonized, for when the colonized refuse
to remain subordinate, then the colonizer is threatened with the loss
of colonial power. On the one hand, it looks good to overcome de-
pendency if one has been made dependent on a colonial structure,
or made dependent on an unjust state, or an exploitative marriage.
Breaking with those forms of subjection are part of the process of
emancipation, of claiming both equality and freedom. But which ver-
sion of equality do we then accept? And which version of freedom? If
we break the ties of dependency in an effort to overcome subjection
and exploitation, does that mean that we now value independence?
Well, yes, it does. Yet, if that independence is modeled on mastery
and so becomes a way of breaking ties with those forms of interde-
pendency that we value, what then follows? If independence returns
us to the sovereignty of the individual or of the state in such a way
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that post-sovereign understandings of cohabitation become unthink-
able, then we have returned to a version of self-sufficiency that implies
endless conflict. After all, it is only from a renewed and revalued no-
tion of interdependency among regions and hemispheres that we can
begin to think about the threat to the environment, the problem of the
global slum, systemic racism, the condition of stateless people whose
migration is a common global responsibility, even the more thorough
overcoming of colonial modes of power. And that we can begin to
formulate another view of social solidarity and of nonviolence.

Throughout this book, I move between a psychoanalytic and a social
understanding of interdependency, laying the groundwork for a prac-
tice of nonviolence within a new egalitarian imaginary. These levels
of analysis have to be brought together without assuming the psycho-
analytic framework as a model for all social relations. The critique of
ego psychology, however, does give a social meaning to psychoanalysis
that links it with a broader consideration of the conditions of sus-
tenance and persistence—questions central to any conception of the
biopolitical. My counter-thesis to the state of nature hypothesis is
that no body can sustain itself on its own. The body is not, and never
was, a self-subsisting kind of being, which is but one reason why the
metaphysics of substance—which conceives the body as an extended
being with discrete boundaries—was never a particularly good frame
for understanding what a body is; the body is given over to others in
order to persist; it is given over to some other set of hands before it can
make use of its own. Does metaphysics have a way to conceptualize
this vital paradox? As interpersonal as this relation may sound, it is
also socially organized in a broader sense, pointing as it does to the
social organization of life. We all start by being given over—a situa-
tion both passive and animating. That’s what happens when a child
is born: someone gives the child over to someone else. We are, from
the start, handled against our will in part because the will is in the
process of being formed. Even the infant Oedipus was handed over to
that shepherd who was supposed to let him die of exposure on the side
of the hill. That was a nearly fatal act, since his mother handed him
to someone tasked with arranging to let him die. Being handed over
against one’s will is not always a beautiful scene. The infant is given
over by someone to someone else, and the caregiver is conventionally
understood as given over to the task of care—given over in a way that
may not be experienced as an act of deliberate will or choice. Care
is not always consensual, and it does not always take the form of a
contract: it can be a way of getting wrecked, time and again, by the
demands of a wailing and hungry creature. But there is here a larger
claim that does not rely on any particular account of the social orga-
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nization of motherhood or caregiving. Our enduring dependency on
social and economic forms of support for life itself is not something we
grow out of—it is not a dependency that converts to independence in
time. When there is nothing to depend upon, when social structures
fail or are withdrawn, then life itself falters or fails: life becomes pre-
carious. That enduring condition may become more poignant in care
for children and the elderly, or for those who are physically challenged,
but all of us are subject to this condition.

What does it mean “to be given over”? And does it imply that we are
also those to whom someone is given over? Are we at once given over,
and those to whom others are given over—a kind of asymmetry for each
that is nevertheless a reciprocity when regarded as a social relation?
When the world fails us, when we ourselves become worldless in the
social sense, the body suffers and shows its precarity; that mode of
demonstrating precarity is itself, or carries with it, a political demand
and even an expression of outrage. To be a body differentially exposed
to harm or to death is precisely to exhibit a form of precarity, but also
to suffer a form of inequality that is unjust. So, the situation of many
populations who are increasingly subject to unlivable precarity raises
for us the question of global obligations. If we ask why any of us should
care about those who suffer at a distance from us, the answer is not to
be found in paternalistic justifications, but in the fact that we inhabit
the world together in relations of interdependency. Our fates are, as
it were, given over to one another.

So, we have moved far from the Robinson Crusoe figure with which
we began. For the embodied subject is defined, on the contrary, by its
lack of self-sufficiency. And this also gives us some indication of how
longing, desire, rage, and anxiety all figure in this scene, especially
under conditions when exposure becomes unbearable, or dependency
becomes unmanageable. Suffering those conditions can lead to under-
standable rage. Under what conditions does interdependency become
a scene of aggression, conflict, and violence? How do we understand
the destructive potential of this social bond?

Violence and Nonviolence

Moral philosophers and theologians have asked: What grounds the
claims that killing is wrong, and that the interdiction against killing
is justified? The usual way of handling this question is to ask whether
that interdiction, commandment, or prohibition is absolute; whether
it has a theological or other conventional status; whether it is a matter
of law or one of morality. It is also invariably accompanied by a fur-
ther question, namely, whether there are bona fide exceptions to such
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an interdiction, when injuring or even killing is justified. And then 
debates tend to ensue about what, if any, exceptions exist, and what 
they indicate about the less-than-absolute character of that interdic-
tion. Self-defense usually enters the debate at this juncture.

The exception to the rule is important, perhaps more so than the 
rule itself. For instance, if there are exceptions to the prohibition on 
killing, and if there are always such exceptions, this suggests that the 
prohibition against killing is less than absolute. It is a prohibition that 
on occasion fails to assert itself, or holds itself back, or suspends its 
own powers of restraint.

“Self-defense” is a highly ambiguous term, as we can see in militaris-
tic modes of foreign policy that justify every attack as self-defense, 
and in contemporary US law that now makes provisions for preemp-
tive killing. It can, and in practice does, extend to the defense of 
loved ones, children or animals, or others who are considered close to 
you—relations that are part of one’s broader sense of self. It therefore 
makes sense to ask what defines and limits those relations, what elab-
orates the conception of self to include groups of others in this way, 
and why they are usually understood as biological relatives or those 
related through conjugal ties. A rather arbitrary and dubious distinc-
tion emerges between those who are close to oneself—in the name of 
whose protection one may commit violence, even murder—and those 
who are at a distance from oneself—in the name of whom, in whose 
defense, one may not kill. So, what and who is part of the self that 
you are, and what relations are included under the rubric of the “self” 
to be defended? Are we more ethically obligated to preserve the lives 
of those who are close to us than to stand for the lives of those who are 
considered far away, whether in a geographical, economic, or cultural 
sense?

If I defend myself and those who are considered part of myself (or 
proximate enough so that I know and love them), then this self that 
I am is relational, yes; but such relations, considered as belonging to 
the region of the self, are limited to those who are proximate and 
similar. One is justified in using violence to defend those who belong 
to the region or regime of the self. Some group is, then, covered by 
my expanded claims of self-defense, and they are understood to be 
worthy of a violent protection against violence: that is, a violence 
done to others so that it is not done to one’s own. The interdiction 
against violence reemerges within the exception. The interdiction now 
is imposed on the other group, the one that is not part of my region of 
the self, not to engage in violent acts. And absent that operative 
interdiction, I, or we, are apparently justified in killing.
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Further, when we get to that point when one, or one’s group, vio-
lently defends what it takes to be its “self” against violence, not only 
is a rather large and consequential exception made to the interdiction 
against violence, but the distinction starts to collapse between the 
force of the interdiction and the violence interdicted. The exception to 
the interdiction opens up onto a situation of war, in which it is always 
right to defend oneself or one’s own violently and in the name of self-
defense, but certainly not to defend a whole host of others who do not 
belong to one’s self. And this means that there will always be those 
whose lives I do not defend, and there will always be those who seek to 
do violence to those whose lives are intricately bound up with my own, 
part of my extended region of the self, which would include those others 
I recognize as having a binding ethical claim upon me. At such 
moments, the interdiction against violence again proves itself to be less 
than absolute. And the exception to the interdiction be-comes a 
potential state of war, or at least such a state is coextensive with its 
logic. If one will kill for this or that person who is proxi-mate and 
affiliated, what finally distinguishes the proximate from the non-
proximate, and under what conditions could that distinction be 
regarded as ethically justifiable?

Of course, international human rights interventionists, including those 
we call “liberal hawks” in the United States, would argue that it follows 
that we, especially in the First World, should always be prepared to 
go to war for everyone. But my point is decidedly different. The 
exceptions to the norm of nonviolence actually begin to elaborate forms 
of group identification, even nationalism, that result in a certain war 
logic. It goes like this: I am willing to defend those who are like me, or 
who might be understood as part of the generalized regime of myself, 
but not to defend those who are unlike me, which converts rather easily 
into the claim: I will defend only those who are like me, or 
recognizable to me, but will defend against those who are not 
recognizable to me and with whom no ties of belonging seem to exist. 
With these examples, one question I am trying to pose is whether 
there is a norm that is invoked to distinguish those who belong to the 
group whose lives are worth saving from those who do not belong to 
that group and whose lives are not worth saving or defending. For 
implicit in the way the exception to the interdiction against violence 
works is that there are those who are understood to belong and to 
deserve protection against violence, whereas in relation to those who 
do not belong, one may well invoke one’s principle of nonviolence and 
decline to intervene on their behalf.

Although that may sound cynical, the point is meant only to fore-
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ground the fact that some of our moral principles may well be already 
in the sway of other political interests and frameworks. The distinction 
between populations that are worth violently defending and those that 
are not implies that some lives are simply considered more valuable 
than others. So, my suggestion has been to consider that the principle 
by which the exception to nonviolence is identified is at once also a 
measure for distinguishing among populations: those one is not ready 
to grieve, or that do not qualify as grievable; and those one is prepared 
to grieve, and whose death ought in all instances to be forestalled.

So, if we make exceptions to the principle of nonviolence, it shows that 
we are ready to fight and to harm, possibly even to murder, and that 
we are prepared to give moral reasons for doing so. According to this 
logic, one does this either in self-defense, or in defense of those who 
belong to a wider regime of the self—those with whom identification 
is possible or who are recognized to constitute the broader social or 
political domain of selves to which one’s own self belongs. And, if 
that last proposition is true (that there are those I am willing to hurt 
or murder, in the name of those with whom I share a social identity 
or whom I love in some way that is essential to who I am), then 
there is a moral justification for violence that emerges precisely on a 
demographic basis.

What is demography doing in the midst of this moral debate about 
exceptions to the interdiction against violence? I am suggesting simply 
that what starts as a moral framework for understanding nonviolence 
turns into a different kind of problem—a political problem. In the 
first instance, the norm we invoke to distinguish lives we are willing to 
defend from those that are effectively dispensable is part of a larger op-
eration of biopower that unjustifiably distinguishes between grievable 
and ungrievable lives.

But if we accept the notion that all lives are equally grievable, and 
thus that the political world ought rightly to be organized in such a 
way that this principle is affirmed by economic and institutional life, 
then we arrive at a different conclusion and perhaps at another way 
to approach the problem of nonviolence. After all, if a life, from the 
start, is regarded as grievable, then every precaution will be taken to 
preserve and to safeguard that life against harm and destruction. In 
other words, what we might call the “radical equality of the grievable” 
could be understood as the demographic precondition for an ethics of 
nonviolence that does not make the exception. I am not saying that no 
one should defend oneself, or that there are no cases where intervention 
is necessary. For nonviolence is not an absolute principle, but an open-
ended struggle with violence and its countervailing forces.
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I would like to suggest that a thoroughly egalitarian approach to the 
preservation of life imports a perspective of radical democracy into 
the ethical consideration of how best to practice nonviolence. Within 
such an imaginary, such an experiment that looks at the world in this 
way, there would be no difference between lives worth preserving and 
lives that are potentially grievable. Grievability governs the way in 
which living creatures are managed, and it proves to be an integral 
dimension of biopolitics and of ways of thinking about equality among 
the living. My further claim is that this argument in favor of equality 
bears directly on the ethics and politics of nonviolence. A nonviolent 
practice may well include a prohibition against killing, but it is not 
reducible to that prohibition. For instance, one response to a “pro-
life” position is to argue first for the equal value of life, and to show that 
the “pro-life” position is actually committed to gender inequality, 
attributing an embryonic life with the right to life while decimating the 
legitimate claims that women make to their own lives in the name of 
freedom and equality. Such a “pro-life” position is incompatible with 
social equality, and intensifies the differential between the grievable 
and the ungrievable. Once again, women become the ungrievable.

If our ethical and political practices remain restricted to an individual 
mode of life or decision making, or to a virtue ethics that reflects on 
who we are as individuals, we risk losing sight of that social and eco-
nomic interdependency that establishes an embodied version of equal-
ity. In turn, this condition exposes us to the possibility of abandon-
ment or destructiveness, but it also delineates the ethical obligations 
to thwart those consequences.

What difference to our thinking would such a framework imply? Most 
forms of violence are committed to inequality, whether or not that 
commitment is explicitly thematized. And the framing of the decision 
whether or not to use violence, on any given occasion, makes a num-
ber of assumptions about those with regard to whom violence is to be 
waged or not. For instance, it is impossible to comply with an inter-
diction against violence if one cannot name or know the living creature 
that is not to be killed. If the person, the group, the population is 
not considered already living and alive, how is the command not to 
kill to be understood? It makes sense to assume that only those who 
are considered living can be effectively named and safeguarded by an 
interdiction against violence. But a second point is also necessary. If 
the interdiction against killing rests on the presumption that all lives 
are valuable—that they bear value as lives, in their status as living 
beings—then the universality of the claim only holds on the condition 
that value extends equally to all living beings. This means that we
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have to think not only about persons, but animals; and not only about 
living creatures, but living processes, the systems and forms of life.

There is a third point: a life has to be grievable—that is, its loss has to 
be conceptualizable as a loss—for an interdiction against violence and 
destruction to include that life among those living beings to be 
safeguarded from violence. The condition under which some lives are 
more grievable than others means that the condition of equality can-
not be met. The consequence is that a prohibition against killing, for 
instance, applies only to those lives that are grievable, but not to those 
who are considered ungrievable (those who are considered already lost, 
and thus never fully alive). In this way, the differential distribution 
of grievability has to be addressed if an ethics of nonviolence is to 
presume and affirm the equal value of lives. Thus, the unequal distri-
bution of grievability might be one framework for understanding the 
differential production of humans and other creatures within a struc-
ture of inequality, or, indeed, within a structure of violent disavowal. 
To claim that equality formally extends to all humans is to sidestep 
the fundamental question of how the human is produced, or, rather, 
who is produced as a recognizable and valuable human, and who is 
not. For equality to make sense as a concept, it must imply such for-
mal extension to all humans, but even then, we make an assumption 
about who is included within the category of the human, and who 
is partially included, or fully excluded; who is fully alive or partially 
dead; who would be grieved if they were lost, and who would not be 
grieved, because they are, effectively, socially dead. For that reason, 
we cannot take the human as the ground of our analysis, nor can we 
take as its foundation the state of nature: the human is a historically 
variable concept, differentially articulated in the context of inegali-
tarian forms of social and political power; the field of the human is 
constituted through basic exclusions, haunted by those figures that do 
not count in its tally. In effect, I am asking how the unequal distri-
bution of grievability enters into and distorts our deliberate ways of 
thinking about violence and nonviolence. One might expect that a 
consideration of grievability pertains only to those who are dead, but 
my contention is that grievability is already operative in life, and that 
it is a characteristic attributed to living creatures, marking their value 
within a differential scheme of values and bearing directly on the ques-
tion of whether or not they are treated equally and in a just way. To 
be grievable is to be interpellated in such a way that you know your 
life matters; that the loss of your life would matter; that your body is 
treated as one that should be able to live and thrive, whose precarity 
should be minimized, for which provisions for flourishing should be 
available. The presumption of equal grievability would be not only
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a conviction or attitude with which another person greets you, but a 
principle that organizes the social organization of health, food, shelter, 
employment, sexual life, and civic life.

In suggesting that violent potential emerges as a feature of all relations 
of interdependency and that a concept of the social bond that takes in-
terdependency as a constitutive feature is one that perpetually reckons 
with forms of ambivalence, I am accepting that conflict is an abiding 
potential, and one that is not overcome in any final way. I am less 
interested in claiming that conflict is an intrinsic feature of something 
called “the social bond” (as if there were a single one) than in propos-
ing that in considering specific social relations, we can and should ask 
about the status of ambivalence in those relations, especially when 
those relations have involved dependency—or interdependency. We 
may have all sorts of other reasons for thinking about social relations, 
but insofar as they are characterized by interdependency, it becomes 
possible, in my view, to ask about ambivalence and disavowal not only 
as features of an autonomous psychic reality, but as psychic features of 
social relations—ones that bear implications for understanding the 
problem of violence within a relational frame, thus designating that 
convergence as psycho-social. Of course, that does not mean that we 
think about violence only in that way, or even that it is the best way. 
There are differences, between, say, physical, legal, and institutional 
violence, that have to be understood. My wager, in these chapters, is 
that we might gain some insight into the way that demographic as-
sumptions pervade our debates about violence, especially when they 
take the form of phantasmatic operations that motivate and disrupt 
deliberative efforts to think about violence in its justifiable and unjus-
tifiable instances.

I have sought to show how equality, which now includes the idea of 
equal grievability, links to interdependency, and to the questions of 
why and how to practice nonviolence of a militant sort. One reason 
an egalitarian approach to the value of life is important is that it draws 
from ideals of radical democracy at the same time that it enters into 
ethical considerations about how best to practice nonviolence. The 
institutional life of violence will not be brought down by a prohibition, 
but only by a counter-institutional ethos and practice.

Interdependency raises always that question of the destructiveness that 
is a potential part of any living relation. And yet, the social organiza-
tion of violence and abandonment, traversing both the sovereign and 
biopolitical operations of power, constitutes the contemporary horizon 
in which we have to reflect upon the practice of nonviolence. The point 
bears repeating: if the practice remains restricted to an individual
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mode of life or decision making, we lose sight of that interdependency 
that alone articulates the relational character of equality, as well as of 
the possibility of destruction that is constitutive of social relations.

This leads me to a final point: the ethical stand of nonviolence has to 
be linked to a commitment to radical equality. And more specifically, 
the practice of nonviolence requires an opposition to biopolitical forms 
of racism and war logics that regularly distinguish lives worth safe-
guarding from those that are not—populations conceived as collateral 
damage, or as obstructions to policy and military aims. Further, we 
have to consider how a tacit war logic enters into the biopolitical man-
agement of populations: if the migrants come, they will destroy us, or 
they will destroy culture, or they will destroy Europe or the UK. This 
conviction then licenses violent destruction—or the slower death-in-life 
of detention camps—against the population that is phantasmatically 
construed as the locus of destruction. According to that war logic, it 
is a matter of choosing between the lives of refugees and the lives of 
those who claim the right to be defended against the refugees. In such 
instances, a racist and paranoid version of self-defense authorizes the 
destruction of another population.

As a result, the ethical and political practice of nonviolence can rely 
neither exclusively on the dyadic encounter, nor on the bolstering of a 
prohibition; it requires a political opposition to the biopolitical forms 
of racism and war logics that rely on phantasmagoric inversions that 
occlude the binding and interdependent character of the social bond. 
It requires, as well, an account of why, and under what conditions, the 
frameworks for understanding violence and nonviolence, or violence 
and self-defense, seem to invert into one another, causing confusion 
about how best to pin down those terms. Why is a petition for peace 
called a “violent” act? Why is a human barricade thwarting the po-
lice called an act of “violent” aggression? Under which conditions and 
within which frameworks does the inversion of violence and nonvio-
lence occur? There is no way to practice nonviolence without first 
interpreting violence and nonviolence, especially in a world in which 
violence is increasingly justified in the name of security, nationalism, 
and neofascism. The state monopolizes violence by calling its critics 
“violent”: we know this from Max Weber, Antonio Gramsci, and from 
Benjamin. Hence, we should be wary about those who claim that vio-
lence is necessary to curb or check violence; those who praise the forces 
of law, including the police and the prisons, as the final arbiters. To 
oppose violence is to understand that violence does not always take 
the form of the blow; the institutional forms through which it operates 
compel us to ask: Whose life appears as a life, and whose loss would
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register as a loss? How does that demographic imaginary function in 
ethics, in policy, and in politics? If we operate within the horizon in 
which violence cannot be identified, where lives vanish from the realm 
of the living before they are killed, we will not be able to think, to 
know, or to act in ways that embed the political in the ethical—that 
is, in ways that understand the claim of relational obligations within 
the global sphere. In a sense, we have to break open the horizon of this 
destructive imaginary in which so many inequalities and effacements 
now take place. We must fight those who are committed to destruc-
tion, without replicating their destructiveness. Understanding how to 
fight in this way is the task and the bind of a nonviolent ethics and 
politics.

In other words, we hardly need a new formulation of the state of na-
ture, but we do need an altered state of perception, another imaginary, 
that would disorient us from the givens of the political present. Such 
an imaginary would help us find our way toward an ethical and po-
litical life in which aggression and sorrow do not immediately convert 
into violence, in which we might be able to endure the difficulty and 
the hostility of the social bonds we never chose. We do not have to 
love one another to be obligated to build a world in which all lives are 
sustainable. The right to persist can only be understood as a social 
right, as the subjective instance of a social and global obligation we 
bear toward one another. Interdependent, our persistence is relational, 
fragile, sometimes conflictual and unbearable, sometimes ecstatic and 
joyous. Many people say that arguing for nonviolence is unrealistic, 
but perhaps they are too enamored with reality. When I ask them 
whether they would want to live in a world in which no one was argu-
ing for nonviolence, where no one held out for that impossibility, they 
always say no. The impossible world is the one that exists beyond the 
horizon of our present thinking—it is neither the horizon of terrible 
war, nor the ideal of a perfect peace. It is the open-ended struggle re-
quired to preserve our bonds against all that in the world which bears 
the potential to tear them apart. To subdue destruction is one of the 
most important affirmations of which we are capable in this world. It 
is the affirmation of this life, bound up with yours, and with the realm 
of the living: an affirmation caught up with a potential for destruction 
and its countervailing force.
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Before the center of the world shifted to the North Atlantic, it lay within 
the great Afro-Eurasian network of the Silk Roads. The West (European 
and American civilization) needs to recover what philosopher Rémi 

Brague calls its Romanness, its willingness to learn, its genius of 
drawing on the spiritual energies of Athens, Jerusalem—and beyond. 
The fate of modernity, the fate of the West, hinges on our ability “to 

experience the ancient as new and as something renewed by its 
transplantation in new soil, a transplantation that makes the old a 

principle of new developments.” We need a kind of postmodern 
Renaissance, a new convergence of East and West.

Solzhenitsyn was born in 1918 in the North Caucasus region of southern 
European Russia. His mother was of Ukrainian descent; his father died 

before he was born. He served in the Red Army as commander of an 
artillery battery during World War II. As part of the Soviet advance 

into East Prussia, he witnessed atrocities committed by fellow-soldiers 
against German civilians, including mass rape. He kept the memory of 
these victims in his poem Prussian Nights. He was arrested in February 
1945, three weeks after the offensive began, for protesting these crimes, 
as well as for subtly criticizing Stalin in private letters, and sentenced 
to serve eight years in the labor camps of the Soviet Gulag. When that 
term ended, he was sent into internal exile in Kazakhstan. During this 

time, he gave up Marxism and converted to Christianity. After 
Khrushchev delivered his speech in 1956 criticizing Stalin and exposing 
some of his crimes, Solzhenitsyn was freed from exile and exonerated. 
After Khrushchev’s removal in 1964, the regime again grew hostile to 
Solzhenitsyn, who had won acclaim as a writer (awarded the Nobel 

Prize in Literature in 1970). Solzhenitsyn was arrested and deported in 
1974, eventually settling in Vermont. After the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, his Russian citizenship was restored, and he returned to Russia 
in 1994, where he died in 2008.

341



Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn

Solzhenitsyn exposed the brutalities of totalitarian communism in
The Gulag Archipelago, published in 1973, which made it incredible
for Western apologists of communism to continue maintaining the
essential innocuousness of the system. In that book, Solzhenitsyn

writes, “If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously
committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them

from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and
evil cuts through the heart of every human being.” The great

temptation is to secure emancipation through the scapegoating of
others, when the Socratic imperative still prevails: we must know
ourselves, and know the good and evil of which we are all capable.
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I am sincerely happy to be here on the occasion of the 327th commence-
ment of this old and most prestigious university. My congratulations 
and very best wishes to all of today’s graduates.

Harvard’s motto is “VERITAS.” Many of you have already found out, 
and others will find out in the course of their lives, that truth eludes us 
if we do not concentrate our attention totally on it’s pursuit. But even 
while it eludes us, the illusion of knowing it still lingers and leads to 
many misunderstandings. Also, truth seldom is pleasant; it is almost 
invariably bitter. There is some bitterness in my today’s speech too, 
but I want to stress that it comes not from an adversary, but from a 
friend.

Three years ago in the United States I said certain things which at 
that time appeared unacceptable. Today, however, many people agree 
with what I then said.

The split in today’s world is perceptible even to a hasty glance. Any of 
our contemporaries readily identifies two world powers, each of them 
already capable of entirely destroying the other. However, understand-
ing of the split often is limited to this political conception: that dan-
ger may be abolished through successful diplomatic negotiations or by 
achieving a balance of armed forces. The truth is that the split is a 
much [more] profound [one] and a more alienating one, that the rifts 
are more than one can see at first glance. This deep manifold split 
bears the danger of manifold disaster for all of us, in accordance with 
the ancient truth that a kingdom – in this case, our Earth – divided 
against itself cannot stand.

There is the concept of “Third World”: thus, we already have three 
worlds. Undoubtedly, however, the number is even greater; we are 
just too far away to see. Any ancient and deeply rooted, autonomous 
culture, especially if it is spread on a wide part of the earth’s sur-
face, constitutes an autonomous world, full of riddles and surprises to 
Western thinking. As a minimum, we must include in this category 
China, India, the Muslim world, and Africa, if indeed we accept the 
approximation of viewing the latter two as compact units.

For one thousand years Russia belonged to such a category, although 
Western thinking systematically committed the mistake of denying its 
autonomous character and therefore never understood it, just as today 
the West does not understand Russia in Communist captivity. And 
while it may be that in past years Japan has increasingly become, in effect, a 
Far West, drawing ever closer to Western ways (I am no judge here), Israel, 
I think, should not be reckoned as part of the West, if only because of the 
decisive circumstance that its state system is fundamentally linked to 
religion.
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How short a time ago, relatively, the small, new European world was
easily seizing colonies everywhere, not only without anticipating any
real resistance, but also usually despising any possible values in the
conquered people’s approach to life. On the face of it, it was an over-
whelming success. There were no geographic frontiers [limits] to it.
Western society expanded in a triumph of human independence and
power. And all of a sudden in the 20th century came the discovery of
its fragility and friability.

We now see that the conquests proved to be short lived and precarious
– and this, in turn, points to defects in the Western view of the world
which led to these conquests. Relations with the former colonial world
now have turned into their opposite and the Western world often goes
to extremes of subservience, but it is difficult yet to estimate the total
size of the bill which former colonial countries will present to the West
and it is difficult to predict whether the surrender not only of its last
colonies, but of everything it owns, will be sufficient for the West to
foot the bill.

But the blindness of superiority continues in spite of all and upholds
the belief that the vast regions everywhere on our planet should de-
velop and mature to the level of present day Western systems, which in
theory are the best and in practice the most attractive. There is this
belief that all those other worlds are only being temporarily prevented
(by wicked governments or by heavy crises or by their own barbar-
ity and incomprehension) from taking the way of Western pluralistic
democracy and from adopting the Western way of life. Countries are
judged on the merit of their progress in this direction.

However, it is a conception which develops out of Western incompre-
hension of the essence of other worlds, out of the mistake of measuring
them all with a Western yardstick. The real picture of our planet’s
development is quite different and which about our divided world gave
birth to the theory of convergence between leading Western countries
and the Soviet Union. It is a soothing theory which overlooks the fact
that these worlds are not at all developing into similarity. Neither one
can be transformed into the other without the use of violence. Besides,
convergence inevitably means acceptance of the other side’s defects,
too, and this is hardly desirable.

If I were today addressing an audience in my country, examining the
overall pattern of the world’s rifts, I would have concentrated on the
East’s calamities. But since my forced exile in the West has now lasted
four years and since my audience is a Western one, I think it may be
of greater interest to concentrate on certain aspects of the West, in
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our days, such as I see them.

A decline in courage may be the most striking feature which an outside
observer notices in the West in our days. The Western world has lost
its civil courage, both as a whole and separately, in each country,
each government, each political party, and, of course, in the United
Nations. Such a decline in courage is particularly noticeable among the
ruling groups and the intellectual elite, causing an impression of loss
of courage by the entire society. Of course, there are many courageous
individuals, but they have no determining influence on public life.

Political and intellectual bureaucrats show depression, passivity, and
perplexity in their actions and in their statements, and even more so
in theoretical reflections to explain how realistic, reasonable, as well
as intellectually and even morally worn it is to base state policies on
weakness and cowardice. And decline in courage is ironically empha-
sized by occasional explosions of anger and inflexibility on the part of
the same bureaucrats when dealing with weak governments and with
countries not supported by anyone, or with currents which cannot of-
fer any resistance. But they get tongue-tied and paralyzed when they
deal with powerful governments and threatening forces, with aggres-
sors and international terrorists.

Should one point out that from ancient times declining courage has
been considered the beginning of the end?

When the modern Western states were created, the principle was pro-
claimed that governments are meant to serve man and man lives to
be free and to pursue happiness. See, for example, the American Dec-
laration of Independence. Now, at last, during past decades technical
and social progress has permitted the realization of such aspirations:
the welfare state.

Every citizen has been granted the desired freedom and material goods
in such quantity and of such quality as to guarantee in theory the
achievement of happiness – in the morally inferior sense of the word
which has come into being during those same decades. In the process,
however, one psychological detail has been overlooked: the constant
desire to have still more things and a still better life and the struggle
to attain them imprint many Western faces with worry and even de-
pression, though it is customary to conceal such feelings. Active and
tense competition fills all human thoughts without opening a way to
free spiritual development.

The individual’s independence from many types of state pressure has
been guaranteed. The majority of people have been granted well-
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being to an extent their fathers and grandfathers could not even dream 
about. It has become possible to raise young people according to 
these ideals, leaving them to physical splendor, happiness, possession 
of material goods, money, and leisure, to an almost unlimited freedom 
of enjoyment. So who should now renounce all this? Why? And for 
what should one risk one’s precious life in defense of common values 
and particularly in such nebulous cases when the security of one’s 
nation must be defended in a distant country? Even biology knows 
that habitual, extreme safety and well-being are not advantageous for 
a living organism. Today, well-being in the life of Western society has 
begun to reveal its pernicious mask.

Western society has given itself the organization best suited to its 
purposes based, I would say, on the letter of the law. The limits of 
human rights and righteousness are determined by a system of laws; 
such limits are very broad. People in the West have acquired con-
siderable skill in interpreting and manipulating law. Any conflict is 
solved according to the letter of the law and this is considered to be 
the supreme solution. If one is right from a legal point of view, noth-
ing more is required. Nobody will mention that one could still not be 
entirely right, and urge self-restraint, a willingness to renounce such 
legal rights, sacrifice and selfless risk. It would sound simply absurd. 
One almost never sees voluntary self-restraint. Everybody operates at 
the extreme limit of those legal frames.

I have spent all my life under a Communist regime and I will tell 
you that a society without any objective legal scale is a terrible one 
indeed. But a society with no other scale than the legal one is not 
quite worthy of man either. A society which is based on the letter of 
the law and never reaches any higher is taking very scarce advantage 
of the high level of human possibilities. The letter of the law is too 
cold and formal to have a beneficial influence on society. Whenever 
the tissue of life is woven of legalistic relations, there is an atmosphere 
of moral mediocrity, paralyzing man’s noblest impulses. And it will 
be simply impossible to stand through the trials of this threatening 
century with only the support of a legalistic structure.

Today’s Western society has revealed the inequality between the free-
dom for good deeds and the freedom for evil deeds. A statesman who 
wants to achieve something important and highly constructive for his 
country has to move cautiously and even timidly. There are thou-sands 
of hasty and irresponsible critics around him; parliament and the press 
keep rebuffing him. As he moves ahead, he has to prove that each single 
step of his is well-founded and absolutely flawless. Actu-ally, an 
outstanding and particularly gifted person who has unusual
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and unexpected initiatives in mind hardly gets a chance to assert him-
self. From the very beginning, dozens of traps will be set out for him.
Thus, mediocrity triumphs with the excuse of restrictions imposed by
democracy.

It is feasible and easy everywhere to undermine administrative power
and in fact it has been drastically weakened in all Western countries.
The defense of individual rights has reached such extremes as to make
society as a whole defenseless against certain individuals. It’s time in
the West – It is time in the West to defend not so much human rights
as human obligations.

Destructive and irresponsible freedom has been granted boundless
space. Society appears to have little defense against the abyss of
human decadence, such as, for example, misuse of liberty for moral
violence against young people, such as motion pictures full of pornog-
raphy, crime, and horror. It is considered to be part of freedom and
theoretically counterbalanced by the young people’s right not to look
or not to accept. Life organized legalistically has thus shown its in-
ability to defend itself against the corrosion of evil.

And what shall we say criminality as such? Legal frames, especially
in the United States, are broad enough to encourage not only indi-
vidual freedom but also certain individual crimes. The culprit can go
unpunished or obtain undeserved leniency with the support of thou-
sands of public defenders. When a government starts an earnest fight
against terrorism, public opinion immediately accuses it of violating
the terrorist’s civil rights. There are many such cases.

Such a tilt of freedom in the direction of evil has come about gradually,
but it was evidently born primarily out of a humanistic and benevolent
concept according to which there is no evil inherent to human nature.
The world belongs to mankind and all the defects of life are caused
by wrong social systems, which must be corrected. Strangely enough,
though the best social conditions have been achieved in the West, there
still is criminality and there even is considerably more of it than in
the pauper and lawless Soviet society.

The press too, of course, enjoys the widest freedom. (I shall be using
the word press to include all media.) But what sort of use does it
make of this freedom?

Here again, the main concern is not to infringe the letter of the law.
There is no true moral responsibility for deformation or disproportion.
What sort of responsibility does a journalist or a newspaper have to
his readers, or to his history – or to history? If they have misled public
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opinion or the government by inaccurate information or wrong conclu-
sions, do we know of any cases of public recognition and rectification
of such mistakes by the same journalist or the same newspaper? It
hardly ever happens because it would damage sales. A nation may be
the victim of such a mistake, but the journalist usually always gets
away with it. One may – One may safely assume that he will start
writing the opposite with renewed self-assurance.

Because instant and credible information has to be given, it becomes
necessary to resort to guesswork, rumors, and suppositions to fill in
the voids, and none – and none of them will ever be rectified; they
will stay on in the readers’ memories. How many hasty, immature,
superficial, and misleading judgments are expressed every day, confus-
ing readers, without any verification. The press – The press can both
simulate public opinion and miseducate it. Thus, we may see terrorists
described as heroes, or secret matters pertaining to one’s nation’s de-
fense publicly revealed, or we may witness shameless intrusion on the
privacy of well-known people under the slogan: “Everyone is entitled
to know everything.” But this is a false slogan, characteristic of a false
era. People also have the right not to know and it’s a much more valu-
able one. The right not to have their divine souls [stuffed with gossip,
nonsense, vain talk.] A person who works and leads a meaningful life
does not need this excessive burdening flow of information.

Hastiness and superficiality are the psychic disease of the 20th century
and more than anywhere else this disease is reflected in the press.
Such as it is, however, the press has become the greatest power within
the Western countries, more powerful than the legislative power, the
executive, and the judiciary. And one would then like to ask: By
what law has it been elected and to whom is it responsible? In the
communist East a journalist is frankly appointed as a state official.
But who has granted Western journalists their power, for how long a
time, and with what prerogatives?

There is yet another surprise for someone coming from the East, where
the press is rigorously unified. One gradually discovers a common
trend of preferences within the Western press as a whole. It is a
fashion; there are generally accepted patterns of judgment; there may
be common corporate interests, the sum effect being not competition
but unification. Enormous freedom exists for the press, but not for the
readership because newspaper[s] mostly develop stress and emphasis
to those opinions which do not too openly contradict their own and
the general trend.

Without any censorship, in the West fashionable trends of thought
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and ideas are carefully separated from those which are not fashionable; 
nothing is forbidden, but what is not fashionable will hardly ever find 
its way into periodicals or books or be heard in colleges. Legally your 
researchers are free, but they are conditioned by the fashion of the day. 
There is no open violence such as in the East; however, a selection 
dictated by fashion and the need to match mass standards frequently 
prevent independent-minded people giving their contribution to public 
life. There is a dangerous tendency to flock together and shut off 
successful development. I have received letters in America from highly 
intelligent persons, maybe a teacher in a faraway small college who 
could do much for the renewal and salvation of his country, but his 
country cannot hear him because the media are not interested in him. 
This gives birth to strong mass prejudices, to blindness, which is most 
dangerous in our dynamic era. There is, for instance, a self-deluding 
interpretation of the contemporary world situation. It works as a sort 
of a petrified armor around people’s minds. Human voices from 17 
countries of Eastern Europe and Eastern Asia cannot pierce it. It will 
only be broken by the pitiless crowbar of events.

I have mentioned a few traits of Western life which surprise and shock 
a new arrival to this world. The purpose and scope of this speech will 
not allow me to continue such a review, to look into the influence of 
these Western characteristics on important aspects of a nation’s life, 
such as elementary education, advanced education in the humanities 
and art.

It is almost universally recognized that the West shows all the world 
a way to successful economic development, even though in the past 
years it has been strongly disturbed by chaotic inflation. However, 
many people living in the West are dissatisfied with their own society. 
They despise it or accuse it of not being up to the level of maturity 
attained by mankind. A number of such critics turn to socialism, 
which is a false and dangerous current.

I hope that no one present will suspect me of expressing my partial 
criticism of the Western system in order to suggest socialism as an 
alternative. No; with the experience of a country where socialism has 
been realized, I shall certainly not speak for such an alternative The 
well-known Soviet mathematician Shafarevich, a member of the 
Soviet Academy of Science, has written a brilliant book under the 
title Socialism; it is a profound analysis showing that socialism of 
any type and shade leads to a total destruction of the human spirit 
and to a leveling of mankind into death. Shafarevich’s book was 
published in France –Shafarevich’s book was published in France 
almost two years ago and so far no one has been found to refute it. It 
will shortly be published in the United States. 
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But should someone ask me whether I would indicate the West such as 
it is today as a model to my country, frankly I would have to answer 
negatively. No, I could not recommend your society in its present state 
as an ideal for the transformation of ours. Through intense suffering our 
country has now achieved a spiritual development of such intensity 
that the Western system in its present state of spiritual exhaustion does 
not look attractive. Even those characteristics of your life which I have 
just mentioned are extremely saddening.

A fact which cannot be disputed is the weakening of human beings in 
the West while in the East they are becoming firmer and stronger –60 
years for our people and 30 years for the people of Eastern Europe. 
During that time we have been through a spiritual training far in 
advance of Western experience. Life’s complexity and mortal weight 
have produced stronger, deeper, and more interesting characters than 
those generally [produced] by standardized Western well-being.

Therefore, if our society were to be transformed into yours, it would 
mean an improvement in certain aspects, but also a change for the 
worse on some particularly significant scores. It is true, no doubt, that a 
society cannot remain in an abyss of lawlessness, as is the case in our 
country. But it is also demeaning for it to elect such mechanical 
legalistic smoothness as you have. After the suffering of many years of 
violence and oppression, the human soul longs for things higher, 
warmer, and purer than those offered by today’s mass living habits, 
introduced by the revolting invasion of publicity, by TV stupor, and by 
intolerable music.

There are meaningful warnings which history gives a threatened or per-
ishing society. Such are, for instance, the decadence of art, or a lack of 
great statesmen. There are open and evident warnings, too. The center 
of your democracy and of your culture is left without electric power for 
a few hours only, and all of a sudden crowds of American cit-izens start 
looting and creating havoc. The smooth surface film must be very thin, 
then, the social system quite unstable and unhealthy.

But the fight for our planet, physical and spiritual, a fight of cosmic 
proportions, is not a vague matter of the future; it has already started. 
The forces of Evil have begun their offensive; you can feel their pres-
sure, and yet your screens and publications are full of prescribed smiles 
and raised glasses. What is the joy about?

Very well known representatives of your society, such as George Ken-
nan, say: We cannot apply moral criteria to politics. Thus, we mix
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good and evil, right and wrong, and make space for the absolute tri-
umph of absolute Evil in the world. On the contrary, only moral
criteria can help the West against communism’s well planned world
strategy. There are no other criteria. Practical or occasional consid-
erations of any kind will inevitably be swept away by strategy. After
a certain level of the problem has been reached, legalistic thinking in-
duces paralysis; it prevents one from seeing the size and meaning of
events.

In spite of the abundance of information, or maybe because of it,
the West has difficulties in understanding reality such as it is. There
have been naive predictions by some American experts who believed
that Angola would become the Soviet Union’s Vietnam or that Cuban
expeditions in Africa would best be stopped by special U.S. courtesy
to Cuba. Kennan’s advice to his own country – to begin unilateral
disarmament – belongs to the same category. If you only knew how
the youngest of the Kremlin officials laugh at your political wizards.
As to Fidel Castro, he frankly scorns the United States, sending his
troops to distant adventures from his country right next to yours.

However, the most cruel mistake occurred with the failure to under-
stand the Vietnam war. Some people sincerely wanted all wars to stop
just as soon as possible; others believed that there should be room for
national, or communist, self-determination in Vietnam, or in Cambo-
dia, as we see today with particular clarity. But members of the U.S.
anti-war movement wound up being involved in the betrayal of Far
Eastern nations, in a genocide and in the suffering today imposed on
30 million people there. Do those convinced pacifists hear the moans
coming from there? Do they understand their responsibility today?
Or do they prefer not to hear?

The American Intelligentsia lost its nerve and as a consequence thereof
danger has come much closer to the United States. But there is no
awareness of this. Your shortsighted politicians who signed the hasty
Vietnam capitulation seemingly gave America a carefree breathing
pause; however, a hundredfold Vietnam now looms over you. That
small Vietnam had been a warning and an occasion to mobilize the
nation’s courage. But if a full-fledged America suffered a real defeat
from a small communist half-country, how can the West hope to stand
firm in the future?

I have had occasion already to say that in the 20th century Western
democracy has not won any major war without help and protection
from a powerful continental ally whose philosophy and ideology it did
not question. In World War II against Hitler, instead of winning that
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war with its own forces, which would certainly have been sufficient, 
Western democracy grew and cultivated another enemy who would 
prove worse, as Hitler never had so many resources and so many peo-
ple, nor did he offer any attractive ideas, or have a large number of 
supporters in the West as the Soviet Union. At present, some Western 
voices already have spoken of obtaining protection from a third power 
against aggression in the next world conflict, if there is one. In this 
case the shield would be China. But I would not wish such an outcome 
to any country in the world. First of all, it is again a doomed alliance 
with Evil; also, it would grant the United States a respite, but when 
at a later date China with its billion people would turn around armed 
with American weapons, America itself would fall victim to a 
Cambodia-style genocide.

And yet – no weapons, no matter how powerful, can help the West until 
it overcomes its loss of willpower. In a state of psychological weakness, 
weapons become a burden for the capitulating side. To defend oneself, 
one must also be ready to die; there is little such readiness in a society 
raised in the cult of material well-being. Nothing is left, then, but con-
cessions, attempts to gain time, and betrayal. Thus at the shameful 
Belgrade conference free Western diplomats in their weakness surren-
dered the line where enslaved members of Helsinki Watchgroups are 
sacrificing their lives.

Western thinking has become conservative: the world situation should 
stay as it is at any cost; there should be no changes. This debilitating 
dream of a status quo is the symptom of a society which has come 
to the end of its development. But one must be blind in order not 
to see that oceans no longer belong to the West, while land under 
its domination keeps shrinking. The two so-called world wars (they 
were by far not on a world scale, not yet) have meant internal self-
destruction of the small, progressive West which has thus prepared its 
own end. The next war (which does not have to be an atomic one and 
I do not believe it will) may well bury Western civilization forever.

Facing such a danger, with such splendid historical values in your 
past, at such a high level of realization of freedom and of devotion to 
freedom, how is it possible to lose to such an extent the will to defend 
oneself?

How has this unfavorable relation of forces come about? How did the 
West decline from its triumphal march to its present sickness? Have 
there been fatal turns and losses of direction in its development? It 
does not seem so. The West kept advancing socially in accordance 
with its proclaimed intentions, with the help of brilliant technological
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progress. And all of a sudden it found itself in its present state of 
weakness.

This means that the mistake must be at the root, at the very basis of 
human thinking in the past centuries. I refer to the prevailing West-
ern view of the world which was first born during the Renaissance and 
found its political expression from the period of the Enlightenment. 
It became the basis for government and social science and could be 
defined as rationalistic humanism or humanistic autonomy: the pro-
claimed and enforced autonomy of man from any higher force above 
him. It could also be called anthropocentricity, with man seen as the 
center of everything that exists.

The turn introduced by the Renaissance evidently was inevitable his-
torically. The Middle Ages had come to a natural end by exhaustion, 
becoming an intolerable despotic repression of man’s physical nature 
in favor of the spiritual one. Then, however, we turned our backs upon 
the Spirit and embraced all that is material with excessive and unwar-
ranted zeal. This new way of thinking, which had imposed on us its 
guidance, did not admit the existence of intrinsic evil in man nor did 
it see any higher task than the attainment of happiness on earth. It 
based modern Western civilization on the dangerous trend to worship 
man and his material needs. Everything beyond physical well-being 
and accumulation of material goods, all other human requirements 
and characteristics of a subtler and higher nature, were left outside 
the area of attention of state and social systems, as if human life did 
not have any superior sense. That provided access for evil, of which in 
our days there is a free and constant flow. Mere freedom does not in the 
least solve all the problems of human life and it even adds a number of 
new ones.

However, in early democracies, as in the American democracy at the 
time of its birth, all individual human rights were granted because 
man is God’s creature. That is, freedom was given to the individual 
conditionally, in the assumption of his constant religious responsibility. 
Such was the heritage of the preceding thousand years. Two hundred 
or even fifty years ago, it would have seemed quite impossible, in Amer-
ica, that an individual could be granted boundless freedom simply for 
the satisfaction of his instincts or whims. Subsequently, however, all 
such limitations were discarded everywhere in the West; a total lib-
eration occurred from the moral heritage of Christian centuries with 
their great reserves of mercy and sacrifice. State systems were becom-
ing increasingly and totally materialistic. The West ended up by truly 
enforcing human rights, sometimes even excessively, but man’s sense 
of responsibility to God and society grew dimmer and dimmer. In the
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past decades, the legalistic selfishness of the Western approach to the 
world has reached its peak and the world has found itself in a harsh 
spiritual crisis and a political impasse. All the glorified tech-nological 
achievements of Progress, including the conquest of outer space, do not 
redeem the 20th century’s moral poverty which no one could imagine 
even as late as in the 19th century.

As humanism in its development became more and more materialistic, 
it made itself increasingly accessible to speculation and manipulation 
by socialism and then by communism. So that Karl Marx was able to 
say that “communism is naturalized humanism.”

This statement turned out not to be entirely senseless. One does see 
the same stones in the foundations of a despiritualized humanism and 
of any type of socialism: endless materialism; freedom from religion 
and religious responsibility, which under communist regimes reach the 
stage of anti-religious dictatorships; concentration on social structures 
with a seemingly scientific approach. This is typical of the Enlighten-
ment in the 18th Century and of Marxism. Not by coincidence all of 
communism’s meaningless pledges and oaths are about Man, with a 
capital M, and his earthly happiness. At first glance it seems an ugly 
parallel: common traits in the thinking and way of life of today’s West 
and today’s East? But such is the logic of materialistic development.

The interrelationship is such, too, that the current of materialism 
which is most to the left always ends up by being stronger, more attrac-
tive, and victorious, because it is more consistent. Humanism without 
its Christian heritage cannot resist such competition. We watch this 
process in the past centuries and especially in the past decades, on a 
world scale as the situation becomes increasingly dramatic. Liberalism 
was inevitably displaced by radicalism; radicalism had to surrender to 
socialism; and socialism could never resist communism. The commu-
nist regime in the East could stand and grow due to the enthusiastic 
support from an enormous number of Western intellectuals who felt a 
kinship and refused to see communism’s crimes. And when they no 
longer could do so, they tried to justify them. In our Eastern countries, 
communism has suffered a complete ideological defeat; it is zero and 
less than zero. But Western intellectuals still look at it with interest 
and with empathy, and this is precisely what makes it so immensely 
difficult for the West to withstand the East.

I am not examining here the case of a world war disaster and the 
changes which it would produce in society. As long as we wake up 
every morning under a peaceful sun, we have to lead an everyday life. 
There is a disaster, however, which has already been under way for
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quite some time. I am referring to the calamity of a despiritualized 
and irreligious humanistic consciousness.

To such consciousness, man is the touchstone in judging everything on 
earth – imperfect man, who is never free of pride, self-interest, envy, 
vanity, and dozens of other defects. We are now experiencing the con-
sequences of mistakes which had not been noticed at the beginning of 
the journey. On the way from the Renaissance to our days we have 
enriched our experience, but we have lost the concept of a Supreme 
Complete Entity which used to restrain our passions and our irrespon-
sibility. We have placed too much hope in political and social reforms, 
only to find out that we were being deprived of our most precious pos-
session: our spiritual life. In the East, it is destroyed by the dealings 
and machinations of the ruling party. In the West, commercial inter-
ests suffocate it. This is the real crisis. The split in the world is less 
terrible – The split in the world is less terrible than the similarity of 
the disease plaguing its main sections.

If humanism were right in declaring that man is born only to be happy, 
he would not be born to die. Since his body is doomed to die, his task 
on earth evidently must be of a more spiritual nature. It cannot be 
unrestrained enjoyment of everyday life. It cannot be the search for 
the best ways to obtain material goods and then cheerfully get the 
most of them. It has to be the fulfillment of a permanent, earnest 
duty so that one’s life journey may become an experience of moral 
growth, so that one may leave life a better human being than one 
started it. It is imperative to review the table of widespread human 
values. Its present incorrectness is astounding. It is not possible that 
assessment of the President’s performance be reduced to the question 
how much money one makes or of unlimited availability of gasoline. 
Only voluntary, inspired self-restraint can raise man above the world 
stream of materialism.

Today it would be retrogressive to hold on to the ossified formulas of the 
Enlightenment. Such social dogmatism leaves us helpless before the 
trials of our times. Even if we are spared destruction by war, our lives 
will have to change if we want to save life from self-destruction. We 
cannot avoid revising the fundamental definitions of human life and 
human society. Is it true that man is above everything? Is there no 
Superior Spirit above him? Is it right that man’s life and society’s 
activities have to be determined by ma-terial expansion in the first 
place? Is it permissible to promote such expansion to the detriment of 
our spiritual integrity?

If the world has not come to its end, it has approached a major turn
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in history, equal in importance to the turn from the Middle Ages to
the Renaissance. It will exact from us a spiritual upsurge: We shall
have to rise to a new height of vision, to a new level of life where our
physical nature will not be cursed as in the Middle Ages, but, even
more importantly, our spiritual being will not be trampled upon as in
the Modern era.

This ascension will be similar to climbing onto the next anthropologic
stage. No one on earth has any other way left but – upward.
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