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been obscured. And reason alone, when left to itself and its
own faculties, never can find the way back. It cannot reconstruct itself; it cannot, by its own efforts, return to its former
pure essence. If such a reformation is ever possible, it is only
by supernatural aid, by the power of divine grace. Such is the
new anthropology, as it is understood by Augustine, and maintained in all the great systems of medieval thought. Even
Thomas Aquinas, the disciple of Aristotle, who goes back to
the sources of Greek philosophy, does not venture to deviate
from this fundamental dogma. He concedes to human reason
a much higher power than ugustine did; but he is convinced
that reason cannot make the right use of these powers unless
it is guided and illuminated by the grace of God. Here we
have come to a complete reversal of all the values upheld by
Greek philosophy. What once seemed to be the highest privilege of man proves to be his peril and his temptation; what
appeared as his pride becomes his deepest humiliation. The
Stoic precept that man has to obey and revere his inner principle, the "demon" within himself, is now regarded a
dangerous idolatry.
It is not practicable here to describe further the character
of this new anthropology to analyze its fundamental motives
and to follow up its development. But in order to understand
its purport we may choose a different and shorter way. At the
beginning of modern times there appeared a tl1 inker who gave
to this antluopology a new vigor and a new splendor. In the
work of Pa c it found its last and perhaps most impressive
expression. Pascal was prepared for this task as no other writer
had been. He possessed an incomparable gift for elucidating
the most obscure questions and condensing and concentrating
complex and sca ttered systems of thought. othing seems to
be impermeable to the keenness of his thought and the lucidity of his style. In him are united all the advantages of modern
literature and modern philosophy. But he uses them as weapons against tl1e modern spiri t, the spirit of Descartes and his
philosophy. At first sight Pascal seems to accept all the prosuppositions of Cartesianism and of modern science. There is
nothing in nature that can resist the effort of scientific reason;
for tl1ere is nothing that can resist geometry. It is a curioui

STEVENSON LIBRARY BARD COLLEGE
Annandale-on-Hudson N Y 12504

THE CRISIS IN MAN'S KNOWLEDGE OF HIMSELF

27

event in the history of ideas that it was one of the greatest
and profoundest geometers who became the belated champion
of the philosophical anthropology of the Middle Ages. When
sixteen years old, Pascal wrote tl1e treatise on conic section
that opened a new and a very rich and fertile field of geometrical thought. But he was not only a great geometer, he was a
philosopher; and as a philosopher he was not merely absorbed
in geometrical problems but he wished to understand the true
use, the extent, and the limits of geometry. He was thus led
to make that fundamental distinction between the "geometrical spirit ana l1e 'acute or subtle spirit." The geometrical
spint excels in all these subjects that are capable of a perfect
analysis-that may be divided into their first elements. 15 It
starts with certain axioms and from them it draws inferences
the truth of which can be demonstrated by universal logical
rules. The advantage of this spirit consists in the clarity of its
principles and in the necessity of its deductions. ~ut not .an
objects are capable of such treatment. There are tlnngs wh1ch
because of their subtlety and their infinite variety defy every
attempt at logical analysis. And if there is anything in the
world that we have to treat in this second way, it is the mind
of man. What characterizes man is the richness and subtlety,
the variety and versatility of his nature. l-Ienee mathematic
can never become the instrument of a true doctrine of man, of
a philosophical anthropology. It is ridiculous to speak of man
as if he were a geometrical proposition. A moral philosophy in
terms of a system of geometry-an Ethica more geometrico
demonstrata-is to the mind of Pascal an absurdity, a philosophical dream. Traditional logic and metaphysics are themselves in no better position to understand and solve the riddle
of man. Their first and supreme law is the law of contradiction. Rational tl10ught, logical and metaphysical thought can
comprehend only those objects which are free from contradiction, and which have a consistent nature and truth. It is,
15. For the distinction behveen /'esprit

geom ~trique

and /'esprit de

finesse compare Pascal's treatise "De l'esl?rit geometrique" and PasPens~es, ed. by Charles Louandre {Paris, 1858), chap. ix, p.
In the passages which follow I quote the English translation of
0. W. Wight ( ew York, 1861).

cal's
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however, just this homogeneity which we never find in ma n.
The philosopher is not permitted to construct an artificial
man; he must describe a real one. All the so-called definitions
of man are nothing but airy speculation so long as they are
not based upon and confirmed by our experience of man.
There is no other way to know man than to understand h is life
and conduct. But what we find here defies every attempt at
inclusion within a single and simple formula. Contradic tion
is the very element of human existence. Man has no "nature"
-no simple or homogeneous being. lie is a strange mixture of
being and nonbeing. His place is between these two opposi te
poles.
There is, therefore, only one approach to the secret of
hu man nature: that of religion. Religion shows us that there is
a double man- the man before and after the fall. '!an was destined for the highest goal, bu t he forfeited his posi tion . By the
fall he lost his power, and his reason and will were perverted.
The classical maxim, "Know th yself," when understood in its
philosophic sense, in the sense of ocrates, Epictetus, or
Marcus Aurelius, is th erefore not only ineffectual, it is misleading and erroneous. Man cannot confide in himself and
listen to himself. He has to silence h imself in order to hear a
h igher and truer voice. "What shall become of you, then, 0
man ! you who search out wha t is your true condi tion by your
natural reason? . . . Know, then, haughty man, what a paradox you are to yourself. Humble yourself, impoten t reason; be
silent, imbecile nature; learn that man infinitely surpasses
man, and hear from your mas ter your true condition, which
you arc ignorant of. Listen to God." 10
What is given here is not meant to be a theoretical solution
of the problem of man. Religion ca nnot offer such a solution.
By its adversaries religion has always been accused of darkness
and incomprehensibility. But this blame becomes the highest
praise as soon as we consider its true aim. Religion can not be
clear and rational. What it relates is an obscure and somber
story: the story of the sin and the fall of man. It reveals a fac t
of which no rational explanation is possible. ' e cannot account for the sin of ma n; for it is not produced or necessitated
16. Pens&!s, chap. x, sec.

1.

by any natural cau e. or can we account for man' salvation;
for this salvation depend on an in crutable act of divine
grace. It is freely given and fre ly denied; there is no human
action and no human merit that can deserve it. Religion, therefore, never pretends to clarify the mystery of man. It confirms
and deepens this mystery. The God of whom it speaks is a
Deus absconditus, a hidden od. lienee even hi image, man,
cannot be other than mysterious. Man also remains a homo
absconditus. Religion is no "theory" of God and man and of
their mutual relation. The only answer that we receive from
religion is that it is the will of God to conceal himself. "TilU ,
God being concealed, every religion that does not say that God
is concealed is not true; and every religion which docs not
render a rea on for thi , is not in tructive. Ours docs all this:
Vere tu es Deus absconditus.'7 . . . For nature is such, tha t
it everywhere indicate a God lost, both in man and out of
man ." 1 Religion is, therefore, so to speak, a logic of absurdity; for only thus can it grasp the absurdity, the inner
contradiction, the chimerical being of ma n. "Certainly, nothing strikes us more rudely tha n this doctrine; and yet, without
this mystery, the most incomprehensible of all, we are incomprehensible to ourselvc . T he kno t of our condition takes its
twists and turns in this abyss; so that man is more inconceiYable without this mystery, than th is mys tery is inconceivable
to man." 1 9
What we learn from Pasca l's example is that at the
3
beginni ng of modern times the old problem wa5 still felt in
its full strength. Even after the appearance of Descartes' Discours de la methode the modern mind was still wrestling wi tl1
the same difficulties. It was divided between two entirely incompatible solutions. But at the same time there begins a slow
intellectual development by which the question\ hat is ma n?
· transformed and, so to speak, raised to a higher level. Tl1e
important thing here is not o much the discovery of new
17. Idem, chap. xii, ec. 5·
18. Idem, chap. xiii, sec. 3·
19. Idem, chap. x, sec. 1.
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facts as the discovery of a new instrument of thought. ow for
the first time the scientific spirit, in the modem sen e of the
word, enters the lists. The quest now is for a general theory
of man based on empirical observations and on general logical
principles. The first postulate of this new and scientific spirit
was the removal of all the artificial barriers that had hitherto
separated the human world from the rest of nature. In order
to understand the order of human things we must begin with
a study of the cosmic order. And this cosmic order now appears in a wholly new light. The new cosmology, the heliocentric system introduced in the work of Copernicus, is the
only sound and scientific basis for a new an~hropology.
either classical metaphysics nor medieval religion and
theology were prepared for this task. Both of these bodies of
doctrine, however different in their methods and aims, are
grounded in a common principle. They both conceive the
universe as a hierarchic order in which man occupies the highest place. In Stoic philosophy and in Christian theology man
was described as the end of the universe. Both doctrines are
convinced that there is a general providence ruling over the
world and the destiny of ma n. This concept is one of the
basic pre uppositions of Stoic and Christian thought. 2 o 11
this is suddenly called into question by the new cosmology.
Man's claim to being the center of the universe has lost its
fou ndation. Man is placed in an infinite space in which his
being seems to be a single and vanishing point. He is urrounded by a mute universe, by a world tha t is silent to his
religious feelings and to his deepest moral demands.
It is understandable, and it was indeed necessary, that the
first reaction to this new conception of the world could only
be a nega tive one-a reac tion of doubt and fear. Even the
grea test thinkers could not free themselves from this feeling.
"Le silence eternel de ces espaces infinis m'effraye," says
PascaJ.2 1 The Copernican sy tern became one of the strongest
instruments of that philosophical agnosticism and scepticism
which developed in the sixteenth century. In his criticism of
20. For the Stoic concept of providence (pronoia) see, for instance,
Marcus Aurelius, op. cit., Bk . IT, par. 3·
:n. Pascal, op. cit., chap. xxv, sec. 18.
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able to value things according to their true estimate and
grandeur." 28
1ontaigne's words give us the clue to the whole subsequent
development of the modern theory of man. Modern philosophy and modem science had to accept the challenge contained
in these words. They had to prove that the new cosmology,
far from enfeebling or obstructing the power of human reason,
establishe and confirms this power. Such was the task of the
combined effor'l:s of the metaphysical systems of the sixteenth
and eventeenth centuries. These systems go different ways,
but they are all directed toward one and the same end. They
strive, so to peak, to turn the apparent curse of the new
cosmology into a blessing. Giordano Bruno was the firs t
thinker to enter upon this pat 1, which in a sense became the
path of all modern metaphysics. What is characteristic of the
philosophy of Giordano Bruno is that here the term "infini ty"
changes its meaning. In G reek classical thought infinity is a
nega tive concept. The infinite is the boundless or indeterminate. It has no limit and no form, and it is, therefore,
inaccessible to human reason, which Jives in the realm of form
and can understand nothing but forms. In this sense the finite
and infinite, peras and hapeiron, are declared by Plato in the
Philebus to be the two fundamental principles which are necessarily opposed to one another. In Bruno's doctrine infinity
no longer means a mere negation or lim itation. On the contrary, it means the immeasurable and inexhaustible abundance of reality and the unrestricted power of the huma n
intellect. It is in this sense that Bruno understands and interprets the Copern ica n doctrine. This doctrine, according to
Bruno, was the first and decisive step toward man's self-liberation . Man no longer lives in the world as a prisoner enclosed
.within the narrow walls of a finite physical universe. He ca n
traverse the air and break th ro ugh all the imaginary boundaries
of the celestial spheres which have been erected by a false
metap hysics and cosmology. 2 4 The infinite universe sets no
limits to human reason; on the contrary, it is the great in2 3· Idem , I, chap. xxv. English trans., pp. 65 f.
24. For further details see Cassirer, Individuum und Kosmos in der
Philosopbie dec Renaissance (Leipzig, 1927}, pp. 197 If.
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more important for the general history of ideas and for the
development of philosophical thought was not the empirical
facts of evolution but the theoretical interpretation of these
facts. This interpretation was not determined, in an unambiguous sense, by the empirical evidence itself, but rather by
certain fundamental principle which had a definite metaphysical character. Though rarely acknowledged, this metaphysical
cast of evolutionary thinking was a latent motivating force .
The theory of evolution in a general philosophical sense was
by no means a recent achievement. It had received its classical
expression in Aristotle's psychology and in his general view of
organic life. The characteristic and fundamental distinction
between the Aristotelean and the modern version of evolution
consisted in the fact that Aristotle gave a formal interpretation
whereas the moderns attempted a material interpretation.
Aristotle was convinced that in order to understand the general
plan of nature, the origins of life, the lower forms must be
interpreted in the light of the higher forms. In his metaphy ics, in h is definition of the soul a "the first actualization of
a na tural body potentially having life," organic life is
conceived and interpreted in terms of human life . The teleological character of human life is projected upon the whole
realm of natural phenomena . In modern theory this order is
reversed. Aristotle's final causes are characterized as a mere
"asylum ignorantiae." One of the principal aims of Darwin's
work was to free modem thought from this illusion of final
causes. We must seek to understand the structure of organic
nature by material causes alone, or we cannot understand it
at all. But material causes are in ristotle's terminology
"accidental" causes. Aristotle had emphatically asserted the
impossibility of understanding the phenomenon of life by such
accidental causes. Modem theory takes up this challenge.
Modern thinkers have held that, after the innumerable fruitless attempts of former times, they have definitely succeeded
in accounting for organ ic life as a mere product of chance.
The accidental changes that take place in the life of every
organism are sufficient to explain the gradual transformation
that leads us from the simple t forms of life in a protozoon
to the highest and most complicated forms . W e find one of
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develop. The theory of evolution had destroyed the arbitrary
limits between the different forms of organic life. There are
no separate species; there is just one continuous and uninterrupted stream of life. But can we apply the same principle
to human life and human culture? Is the cultural world, like
the organic world, made up of accidental changes?-Doe it
not possess a definite and undeniable teleological structure?
H erewith a new problem presented itself to all philosophers
whose starting point was the general theory of evolution. They
had to prove that the cultural world, the world of human
civilization, is reducible to a few general causes which are
the same for the physical as for the so-called spiritual phenomena. Such was the new type of philosophy of culture introduced by Hippolyte Taine in his Philosophy of Art and in his
History of English Literature. "Ilere as elsewhere," said
Taine, "we have but a mechanical problem; the total effect is
a result, depending entirely on magnitude and direction of
the producing causes . .. Though the means of notation are
not the same in the moral and physical sciences, yet as in both
the matter is the same, equally made up of forces, magnitudes,
and directions, we may say that in both the final result i
produced after the same method." 2 8 It is the same iron ring
of necessity that encloses both our physical and our cultural
life. In his feelings, his inclinations, his ideas, his thoughts,
and in his production of works of art, man never breaks out
of this magic circle. We may consider man as an animal of
superior species which produces philosophies and poems in
the same way as silhvorms produce their cocoons or bees build
their cells. In the preface to his great work, Les origines de la
France contemporaine, Taine states that he is going to study
the transformation of France as a result of the French Revolution as he would the "metamorphosis of an insect."
But here another question arises. an we be content with
counting up in a merely empirical manner the different impulses that we find in human nature? For a really scientific
insight these impulses would have to be classified and systematized. Obviously, not all of them are on the same level.
28. Taine, Hi toire de Ia litt6rature anglaise, Intro. English trans. by
H. van Laun ( ew York, Holt & Co., 1872), I, 12 ff.
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ologists, psychologists, ethnologists, economists all approached
the problem from their own viewpoints. To combine or unify
all these particular aspects and perspectives was impo sible.
And even within the special fields there was no generally accepted scientific principle. The personal factor became more
and more prevalent, and the temperament of the individual
writer tended to play a decisive role. Trahit sua quemque
voluptas: every author seems in the last count to be led by
his own conception and evaluation of human life.
That this antagonism of ideas is not merely a grave theoretical problem but an imminent threat to the whole extent of
our ethical and cultural life admits of no doubt. In recent
philosophical thought Max chele1 was one of the first to become aware of and to signalize this danger. "In no other period
of human knowledge," declares Scheler, "has man ever become more roblematic to himself than in our own days. We
have a scientific, a philosophical, and a theological anthropology that know nothing of each other. Therefore we no
longer possess any clear and consistent idea of man. The evergrowing multiplicity of the particular ciences that are engaged in the study of men has much more confused and
obscured than elucidated our concept of man." 29
Such is the strange situation in which modern philo ophy
finds itself. o former age was ever in such a favorable position with regard to the sources of our knowledge of human
nature. Psychology, ethnology, anthropology, and history have
amassed an astoundingly rich and constantly increasing body
of facts. Our technical instruments for observation and experimentation have been immensely improved, and our analyses have become sharper and more penetrating. We appear,
nevertheless, not yet to have found a method for the mastery
and organization of this material. When compared with our
own abundance the past may seem very poor. But our wealth
of fa cts is not necessanly a wealth of thoughts. Unless we
succeed in finding a clue of Ariadne to lead us out of thi
labyrinth, we can have no real insight into the general character of human culture; we shall remain lost in a mass of dis29. Max Scheler, Die Stellung des Menschen im Kosmos (Darm·
stadt, Reichl, 1928), pp. 13 f.
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connected and disintegrated data which seem to lack all
conceptual unity.

2

A Clue to the

ature of Man: the Symbol

The biologist Johannes von Uexkiill has written a book
in which he uflderta es a critical revision of the principles of biology. Biology, according to Uexki.ill, is a natural
science which has to be developed by the usual empirical
methods-the methods of observation and experimentation.
Biological thought, on the other hand, does not belong to the
same type as physical or chemical thought. Uexki.ill is a resolute champion of vitalism; he is a defender of the principle
of the autonomy of life. Life is an ultimate and self-dependent
reality. It cannot be described or explained in terms of physics
or chemistry. From this point of view Uexki.ill evolves a new
general scheme of biological research. As a philosopher he is an
idealist or phenomenalist. But his phenomenalism 'is not based
upon metaphysical or epistemological considerations; it is
founded rather on empirical principles. As he points out, it
would be a very naive sort of dogmatism to assume that there
exists an absolute reality of things which is the same for all
living beings. Reality is not a unique and homogeneous thing;
it is immensely diversified, having as many different schemes
and patterns as there are different organisms. Every organism
is, so to speak, a monadic being. It has a world of its own
because it has an experience of its own. The phenomena that
we find in the life of a certain biological species are not transferable to any other species. The experiences-and therefore
the realities-of two different organisms are incommensurable
with one another. In the world of a fly, says Uexki.ill, we find
only "fly things"; in the world of a sea urchin we find only
"sea urchin things."
From this general presupposition Uexki.ill develops a very
ingenious and original scheme of the biological world. Wishing
to avoid all psychological interpretations, he follows an entirely objective or behavioristic method. The only clue to
animal life, he maintains, is given us in the facts of com-

42

parative anatomy. If we know the anatomical structure of an
animal species, we possess all the necessary data for reconstructing its special mode of experience. A careful study of
the structure of the animal body, of the number, the quality,
and the distribution of the various ense organs, and the conditions of the nervous system, gives us a perfect image of the
inner and outer world of the organism. Uexkiill began his
investigations with a study of the lowest organisms; he extended them gradually to all the fonns of organic life. In a
certain sense he refuses to speak of lower or higher form of
life. Life is perfect everywhere; it is the same in the smalle t
as in the largest circle. Every organism, even the lowest, is
not onl y in a vague sense adapted to (angepasst) but entirely
fitted into (eingepasst) its environment. According to its anatomical structure it possesses a certain Merknetz. and a certain
Wirknetz-a receptor system and an effector system. Without
the cooperation and equilibrium of these two system the
organism could not survive. The receptor system by which a
biological species receive outward stim uli and the effector
system by which it reacts to them are in all cases closely interwoven. They are links in one and the same chain wh ich is
described by Uexkiill as the functional circle (Funktionskreis)
of the animaJ.l
I cannot enter here upon a discussion of Uexkiill's biologica l
principles. I have merely referred to his concepts and tcnn inology in order to pose a general question. Is it possible to
make use of the scheme proposed by Uexkiill for a description
and characteriza tion of the human world? Obviously this
world form s no exception to those biological rules which
govern the life of all the other organisms. Yet in the human
world we find a new characteristic which appears to be the
distinctive mark of human life. The functional circle of ma n
is not only quanti tively enlarged; it has also undergone a qual itative change. Man has, as it were, discovered a new method
of adapting him elf to h is environment. Between the receptor
system and the effector system, which are to be found in all
1.
ee Johannes von Uexkiill, Tbeoretische Biologie ( 2d ed. Berlin,
1938); UmweJt und lnnenweJt der Tiere ( 1909; 2d ed. Berlin,
19 21).
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animal specie , we find in man a third link which we may
describe as the symbolic system. This new acquisition transforms the whole of human life. As compared with the other
animals man lives not merely in a broader reality; he lives,
so to speak, in a new dimension of reality. T11ere is an unmistakable difference b tween organic reactions and human
responses. In the first case a direct and immediate answer is
given to an outward stimulus; in the second case the answer
is delayed . It is interrupted and re tarded by a slow and complicated process of thought. At first sigh t such a delay may
appear to be a very questionable gain. Many philosophers
have warned man against this pretended progress. "L'homme
qui mcdite," says Rousseau, "est un animal deprave": it is
not an improvement but a deterioration of human nature to
exceed the boundaries of organic life.
Yet there is no remedy against this reversal of the natural
order. Man can not escape from his own achievement. He cannot but adopt the condi tions of his own life. o longer in a
merely physical univer e, man lives in_ wymbolic u~rse .
Language, myth, art, and rehgion are parts of this uni~
They are the varied threads which weave the symbolic net, the
tangled web of human experience. All human progre s in
thought and experience refines upon and strengthens this net.
No longer can man confront reality immediately; he cannot
see it, as it were, face to face. Physical reality seems to recede '
in proportion as man's symbolic activity adva nces. Instead of
dealing wi th the things themselve man is in a sense constantly
conversing with himself. He has so enveloped himself in
linguistic forms, in artistic images, in mythical symbols or
religious rites that he cannot see or know anything except
by the interposition of this artificial medium. His situation is
the same in the theoretical as in the practical sphere. Even
here man docs not live in a world of hard facts, or according to \
his immediate needs and desires. lie lives rather in the midst
of imaginary emotions, in hopes and fears, in illusions and
disillusion , in his fantasies and dreams. "What disturbs and
alarms man," said Epictetus, "are not the things, but his
opinions and fancies about the things."
From the point of view at which we have just arrived we

-H
may correct and enlarge the classical definition of man . In
spite of all the efforts of modern irrationalism this definition
of man as an ani11Uil rationale has not lost its force. Rationality
is indeed an inherent feature of all human activities. Mythology itself is not simply a crude mass of superstition or
gross delusions. It is not merely chaotic, for it possesses a
systematic or conceptual form. 2 But, on the other hand, it
would be impossible to characterize the structure of myth as
rational. Language has often been identified with reason, or
with the very source of reason. But it is easy to see that this
definition fails to cover the whole field . It is a pars pro toto;
it offers us a part for the whole. or side by side with conceptual language there is an emotional language; side by side
with logical or scientific language there is a language of poetic
imagination. Primarily language docs not express thoughts or
ideas, but feelings and affections. And even a religion "within
the limits of pure reason" as conceived and worked out by
Kant is no more than a mere abstraction . It conveys only the
ideal shape, only the shadow, of what a genuine and concrete
religious life is. The great thinkers who have defined man as
an ani11Uil rationale were not empiricists, nor did they ever
intend to give an empirical account of human nature. By
this definition they were expressing rather a fundamental
moral imperative. Reason is a very inadequate term with
which to comprehend the forms of man's cultural life in all
their richness and variety. But all these forms are symbolic
forms. H ence, instead of defining man as an animal rationale,
we should define him as an animal symbolicum. By so doing
we can designate his specific difference, and we can understand
the new way open to man-the way to civilization.
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By our definition of man as an ani11Uil symbolicum we have
arrived at our first point of departure for further investigations. But it now becomes impera tive that we develop
2 . See Cassirer, Die Begriff$form im mythischen D enken (Leipzig,
1921)
0
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Wolfgang Koehler state that they achieve a con idcrable degree of exprcsswn by means of gesture. Rage, terror, despair,
grief, pleading, desire, playfulness, and plea ure are readily
expressed in this manner. everthelcss one element, which
is characteristic of and indispensable to all human language,
is missing: we find no sign which have an objective reference
or meaning. "It may be taken as positively proved," says
Koehler, "that their gamut of phonetics is entirely ' ubjective,'
and can only express emotions, never designate or describe object . But they have so many phonetic clement which are also
common to human languages, that their lack of articulate
speech cannot be ascribed to secondary (glosso-labial) lim itations. Their gestures too, of face and body like their expression
in sound, never designate or 'describe' object (BUh ler)." 6
Here we touch upon the crucial point in our whole problem.
The difference between propositional language and emotional
language is the real landmark between the human and the
animal world. All the th eories and observations concerning
animal language are wide of th e mark if they fail to recognize
tl1is fundamental difference .7 In all the litera ture of th e subject there docs not seem to be a single conclusive proof of the
fa ct th at any animal ever made the decisive step from subjective to objective, from affective to propositional language .
Koehler in ists emphatically that speech is definitely beyond
the power of anthropoid apes. H e maintains that the lack of
this invaluable technical aid and the great limitation of tho e

11

r

6. ~Volfgang Koehler, "Zur Psychologic des Schimpansen," Psychologtsche Forschung, I (192 1 ), 27. Cf. the English ed., The Mental·
ity of Apes ( ew York, Harcourt, Brace, 1925), App., p. 317 .
7: An early attempt to make a sharp distinction between propo i·
t10nal and emotional language was made in the field of the psycho·
pathology of language. The English neurologist Jackson introduced
th e term "propositional language" in order to accoun t for some very
interesting pathological phenomena. lie found that many patients
suffering from aphasia had by no mean lost the u e of speech but
that they could not employ their words in an objective, propositional
sen e. Jackson's distinction proved to be very fruitful. It has played
an importan t part in the fur ther development of the psychopathology
of language. For details see Cas irer, Philosophic der sym bolischen
Fom1en, !II, chap. vi, 2 37-32 3·
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very important components of thought, the so-called images,
constitute the causes which prevent animals from ever achieving even the least beginn ings of cultural development. The
same conclusion has been reached by Revesz. peech, he asserts, is an anthropological concept which accordingly should
be entirely discarded from the stud y of animal psychology. If
we proceed from a clea r and precise definition of speech, all
the other forms of utterances, which we also find in animals,
are automatically eliminated.& Yerkes, who has studied the
problem witll special interest, speaks in a more positive tone.
He is convinced that even with respect to language and symbolism there exists a close relationship between man and the
anthropoid apes. "This suggests," he writes, "that we may
have happened upon an early phylogenetic stage in the evolution of symbolic process. There is abunda nt evidence tha t
various other types of sign process than the symbolic are of
freque n t occurrence and function effectively in the chimpanzee." 1o Yet all this remai ns definitely prelinguistic. Even in
the judgment of Yerkes all these functional expressions are exceedingly rudimentary, simple, and of limited usefulness by
comparison with human cognitive processes. 11 The genetic
question is not to be confused here with the analytical and
phenomenological question . T he logical analysis of human
speech always leads us to an element of prime importance
which has no pa rallel in the animal world. The general theory
of evolution in no sense stands in the way of the acknowledgment of this fac t. Even in the field of the phenomena of orga nic nature we have learned tha t evolution does not excl ude
a sort of original creation. T he fac t of sudde n mutation and
of emergent evolu tion has to be admitted. Modern biology no
longer speaks of evolution in terms of earlier Darwinism; nor
does it explain the causes of evolution in the same way. \Ve
may readily admit that tlle anthropoid apes, in tl1e developB. Koehler, The Mentality of Apes, p. 277.
9 · Revesz, op. cit., XLI II, Pt. II ( 1940), 33·
issen, "Pre-linguistic ign Behavior in Chirn·
1 o. Yerkes and
panzee," Science, LXXXIX, 587.
11. Yerkes, C himpanzees, p. 189.
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ment of certain ymbolic proces e , have made a ignificant
forward step. But again we must insist that they did not
reach the threshold of the human world. They entered, as it
were, a blind alley.
For the akc of a clear statement of the problem we must
carefully distinguish between signs and symbol . That we find
rather complex systems of signs and signals in animal behavior
seems to be an ascertained fact. We may even say that some
an imals, especially dome ticated animals, are extremely suscep tible to signs. 12 dog will react to the slightest changes in
the behavior of his master; he will even distinguish the expressions of a h uman face or the modulations of a human
voice. 13 But it is a far cry from these phenomena to an und 12. This susceptibility has, for in tancc, been proved in the famous
case of "clever llans" which a few decades ago created something
of a sensation among psychobiologists. lever !Jan was a horse
which appeared to possess an astounding intelligence. lle could even
master rather complicated arithmetical problems, extract cube roots,
and so on, stamping on the ground as many times as the solution of
the problem required. specia l committee of psychologists and other
scientists was called on to investigate the case. It soon became clea r
that the animal reacted to certain involuntary movements of its
owner. \ Vhen the owner was absent or did not understand the question, the horse could not answer it.
13. T o illustrate this point I should like to mention another very
revealing example. TI1e psychobiologist, Dr. Pfungst, who had developed some new and interesting methods for the study of animal
behavior, once told me that he had received a letter from a major
about a curious problem. The major had a dog which accompanied
him on his walks. \ Vhenevcr the master got ready to go out the
an imal showed signs of great joy and excitement. But one clay the
major decided to try a little experiment. Pretending to go out, h e pu l
on h is hat, took his cane, and made the customary preparations-with out, however, any intention of going for a walk. To his great
surprise the dog was not in the least deceived; he remained quietly
in his comer. After a brief period of observation Dr. Pfungst wa
able to solve the mystery. In the major's room there was a desk with
a drawer which contained some valuable and important document .
The major had formed the habit of rattling this drawer before leaving tlle house in order to make sure that it was safely locked. Il e
did not do so the day he did not intend to go out. But for the dog
tl1is had become a signal, a necessary element of the wa lk-situation.
Wi thout th is signal the dog did not react.
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standing of symbolic and human speech. The famou experiments of Pavlov prove only that animal can ea ily be trained
to react not merely to direct stimuli but to all sort of mediate
or representative stimuli. A bell, for example, may become a
" ign for dinner," and an animal may be trained not to touch
its food when this sign is ab ent. But from thi we learn only
tha t the experimenter, in this case, has succeeded in changing
the food-situa tion of the animal. Ile has complicated this situation by voluntarily introducing into it a new elemen t. All the
phenomena which are commonly described a conditioned
re8exes are not merely very far from bu t even opposed to the
e sential ch aracter of human symbolic thought. ymbols-in
the proper sense of th is term-cannot be reduced to mere
signals. Signal and symbols belong to two differen t un iverse
of discoille: a slgnarls"a .!?art of t1ie pnysical wo.r1d of being;
a sy1J1b l IS a part o tl1e human world o£ meaning. ignals
are "operators"; symbols are "d ign to ." 14 ignals, even
when understood and used as such, have nevertheless a sort
of physical or substantial bei ng; symbols h ave only a fu nctional
value.
Beari ng th is di tinction in mind, we can find an approach
to one of the most controverted problems. he question of
the intelligence of animals has always been one of the greatest
puzzles of an thropological philosoph y. remcndous effort ,
both of though t and observation, have been expended on answers to this question. But the ambiguity and vagueness of
the very term "intelligence" bas always stood in the way of a
clear sol ution . How can we hope to answer a question whose
import we do not understand? Metaphysicia ns and scientists,
naturalists and theologians have used the word intelligence in
varying and con tradictory senses. orne psychologi ts and psychobiologists have Batly refused to speak of the intelligence of
animals. In all animal behavior they saw only the play of a
certain automatism. This thesis had behind it the authority
of Descartes; yet it has been reasserted in modern p ychology.
"The animal," says E. L. Thorndike in his work on animal
14. For the distinction between operators and designators see Charles

Morris, "The Foundation of the TI1eory of ign ," Encyclopedia of
the Unified Sciences (1938) .
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