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The Public md the Private &aim 
is capable of it, 1 and only action is entirely dependent upon the 
constant presence of others. 

This special relationship between action and being together 
seems fully to justify the early translation of Aristotle's z.Oon politi­
kon by tmimal sotialis, already found in Seneca, which then became 
the standard translation through Thomas Aquinas: humo est 1llltU­

ralitn politicus, id est, socialis ("man is by nature political, that is, 
social'').• More than any elaborate theory, this unconscious sub­
stitution of the social for the political betrays the extent to which 
the original Greek understanding of politics had been lost. For 
this, it is significant but not decisive that the word "social" is 
Roman in origin and has no equivalent in Greek language or 
thought. Yet the Latin usage of the word societas also originally had 
a clear, though limited, political meaning; it indicated an alliance 
between people for a specific purpose, as when men organize in 
order to rule others or to commit a crime. 1 It is only with the later 

1. It seems quite striking that the Homeric gods act only with respect to 
men, ruling them from afar or interfering in their affairs. C.OOfticts and strife be­
tween the gods also seem to arise chiefly from their part in human affairs or 
their conflicting partiality with respect to mortals. What then appears is a story 
in which men and gods act together, but the scene is set by the mortals, even 
when the decision is arrived at in the assembly of gods on Olympus. I think such 
a "co-operation" is indicated in the Homeric trg' tmdrin t.t thein t.t (Odyssey i. 
338): the bard sings the deeds of gods and men, not stories of the gods and 
stories of men. Similarly, Hesiod's Theogtmy deals not with the deeds of gods 
but with the genesis of the world (11/); it therefore tells how things came into I ? 
being through begetting and giving birth (constantly recurring). The singer, 
servant of the Muses, sings "the glorious deeds of men of old and the blessed 
gods" (97 ff.), but nowhere. as far as I can sec, the glorious deeds of the gods. 

2. The quotation is from the Index Rerum to the Taurinian edition of Aquinas 
(1922) . The word "politicus" docs not occur in the text, but the Index summa­
rizes Thomas' meaning correctly, as can be seen from Summ4 theologi&a i. 96. 4; 
ii. 2. 109. 3. 

3. Societas rtgni in Livius, sodet4s sctlnis in C.Omclius Ncpos. Such an alliance 
could also be concluded for business purposes, and Aquinas still holds that a 
"true socimu" between businessmen exists only "where the investor himself 
shares in the risk," that is, where the partnership is truly an alliance (sec 
W. J. Ashley, An lntroduaimt to English Emttmti& History and Theory (1931], 
p. 419). 
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The Human Condition 

concept of a societas generis humani, a "society of man-kind," 4 

that the term "social" begins to acquire the general meaning of a 
fundamental human condition. It is not that Plato or Aristotle was 
ignorant of, or unconcerned with, the fact that man cannot live 
outside the company of men, but they did not count this condition 
among the specifically human characteristics; on the contrary, it 
was something human life had in common with animal life, and 
for this reason alone it could not be fundamentally human. The 
natural, merely social companionship of the human species was 
considered to be a limitation imposed upon us by the needs of bio­
logical life, which are the same for the human animal as for other 
forms of animal life. 

According to Greek thought, the human capacity for political 
organization is not only different from but stands in direct oppo­
sition to that natural association whose center is the home (oikia) 
and the family. The rise of the city-state meant that man received 
"besides his private life a son of second life, his bios politikos. Now 
every citizen belongs to two orders of existence; and there is a 
sharp distinction in his life between what is his own (idiun) and 
what is communal (komun) ."1 It was not just an opinion or theory 
of Aristotle but a simple historical fact that the foundation of the 
polis was preceded by the destruction of all organized units resting 
on kinship, such as the phratria and the phyli.6 Of all the activities 

4. I use here and in the following the word "man-kind" to designate the hu­
man species, as distinguished from "mankind," which indicates the sum total 
of human beings. 

S. Werner Jaeger, Paideia (194S), III, 111. 
6. 5ee ~ ii~. Although Fustd de Coulanges' chief thesis, accord­

ing to the Introduction to Tiu Andmt City (Anchor ed.; 1956), consists of 
demonstrating that "the same religion" formed the ancient family organization 
and the ancient city-state, he brings numerous references to the fact that the 
regime of the gens based on the religion of the family and the regime of the city 
"were in reality two antagonistic forms of government .... Either the city 
could not last, or it must in the course of time break up the family" (p. 252). 
The reason for the contradiction in this great book seems to me to be in Cou­
langes' attempt to treat Rome and the Greek city-states together; for his evi­
dence and categories he relies chiefly on Roman institutional and political senti­
ment, although he recognizes that the Vesta cult "became weakened in Greece 
at a very early date •.• but it never became enfeebled at Rome" (p. 146). Not 
only was the gulf between household and city much deeper in Greece than in 
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necessary and present in human communities, only two were 
deemed to be political and to constitute what Aristotle called the 
bios politikos, namely action (praxis) and speech (Je:ris) , out of 
which rises the realm of human affairs (ta tUn mthropUTI prag;mata, 
as Plato used to call it) from which everything merely necessary 
or useful is strictly excluded. 

However, while cenainly only the foundation of the city-state 
enabled men to spend their whole lives in the political realm, in 
action and speech, the conviction that these two human capacities 
belonged together and are the highest of all seems to have preceded 
the polis and was already present in pre-Socratic thought. The 
stature of the Homeric Achilles can be understood only if one 
sees him as "the doer of great deeds and the speaker of great 
words."7 In distinction from modern understanding, such words 
were not considered to be great because they expressed great 
thoughts; on the contrary, as we know from the last lines of An­
tigune, it may be the capacity for "great words" (megaloi Jogoz) with 
which to reply to ~ striking blows *the ge"6 that will eventually 'f 
teach thought in old age. 8 Thought was secondary to speech, but 

Rom7 but only in Greece was the Olympian religion, the religion of Homer and 
the city-state, separate from and superior to the older religion of family and 
household. While Vesta, the goddess of the hearth, became the protectress of a 
"city hearth" and part of the official, political cult after the unification and sec­
ond foundation of Rome, her Greek colleague, Hestia, is mentioned for the first 
time by Hesiod, the only Greek poet who, in conscious opposition to Homer, 
praises the life of the hearth and the household; in the official religion of the polis, 
s~e had to cede her place in the assembly of the twdve Olympian gods to 
Dionysos (sec Mommsen, R.Omisclu Gtschichte [Sth ed.), Book I, ch. 12, and 
Robert Graves, Tiu Grttk Myths [1955), 27. k). 

7. !he passage occurs in Phoenix' speech, Iliad ix. 443. It clearly refers to 
educanon for war and agora, the public meeting, in which men can distinguish 
themsdves. The literal translation is: " [your father] charged me to reach you 
all this, to be a speaker of words and a doer of deeds" (mythin te rhitir' tmmai a. 
priktira tetrgin). "1.l'w v 

8. The literal translation of the last lines of Antigone (13 S0-54) is as fol~;~/ 
"But great words, counteracting [or paying back] the great ttroltes of the . Ir Pa-~$ 
~1~8'. teach understanding in old age." The content of these lines 
ts so puzzling to modern understanding that one rarely finds a translator who dares 
to give the bare sense. An exception is Holderlin's translation: "Grosse Blicke 
aber, / Grosse Stteiche der hohen Schultern / Vergeltend, / Sic haben im Alter 
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The Human Crmdition 

and changed its location entirely. It has been rightly remarked 
that after the downfall of the Roman Empire, it was the Catholic 
Church that offered men a substitute for the citizenship which 
had formerly been the prerogative of municipal government.26 The 
medieval tension between the darkness of everyday life and the 
grandiose splendor attending everything sacred, with the con­
comitant rise from the secular to the religious, corresponds in 
many respects to the rise from the private to the public in antiq­
uity. The difference is of course very marked, for no matter how 
"worldly" the Church became, it was always essentially an other­
worldly concern which kept the community of believers together. 
While one can equate the public with the religious only with some 
difficulty, the secular realm under the rule of feudalism was in­
deed in its entirety what the private realm had been in antiquity. 
Its hallmark was the absorption of all activities into the household 
sphere, where they had only private significance, and conse-
quently the very absence of a public realm.28 

• • 

It is characteristic of this growth of the private realm, and mc1-
dencally of the difference between the ancient household head and 
the feudal lord, that the feudal lord could render justice within 
the limits of his rule, whereas the ancient household head, while 
he might exert a milder or harsher rule, knew neither of laws nor 
justice outside the political realm.27 The bringing of all human 

25. R. H. Barrow, The Romans (1953), p. 194. 

26. The characteristics which E. Levasseur (Hiswire des classes qu'IJTit,-es et 
le de findustrie m FrllTlte avmt 1789 [1900)) finds for the feudal organization of 
labor are true for the whole of feudal communities: "Oiacun vivait chez soi et 
vivait de soi-meme, le noble sur sa seigneurie, le vilain sur sa culrure, le citadin 

dans sa ville" (p. 229). 

27. The fair treatment of slaves which Plato recommends in the Laws (777) 
has little to do with justice and is not recommended "out of regard for the 
[slaves] , but more out of respect to ourselves." For the coexistence of two _laws, 
the political law of justice and the household law of rule, s~ Wallo'}! op. Cit., II, 
200: "La loi pendant bien longtemps, done ••. . s'abstena1t de penF1J'er dans la 
famille, ou ~lie reconnaissait l'empire d'une autre loi." Ancient, especially 
Roman, jurisdiction with respect to househol~ matters, trea_tment of slav~, 
family relationships, etc., was essentially designed to restrain the oth~1se 
unrestricted power of the household head; that there could be a rule of _JUS-­
tice within the entirely "private" society of the slaves themselves was unthmk-
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activities into the private realm and the modeling of all human 
relationships upon the example of the household reached far into 
the specifically medieval professional organizations in the cities 
themselves, the guilds, confrmes, and compagnons, and even into 
the early business companies~ where "the original joint household 
would seem to be indicated by the very word 'company' (cum­
ptmis) ... [and] such phrases as 'men who eat one bread,' 'men 
who have one bread and one wine.' " 18 The medieval concept of 
the "common good," far from indicating the existence of a politi­
cal realm, recognizes only that private individuals have interests 
in common, material and spiritual, and that they can retain their 
privacy and attend to their own business only if one of them takes 
it upon himself to look out for this common interest. Nhat dis­
tinguishes this essentially Christian attitude toward policies from 
the modern reality is not so much the recognition of a "common 
good" as the exclusivity of the private sphere and the absence of 
that curiously hybrid realm where private interests assume public 
significance that we call "society." 

It is therefore not surprising that medieval political thought, 
concerned exclusively with the secular realm, remained unaware 
of the gulf between the sheltered life in the household and the 
merciless exposure of the polis and, consequently, of the virtue of 
courage as one of the most elemental political attitudes. What 
remains surprising is that the only postclassical political theorist 
who, in an extraordinary effort to restore its old dignity to poli- · 
tics, perceived the gulf and understood something of the courage 
needed to cross it was Machiavelli, who described it in the rise 
"of the Condottiere from low condition to high rank," from 
privacy to princedom, that is, from circumstances common to all 
men to the shining glory of great deeds.29 

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

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

29. This "rise" from one realm or rank to a higher is a recurrent theme in 
Machiavelli (sec esp. Prinu, ch. 6 about Hiero of Syracuse and ch. 7; and Dis­
cuurses, Book II, ch. 13) . 
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The Human Condition 
attained such excellence as in the revolutionary transformation of 
laboring, and this to the point where the verbal significance of the 
word itself (which always had been connected with hardly bear­
able "toil and trouble," with effort and pain and, consequently, 
with a deformation of the human body, so that only extreme 
misery and poverty could be its source), has begun to lose its · 
meaning for us. 111 While dire necessity made labor indispensable 
to sustain life, excellence would have been the last thing to exP.ect 
from it. !xet=llea.ce and painfol, laMri 
exclusive "Nho c9Uld ad.Uove.,u ell if with""8~ 
,,;, cri pt'IUllJi~ ,•o.- . 

divided by "an invisible hand" among its members. The same holds true, mutatis 
mut11ndis, for the odd notion of a division of labor between the sexes, which is 
even considered by some writers to be the most original one. It presumes as its 
single subject man-kind, the hwnan species, which has divided its labor~ among 
men and women. Where the same argument is used in antiquity (see, for in­
stance, Xenophon Oecunomicus vii. 22), emphasis and meaning are quite differei.tt. 
The main division is between a life spent indoors, in the household, and a hfe 
spent outside, in the world. Only the latter is a life fully worthy of man, and the 
notion of equality between man and woman, which is a necessary asswnpti?n ~or 
the idea of division of labor, is of course entirely absent (cf. n. 81) . Annqwty 
seems to have known only professional specialization, which asswnedly was 
predetermined by natural qualities and gifts. Thus work in the gold mines, which 
occupied several thousand workers, was distributed according to strength and 
skill. See J.-P. Vemant, "Travail et nature dans la Grece ancienne," /ou'f111ll de 
psychologi1111m11aleetpathologiqut, Vol. Lii, No. 1 Qanuary- March, 19H). 

39. All the European words for "labor," the Larin and English Jabur, the 
Greek ponos, the French travail, the German Arbeit, signify pain an~ effort and 
are also used for the pangs of birth. Labar has the same etymological root as 
Jabare ("to stwnble under a burden"); ponos and Arbeit have the same etymologi­
cal roots as "poverty" (pmia in Greek and AmtUt in German) . Even Hesiod, 
currently counted among the few defenders oflabor in antiquity, put punon algi­
rwmta ("painful labor") as first of the evils plaguing man (Theogrmy 226). For 
the Greek usage, see G. Herzog-Hauser, "Punos," in Pauly-Wissowa. The Ger­
man Arbeit and arm are both derived from the Germanic arbma-, meaning lonely 
and neglected, abandoned. See Kluge/ GOtzc, Etymologisches JJ:"tirtn~h (19Sl.) . 
In medieval German, the word is used to translate labur, tnbulatio, pnsecutlO, 
adversitas, malum (see Klara Vontobel, Das Arbeitsethos des deutschm Protestanl­
ismus [Dissertation, Bern, 1946]). 

'9.- Pindtr Camll'n4 fflympiea-si..A, ~ 
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The Public and the Private Realm 
Excellence itself, areti as the Greeks, virtus as the Romans 

would have called it, has always been assigned to the public reahn 
where one could excel, could distinguish oneself from all others. 
Every activity performed in public can attain an excellence never 
matched in privacy; for exc~llence, by definition, the presence of 
others is always required, and this presence needs the formality 
of the public, constituted by one's peers, it cannot be the casual, 
familiar presence of one's equals or inferiors. 41 Not even the social 
realm- though it made excellence anonymous, emphasized the 
progress of mankind rather than the achievements of men, and 
changed the content of the public reahn beyond recognition- has 
been able altogether to annihilate the connection between public per­
formance and excellence. While we have become excellent in the la­
boring we perform in public, our capacity for action and speech has 
lost much of its former quality since the rise of the social reahn ban­
ished these into the sphere of the intimate and the private. This 
curious discrepancy has not escaped public notice, where it is 
usually blamed upon an assumed time lag between our technical 
capacities and our general humanistic development or between the 
physical sciences, which change and control nature, and the social 
sciences, which do not yet know how to change and control 
society. Quite apart from other fallacies of the argument which 
have been pointed out so frequently that we need not repeat them, 
this criticism concerns only a possible change in the psychology 
of human beings- their so-called behavior patterns- not a change 
of the world they move in. And this psychological interpretation, 
for which the absence or presence of a public reahn is as irrelevant 
as any tangible, worldly reality, seems rather doubtful in view of 
the fact that no activity can become excellent if the world does not 
provide a proper space for its exercise. Neither education nor 
ingenuity nor talent can replace the constituent elements of the 
public reahn, wix:h make it the proper place for human excellence. I c r 

41. Homer's much quoted thought that Zeus takes away half of a man's excel­
!ence (areti) when the day of slavery catches him (Odyssey xvii. 320 ff.) is put 
mto the mouth of Eumaios, a slave himself, and meant as an objective state­
ment, not a criticism or a moral judgment. The slave lost excellence because he 
lost admission to the public realm, where excellence can show. 
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The Public and the Private &aim 
ever, this permanence is of a different nature; it is the permanence 
of a process rather than the permanence of a stable structure. 
Without the process of accumulation, wealth would at once fall 
back into the opposite process of disintegration through use and 
consumption. 

Common wealth, therefore, can never become common in the 
sense we speak of a common world; it remained, or rather was 
intended to remain, strictly private. Only the government, ap­
pointed to shield the private owners from each other in the com­
petitive struggle for more wealth, was common. The obvious 
contradiction in this modern concept of government, where the 
only thing people have in common is their private interests, need 
no longer bother us as it still bothered Marx, since we know that 
the contradiction between private and public, typical of the initial 
stages of the modern age, has been a temporary phenomenon 
which introduced the utter extinction of the very ditf erence be­
tween the private and public realms, the submersion of both in 
the sphere of the social. By the same token, we are in a far better 
position to realize the consequences for human existence when 
both the public and private spheres of life are gone, the public 
because it has become a function of the private and the private 
because it has become the only common concern left. 

Seen from this viewpoint, the modern discovery of intimacy 
seems a Bight from the whole outer world into the inner subjec­
tivity of the individual, which formerly had been sheltered and 
protected by the private realm. The dissolution of this realm into 
the social may most conveniently be watched in the progressing 
transformation of immobile into mobile property until eventually 
the distinction between ro ny and wealth, between the &QTl;. N 
sumptibi e and e fungibiles of Roman law, loses all significance 
because every tangible, "fungible" thing has become an object of 
"consumption"; it lost its private use value which was determined 
by its location and acquired an exclusively social value determined 
through its ever-changing exchangeability whose fluctuation could 
itself be fixed only temporarily by relating it to the common de­
nominator of money. 78 Closely connected with this social evapora-

76. Medieval economic theory did not yet conceive of money as a common 
denominator and yardstick but counted it among the eonsumptibilts. 

[ 6j 1 



The Public ttnd the Private &alm 
of an activity, and not the much more frequent one of beholding 
passively a revealed truth, manifests itself within the world itself; 
this, like all other activities, does not leave the world, but must be 
performed within it. But this manifestation, though it appears in 
the space where other activities are performed and depends upon 
it, is of an actively negative nature; fleeing the world and hiding 
from its inhabitants, it negates the space the world offers to men, 
and most of all that public part of it where everything and every­
body are seen and heard by others. 

Goodness, therefore, as a consistent way of life, is not only 
impossible within the confines of the public realm, it is even de­
structive of it. Nobody perhaps has been more sharply aware of 
this ruinous quality of doing good than Machiavelli, who, in a 
famous passage, dared to teach men "how not to be good. "87 

Needless to add, he did not say and did not mean that men must be 
taught how to be bad; the criminal act, though for other reasons, 
must also flee being seen and heard by others. Machiavelli's cri­
terion for political action was glory, the same as in classical 
antiquity, and badness can no more shine in glory than goodness. 
Therefore all methods by which "one may indeed gain power, 
but not glory" are bad. 88 Badness that comes out of hiding is 
impudent and directly destroys the common world; goodness that 
comes out of hiding and assumes a public role is no longer good, 
but corrupt in its own terms and will carry its own corruption 
wherever it goes. Thus, for Machiavelli, the reason for the 
Church's becoming a corrupting influence in Italian politics was 
her participation in secular affairs as such and not the individual 
corruptness of bishops and prelates. To him, the alternative posed 
by the problem of religious rule over the secular realm was in­
escapably this : either the public realm corrupted the religious body 
and thereby became itself corrupt, or the religious body re­
mained uncorrupt and destroyed the public realm altogether. A 
reformed Church therefore was even more dangerous in Machia­
velli's eyes, and he looked with great respect but greater apprehen­
sion upon the religious revival of his time, the "new orders" 
which, by "saving religion from being destroyed by the licentious-

87. Prinu, ch. 1 S. 
88. Ibid., ch. 8. 
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The Human Condition 
body is most deteriorated."' Although he refused to admit htmausoi 
to citizenship, he would have a~ted shepherds and painters (but 
neither peasants nor sculptors). 1 

We shall see later that, quite apart from their contempt for labor, 
the Greeks had reasons of their own to mistrust the craftsman, or 
rather, the humo Jaber mentality. This mistrust, however, is true 
only of certain periods, whereas all ancient estimates of human 
activities, including those which, like Hesiod, supposedly praise 

7. Politics 12S8bH ff. For Aristotle's discussion about admission of btmllUSoi 
to citizenship sec Politics iii. 5. flis theory corresponds closely to reality: it is 
estimated that up to 80 per cent of free labor, work, and commerce consisted of 
non-citizens, either "strangers" (J&ztmlanmtes and mrtoihn) or emancipated 
slaves who advanced into these cla~ses (see Fritz Heichclheim, Wirtscluifts­
gtschichu dts Altntums (1938), I, ;398 ff.). Jacob Burckhardt, who in his 
Griechischt KulturgtSChichu (Vol. II, secs. 6 and 8) relates Greek current 'opin­
ion of who does and who does not belong to the class of btm4usoi, also noticc:a 
that we do not know of any treatise about sculpture. In view of the many essays 
on music and poetry, this probably is no more an accident of tradition than the 
fact that we know so many stories about the great feeling of superiority and 
even arrogance among the famous painters which arc not matched by anecdotes 
about sculptors. This estimate of painters and sculptors survived many cen­
turies. It is still f0m1d in the Renaissance, where sculpturing is counted among the 
servile arts whereas painting takes up a middle position between liberal and 
servile arts (sec Otto Neurath, "Beitriige zur Gcschichtc der Opera Scrvilia,'' 
Archiv for Sozialwissmscluift und Sozialpolitilt, Vol. XLI, :No. 2 [191S)) . 

That Greek public opinion in the city-states judged occupations according to 
the effort required and the time consumed is supported by a remark of Aristotle 
about the life of shepherds: "There arc great differences in human w:ays of life. 
The laziest arc shepherds; for they get their food without labor [ponos] from 
tame animals and have leisure [skholazousin]" (Politics 12S6a30 ff.). It is interest­
ing that Aristotle, probably following current opinion, here mentions laziness 
(aergia) together with, and somehow as a condition for, sltJwli, abstention from 
certain activities which is the condition for a political life. Generally, the mod­
em reader must be aware that atrgia and sltholi arc not the same. Laziness had 
the same connotations it has for us, and a life of sltholi was not considered to be 
a lazy life. The equation, howe\'"er, of sltholi and idleness is characteristic of a 
development within the polis. Thus Xenophon reports that Socrates was accused 
of having quoted Hesiod's line: "Work is no disgrace, but laziness [aergia] is a 
disgrace." The accusation meant that Socrates had instilled in his pupils a slavish 
spirit (Mmwrabilia i. 2~. S6). aistorically, it is important to keep in mind the 
distinction between the contempt of the Greek city-states for all non-political 
occupations which arose out of the enormous demands upon the time and energy 
of the citizens, and the earlier, more original, and more general contempt for 
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duction, whom all ages prior to the modem had in mind when they 
identified the laboring condition with slavery. What they left 
behind them in return for their consumption was nothing more or 
less than their masters' freedom or, in modem language, their 
masters' potential productivity. 

In other words, the distinction between productive and unpro­
ductive labor contains, albeit in a rejudicial manner, the more 
fundamental distinction between abor nd or 18 It is indeed the J_ ~ ,-r , 
mark of all laboring that it leaves nothing hind, that the result of 
its effort is almost as quickly consumed as the effort is spent. And 
yet this effort, despite its futility, is born of a great urgency and 
motivated by a more powerful drive than anything else, because 
life itself depends upon it. The modem age in general and Karl 
Marx in particular, overwhelmed, as it were, by the unprece-
dented actual productivity of Western mankind, had an almost ir­
resistible tendency to look upon all labor as work and to speak of 
the animal labor ans in terms much more fitting for htmw f aber,, 
hoping all the time that only one more step was needed to eliminate 
labor and necessity altogether .17 

No doubt the actual historical development that brought labor 
out of hiding and into the public realm, where it could be organized 

16. The disrinCtion between productive and wiproductivc labor is due to the 
physiocnta, who distinguished between producing, property-owning, and 
sterile classes. Since they held that the original source of all productivity lies in 
the natural forcC8 of the earth, their standard for productivity was related to the 
creation of new objects and not to the needs and wants of men. Thus, the 
Marquis de Mirabeau, father of the famous orator, calls sterile "la classc 
d'ouvriers dont lcs travaux, quoiquc neccssaircs aux bcsoins des hommca ct 
utiles a la societc, ne sont pas neanmoins productifs" and illustrates his distinc­
tion between sterile and productive work by comparing it to the difference be­
tween cutting a atone and producing it (sec Jean Dautry, "La notion de travail 
chcz Saint-Simon ct Fourier," J""'1111l de psychdogie """""1e a pathologique, Vol. 
Lii, No. 1 Uanuary-March, 19H]). 

17. This hope accompanied Marx from beginning to end. We find it already 
in the Deutsche ldeologie: "Es handclt sich nicht darum die Arbcit zu befrcien, 
sondern sic auhuhcben" (GtS11mtausgabt, Part I, Vol. 3, p. 18S) and 'many dec­
ades later in the third volume of Das Kitpil41, ch. 48: "Das Reich der Freiheit 
beginnt in der Tat erst da, wo das Arbeiten ••• aufhort" (Mt11%-Engtls Gninntaus­
gabt, Part II [Ziirich, 1933), p. 873). 
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and "divided,"18 constituted a powerful argument in the develop­
ment of these theories. Yet an even more significant fact in this 
respect, already sensed by the classical economists and clearly dis­
covered and articulated by Karl Marx, is that the laboring activity 
itself, regardless of historical circumstances and independent of its 
location in the private or the public realm, possesses indeed a "pro­
ductivity" of its own, no matter how futile and non-durable its 
products may be. This productivity does not lie in any of labor's 
products but in the human "power," whose strength is not ex­
hausted when it has produced the means of its own subsistence and 
survival but is capable of producing a "surplus," that is, more than 
is necessary for its own "reproduction." It is because not labor it­
self but the surplus of human "labor power" (Arbeitskraft) explains 
labor's productivity that Marx's introduction of this term, as 
Engels rightly remarked, constituted the most original and revolu: 
tionary element of his whole system.19 Unlike the productivity of 
work, which adds new objects to the human artifice, the productiv­
ity of labor power produces objects only incidentally and is pri­
marily concerned with the means of its own reproduction; since its 
power is not exhausted when its own reproduction has been se­
cured, it can be used for the reproduction of more than one life 
process, but it never "produces" anything but life.20 Through 
violent oppression in a slave society or exploitation in the capi­
talist society of Marx's own time, it can be channeled in such a 
way that the labor of some suffices for the life of all. 

From this purely social viewpoint, which is the viewpoint of the 
whole modem age but which received its most coherent and great-

18. In his Introduction to the second book of the Wealth of Nations (Every­
man's ed., I, 241 ff.), Adam Smith emphasizes that productivity is due to the 
division of labor rather than to labor itself. 

19. See F.ngels' Introduction to Marx's "Wage, Labour and Capital" (in Marx 
and F.ngels, Selected Works [London, 1950], I, 384), where Marx had introduced 
the new term with a certain emphasis. 

20. Marx stressed always, and especially in his youth, that the chief function 
of labor was the "production of life" and therefore saw labor together with 
procreation (see Dnitsche ldeologie, 'p. 19; also "Wage, Labour and Capital," 
p. 77). 
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est expression in Marx's work, all laboring is "productive," and 
the earlier distinction between the performance of "menial tasks" 
that leave no trace and the production of things durable enough to 
be accumulated loses its validity. The social viewpoint is identical, 
as we saw before, with an interpretation that rakes nothing into 
account but the life process of mankind, and within its frame of 
reference all things becomA objects of consumption. Within a com- / ~ 
pletely "socialized mankind," whose sole purpose would be the 
entertaining of the life process-and this is the unfortunately quite 
unutopian ideal that guides Marx's theories2L-the distinction be­
tween labor and work would have completely disappeared; all 
work would have become labor because all things would be under­
stood, not in their worldly, objective quality, but as results of 
living labor power and functions of the life process.22 

It is interesting to note that the distinctions between skilled and 
unskilled and between intellectual and manual work play no role in 
either classical political economy or in Marx's work. Compared 

21. The terms wrgesellschafteter Mensch or gesellschaftli&he Mmschheit were 
frequently used by Marx to indicate the goal of socialism (see, for instance, the 
third volume of Das KapifJll, p. 873, and the tenth of the "Theses on F euerbach": 
"The standpoint of the old materialism is 'civil' society; the standpoint of the 
new is humlln society, or socialized humanity" [Selected Works, II, 367]). It 
consisted in the elimination of the gap between the individual and social exist­
ence of man, so that man "in his most individual being would be at the same time 
a social being [a Gnneimverm]" Uugmdschriftm, p. 113). Marx frequently calls 
this social nature of man his Gattungrwesm, his being a member of the species, 
and the famous Marxian "self-alienation" is first of all man's alienation from 
being a Gattrmgrwesm (ibid., p. 89: "Eine unmittelbare Konsequenz davon, dass 
der Mensch dem Produkt seiner Arbeit, seiner Lebenstatigkeit, seinem Gattungs­
wesen entfremdet ist, ist die F.ntfremdwig des Menschen von dem Menschen"). 
The ideal society is a state of affairs where all human activities derive as natu­
rally from human "nature" as the secretion of wax by bees for making the 
honeycomb; to live and to labor for life will have become one and the same, 
and life will no longer "begin for [the laborer] where [the activity of laboring] 
ceases" (''Wage, Labour and Capital," p. 77). 

22. Marx's original charge against capitalist society was not merely its trans­
formation of all objects into commodities, but that "the laborer behaves toward 
the product of his labor as to an alien object" ("dass der Arbeiter zum Produkt 
seiner Arbeit als einem fremden Gegenstand sich verhalt" Uugmdschriftm, p. 
83])-in other words, that the things of the world, once they have been pro­
duced by men, are to an extent independent of, "alien" to, human life. 
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its most immaterial stage.· The work itself then always requires 
some material upon which it will be performed and which through 
fabrication, the activity of homo f abtr, will be transformed into a 
worldly object. The specific work quality of intellectual work is 
no less due to the "work of our hands" than any other kind of 
work. 

It seems plausible and is indeed quite common to connect and 
justify the modem distinction between intellectual and manual la­
bor with the ancient distinction between "liberal" and "servile 
arts." Yet the distinguishing mark between liberal and servile arts 
is not at all "a higher degree of intelligence," or that the "liberal 
artist" works with his brain and the "sordid tradesman" with his 
hands. The ancient criterion is primarily political. Occupations in­
volving prudmtia, the capacity for prudent judgment which is the 
virrue of statesmen, and professions of public relevance (ad ho­
mimnn utilitatem)" such as architecture, medicine, and agricul­
rure,14 are liberal. All trades, the trade of a scribe no less than that 
of a carpenter, are "sordid;' unbecoming for a full-Hedged citizen, 
and the worst are those we would deem most useful, such as 
"fishmongers, butchers, cooks, poulterers and fisherrnen." 26 But 
not even these are DCf=essarily sheer laboring. There is still a third 
category where the toil and effort itself (the operae as distin­
guished from the opus, the mere activity as distinguished ~rom the 

23. For convenience' sake, I shall follow Cicero's discussion of liberal and 
servile occupations in De offieiis i. ~.The criteria of prudmti4 and utilit11s I S"o - t.S- ¥ 
or utilitas huminum are stated in pars. 1 S 1 and 1 SS. (The translation of prudmtia 
as "a higher degree of intelligence" by Walter Miller in the Loeb Oassical Li-
brary edition seems to me to be misleading.) 

24. The classification of agriculture among the liberal arts is, of course, 
specifically Roman. ~t is not due co any special "usefulness" of farming as we 
would understand it, but much rather related to the Roman idea of ptnria, accord­
ing to which the ager Romamu and not only the city of Rome is the place occu­
pied by the public realm. 

2S. It is this usefulness for sheer living which Cicero calls medi«Tis utilil4s 
(par. ISi) and eliminates from liberal arts. The translation again seems to me 
to miss the point; these are not "professions ••• from which no small benefit 
to aociety is derived," but occupations which, in clear opposition to those men-

.. tioned before, transcend the vulgar usefulness of consumer 'goods. 
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work) is paid, and in these cases "the very wage is a pledge of 
slavery."• 

The distinction between manual and intellectual work, though 
its origin can be traced back to the Middle Ages, 27 is modern and 
has two quite different causes, both of which, however, are equally 
characteristic of the general climate of the modern age. Since under 
modern conditions every occupation had to prove its "usefulness" 
for society at large, and since the usefulness of the intellectual oc­
cupations had become more than doubtful because of the modern 
glorification of labor, it was only natural that intellectuals, too, 
should desire to be counted among the working population. At the 
same time, however, and only in seeming contradiction to this de­
velopment, the need and esteem of this society for certain "intel­
lectual" perfunnances rose to a degree unprecedented in our his­
tory except in the centuries of the decline of the Roman Empire. 
It may be well to remember in this context that throughout ancient 
history the "intellectual" services of the scribes, whether they 
served the needs of the public or the private realm, were performed 
by slaves and rated accordingly. Only the bureaucratization of the 
Roman Empire and the concomitant social and political rise of the 
Emperors brought a re-evaluation of"intellectual" services.28 In so 

26. The Romans deemed the difference between opus and t>ptTae to be so de-
1, cisive that they had two different forms of contract, the locatio _.,fwt~ opnis 

, and the locatio .,,JaetitJ t>ptTtmml, of which the latter played an insignificant role 
because most laboring was done by slaves (ace F.dgar Loening, in H1111dwiirter­
buch dn Stlliztnvissmscllilftm (1890], I, 742 ff.). 

27. The t>ptTa libtralill were identified with intellectual or rather spirirual 
work in the Middle Ages (see Otto Neurath, "Beittage zur Geschichte der Opera 
Servilia,'' ArchW fiir Sozial'Wissmscllilft und Sozialpolitilt, Vol. XLI (191 S], No. 2). 

28. H. Wallon describes this process under the rule of Diocletian: " ••• les fonc­
tions jadis serviles SC ttoUV~ent anoblies, clevm au premier rang de !'fut. 
Cette haute consideration qui de l'empereur se repandait sur les premiers 
serviteurs du palais, sur les plus hauts dignitaircs de !'empire, descendait a ious 
les degres des fonctions publiques ••. ; le service public devint un office public." 
"Les charges les plus serviles, ••. les noms que nous avons cites aux fonctions de 
I' esclavage, soot rev~s de I' eclat qui rejaillit de la personne du prince" (His-
11Ji11 di fesclawge dam ftmtiquiti (1847], III, 126 and UI). Before this elevation 
of the services, the scribes had been classified with the watclunen of public 
buildings or even with the men who led the prize fighters down to the arena 
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generalization and therefore all reification, can be conveyed only 
through an imitation of their acting. This is also why the theater 
is the political an par excellence; only there is the political sphere 
of human life transposed into an. By the same token, it is the 
only art whose sole subject is man in his relationship to others. 

26 

THE FRAILTY OF HUMAN AFFAIRS 

Action, as distinguished from fabrication, is never possible in 
isolation; to be isolated is to be deprived of the capacity to act. 
Action and speech need the surrounding presence of others no less 
than fabrication needs the 51mounding presence of nature for its 
material, and of a world in which to place the finished product. 
Fabrication is surrounded by and in constant contact with the 
world: action and speech are surrounded by and in constant con­
tact with the web of the acts and words of other men. The popular 
belief in a "strong man" who, isolated against others, owes his 
strength to his being alone is either sheer superstition, based on 
the delusion that we can "make" something in the realm of human 
affairs- "make" institutions or laws, for instance, as we make 
tables and chairs, or make men "better" or "worse"1L-or it is 
conscious despair of all action, political and non-political, coupled 
with the utopian hope that it may be possible to treat men as one 
treats other "material."16 The strength the individual needs for 
every process of production becomes altogether worthless when 
action is at stake, regardless of whether this strength is intellec­
tual or a matter of purely material force. History is full of ex-

14. Plato already reproached Pericles because he did not "make the citizens 
better" and because the Athenians were even worse at the end of his career than 
before (Gorgias SIS). 

1 S. Recent political history is full of examples indicating that the term ''hU1112n 
material" is no harmless metaphor, and the same is true for a whole host of mod­
em scientific experiments in social engineering, biochemistry, brain surgery, etc., 
all of which tend to treat and change human material like other matter. This 
mechanistic approach is typical of the modern age; antiquity, when it pursued 
similar aims, was inclined to think of men in terms of savage animals who need 
be tamed and domesticated. The only possible achievement in either case is to 
kill man, not indeed necessarily as a living organism, but 'I"" man. 
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that the distinction between labor and work, which our theorists 
have so obstinately neglected and our languages so stubbornly pre­
served, indeed becomes merely a difference in degree if the worldly 
character of the produced thing-its location, function, and length 
of stay in the world-is not taken into account. The distinction 
between a bread, whose "life expectancy" in the world is hardly 
more than a day, and a table, which may easily survive generations 
of men, is certainly much more obvious and decisive than the dif­
ference between a baker and a carpenter. 

The curious discrepancy between language and theory which we 
noted at the outset therefore turns out to be a discrepancy between 
the world-oriented, "objective" language we speak and the man­
oriented, subjective theories we use in our attempts at understand­
ing. It is language, and the fundamental human experiences under­
lying it, rather than theory, that teaches us that the things of the 
world, among which the vita activa spends itself, are of a very dif­
ferent nature and produced by quite different kinds of activities. 
Viewed as part of the world, the products of work-and not the 
products of labor-guarantee the permanence and durability with­
out which a world would not be possible at all. It is within this 
world of durable things that we find the consumer goods through 
which life assures the means of its own survival. Needed by our 
bodies and produced by its laboring, but without stability of their 
own, these things for incessant consumption appear and disappear 
in an environment of things that are not consumed but used, and t)( 
which, as we use them, we become used and accustomed. As such, 
they give rise to the familiarity of the world, its customs and habits 
of intercourse between men and things as well as between men and 
men. What consumer goods are for the life of man, use objects are 
for his world. From them, consumer goods derive their thing-char­
acter; and language, which does not permit the laboring activity to 
form anything so solid and non-verbal as a noun, hints at the strong 
probability ~at we would not even know what a thing is without 
having before us "the work of our hands." 

Distinguished from both, consumer goods and use objects, there 

itQf to make one forget all tt0uble and sorrow; whoever had not seen it had 
livQf in vain, etc. 
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by growth and decay; only if we consider nature's products, this 
tree or this dog, as individual things, thereby already removing 
them from their "natural" surroundings and;?,_utting them into our 
world, do they begin to grow and to decay .ffiile nature manifests 
itself in human existence through the circular movement of our 
bodily functions, she makes her presence felt in the man-made 
world through the constant threat of overgrowing or decaying it. 
The common characteristic of both, the biological process in man 
and the process of growth and decay in the world, is that they are 
part of the cyclical movement of nature and therefore endlessly 
repetitive; all human activities which arise out of the necessity to 
cope with them are bound to the recurring cycles of nature and 
have in themselves no beginning and no end, properly speaking; 
unlike working, whose end has come when the object is finished, 
ready to be added to the common world of things, laboring always 
moves in the same circle, which is prescribed by the biological 
process of the living organism and the end of its "toil and trouble" 
comes only with the death of this organism. 33 

When Marx defined labor as "man's metabolism with nature," 

33. In the earlier literature on labor up to the last third of the nineteenth cen­
tury, it was not uncommon to insist on the connection between labor and the 
cyclical movement of the life process. Thus, Schulzc-Dclitzsch, in a lecture Die 
Arbeit (Leipzig, 1863), begins with a description of the cycle of desirc-effort­
satisfaction-"Beim letzten Bissen fangt schon die Verdauung an." However, 
in the huge post-Marxian literature on the labor problem, the only author who 
emphasizes and theorizes about this most elementary aspect of the laboring 
activity is Pierre Naville, whose LA vie de travail et ses problnnes (1954) is one 
of the most interesting and perhaps the most original recent contribution. Dis­
cussing the particular traits of the workday as distinguished from other measure­
ment of labor time, he says as follows: "Le trait principal est son caractere 
cyclique OU rythmiquc. Ce caractere est lie a la fois a !'esprit nature! et cosmolo­
gique de la journee ... et au caractere des fonctions physiologiques de l'errc 
hwnain, qu'il a en commun avec les ~cs animalcs superieurcs .• •• 11 est evi­
dent que le travail devait Ctre de prime abord lie a des rythmes et fonctions 
naturels." From this follows the cyclical character in the expenditure and re­
production of labor power that determines the time unit of the workday. 
Naville's most important insight is that the time character of human life, inas­
much as it is not merely part of the life of the species, stands in stark contrast to 
the cyclical time character of the workday. "Les limites naturelles supCrieures 
de la vie ••• ne soot pas dictees, comme celle de la journec, par la necessite et la 
possibilite de se reproduirc, mais au contrairc, par l'impossibilite de se renouveler, 
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in whose process "nature's material [is] adapted by a change of 
form to the wants of man," so that "labour has incorporated itself 
with its subject," he indicated clearly that he was "speaking 
physiologically" and that labor and consumption are but two stages 
of the ever-recurring cycle of biological life. 84 This cycle needs to 
be sustained through consumption, and the activity which provides 
the means of consumption is laboring. 85 ~atever labor produces 
is meant to be fed into the human life process almost immediately, 
and this consumption, regenerating the life process, produces-or 
rather, reproduces-new "labor power," needed for the further 
sustenance of the body. 36 From the viewpoint of the exigencies of 

sinon a l'echelle de l'cspCc:e. Le cycle s'accomplit en une fois, et ne se renouvelle 
pas" (pp. 19-24). 

34. Capitlll (Modem Library ed.), p. 201. This formula is frequent in Marx's 
work and always repeated almost verbatim: Labor is the eternal natural necessity 
to effect the metabolism between man and nature. (See, for instance, Das Kapitlll, 
Vol. I, Part 1, ch. 1, sec. 2, and Part 3, ch. S. The standard English translation, 
Modem Library ed .. pp. SO, 205, falls short of Marx's precision.) We find 
almost the same formulation in Vol. III of Das Kapitlll, p. 872. Obviously, when 
Marx speaks as he frequently does of the "life process of society," he is not 
thinking in metaphors. 

J 

, 

3S. Marx called labor "productive conswnprion" (Capital [Modem_~~~._], _,_­
P· 204) and never lost sight of its being a physiological condition ~ 

36. Marx's whole theory hinges on the early insight that the laborer first of 
all reproduces his own life by producing his means of subsistence. In his early 
writings he thought "that men begin to distinguish themselves from animals when 
they begin to produce their means of subsistence" (Deutsche ldeologie, p. 10). 
This indeed is the very content of the definition of man as 1111imal lalxmms. It is 
all the more noteworthy that in other passages Marx is not satisfied with this 
definition because it does not distinguish man sharply enough from animals. "A 
spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to 
shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes 
the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his struc­
ture in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour­
process, we get a result that already existed in the imagination of the labourer at 
its commencement" (Capitlll [Modem Library ed.), p. 198). Obviously, Marx 
no longer speaks of labor, but of work-with which he is not concerned; and the 
best proof of this is that the apparently all-important element of "imagination" 
plays no role whatsoever in his labor theory. In the third volume of Das Kapitlll 
he repeats that surplus labor beyond immediate needs serves the "progressive 
extension of the reproduction process" (pp. 872, 278). Despite occasional hesi-
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the most obvious solution of these contradictions, or rather the 
most obvious reason why these great authors should have remained 
unaware of them is their equation of work with labor, so that labor 
is endowed by them with certain faculties which only work pos­
sesses. This equation always leads into patent absurdities, though 
they usually are not so neatly manifest as in the following sentence 
of Veblen: "The lasting evidence of productive labor is its mate­
rial product-commonly some article of consumption,"•0 where 
the "lasting evidence" with which he begins, because he needs it 
for the alleged productivity of labor, is immediately destroyed by 
the "consumption" of the product with which he ends, forced, as it 
were, by the factual evidence of the phenomenon itself. 

Thus Locke, in order to save labor from its manifest disgrace of 
producing only ''things of short duration,'' had to introduce money 
-a "lasting thing which men may keep without spoiling" -a kind 
of deus ex machina without which the laboring body, in its obedience 
to the life process, could never have become the origin of anything 
so permanent and lasting as property, because there are no "du­
rable things" to be kept to survive the activity of the laboring proc­
ess. And even Marx, who actually defined man as an mimal 
laboram, had to admit that productivity of labor, properly speak­
ing, begins only with reification (Vergegmstiindlichung), with "the 
erection of an objective world of things" (Erzeugung einer ge­
gmstiindli&hm Wtlt) . ' 1 But the effort of labor never frees the labor-

40. The curious formulation occurs in lborstcin Veblen, Tiu Theury of tlu 
Leisure Class (1917), p. 44. 

41. The term wrgegmstindliehm occurs not very frequently in Marx, but al­
ways in a crucial context. CT. Jugmdsthriftm, p. 88: "Das praktische Erzcugen 
ciner gegenstiindlichen Welt, die Bcarbcitung der unorganischen Natur ist die 
Bewahrung des Menschen als cines bcwussten Gattungswesens . •. . [Das Tier] 
produzicrt unter dcr Herrschaft des unmittelbaren Bcdiirfuisscs, wahrend der 
Mensch sclbst frci vom physischen Bcdiirfuis produziert und erst wahrhaft 
produziert in der Freiheit von demselbcn." Herc, as in the passage from Capitlll 
quoted in note 36, Marx obviously introduces an altogether different concept 
of labor, that is, speaks about work and fabrication. The same rcification is 
mentioned in Das Kapitlll (Vol. I, Pan 3, ch. S), though somewhat equivocally: 
"[Die Arbcit] ist vergcgenstiindlicht und der Gcgenstand ist vcrarbcitct." The 
play on words with the term Gegmstlmd obscures what actually happens in the 
process: through rcification, a new thing has been produced, but the "object" 
that this process transformed into a thing is, from the viewpoint of the process, 
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in second-rate writers; in the work of the great authors they lead 
into the very center of their work. In the case of Marx, whose 
loyalty and integrity in describing phenomena as they presented 
themselves to his view cannot be doubted, the important discrep­
ancies in his work, noted by all Marx scholars, can neither be 
blamed upon the difference "between the scientific point of view of 
the historian and the moral point of view of the prophet" 60 nor on a 
dialectical movement which needs the negative, or evil, to produce 
the positive, or good. The fact remains that in all stages of his 
work he defines man as an mimal laborms and then leads him into a 
society in which this greatest and most human power is no longer 
necessary. We are left with the rather distressing alternative be­
tween productive slavery and unproductive-freedom. 

Thus, the question arises why Locke and all his successors, their 
own insights notwithstanding, clung so obstinately to labor as the 
origin of property, of wealth, of all values and, finally, of the very 
humanity of man. Or, to put it another way, what were the experi­
ences inherent in the-laboring activity that proved of such great 
importance to the modem age? 

Historically, political theorists from the seventeenth century 
onward were confronted with a hitherto unheard-of process of 
growing wealth, growing property, growing acquisition. In the at­
tempt to account for this steady growth, their attention was natu­
rally drawn to the phenomenon of a progressing process itself, so 
that, for reasons we shall have to discuss later,61 the concept of 
process became the very key term of the new age as well as the 
sciences, historical and natural, developed by it. From its begin­
ning, this process, because of its apparent endlessness, was under­
stood as a natural process and more specifically in the image of the 
life process itself. The crudest superstition of the modem age-­
that "money begets money"-as well as its sharpest political in­
sight-that power generates power-owes its plausibility to the 
underlying metaphor of the natural fertility of life. Of all human 
activities, only labor, and neither action nor work, is unending, 

SO. The formulation is F.dmund Wilson's in To the Finlllnd Stlltion (Anchor ed., 
1953), but this criticism is familiar in Marxian literature. 

S 1. See ch. vi, § 42, below. 
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The reward of toil and trouble lies in nature's fertility, in the quiet 
confidence that he who in "toil and trouble" has done his part, re­
mains a part of nature in the future of his children and his children's 
children. The Old Testament, which, unlike classical antiquity, 
held life to be sacred and therefore neither death nor labor to be an 
evil (and least of all an argument against life),u shows in the 
stories of the patriarchs how unconcerned about death their lives 
were, how they needed neither an individual, earthly immortality 
nor an assurance of the eternity of their souls, how death came to 
them in the familiar shape of night and quiet and eternal rest "in a 
good old age and full of years." 

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

SJ. Nowhere in the Old Testament is death "the wage of sin." Nor did the 
curse by which man was expelled from paradise punish him with labor and 
birth; it only made labor harsh and birth full of sorrow. According to Genesis, 
man (4dttm) had been created to take care and watch over the soil (~fr;/ a._... 
even his name, the masculine form of "soil," indicates (see Gen. 2 : S • 
"And Admn was not to till ildlzmlth •• • and He, God, created Adam of the dust 
of ildlzmlth • • •• He, God, rook Adam and put him into the garden of &ten to 
till and to watch it" (I follow the translation of Martin Buber and Franz Rosen­
zweig, Die &hrift !'Berlin, n.d.]). The word for "tilling" which later became the 
word for laboring in Hebrew, lefl'WOd, has the connotation of "to serve." The 
curse (3 : 17-19) does not mention this ~rd, but the meaning is clear: the serv-
ice for which man was created now became servitude. The current popular mis­
understanding of the curse is due to an unconscious interpretation of the Old 
Testament in the light of Greek thinking. The misunderstanding is usually avoid-
ed by Catholic writers. See, for instance, Jacques Leclercq, Le~ de droit 11/lturtl, 
Vol. IV, Part 2, "Travail, PropriCt:C," (1946), p. 31 : "La peine du travail est 
le rCsultat du peche original . ••• L'homme non d&:hu ellt uavaille dans la joie, 
mais ii ellt travaille"; or J. Oir. Nattennann, Die modmre Arbeit, stniologisch rmd 
theologisch bmachta (19H), p. 9. It is interesting in this context to compare the 
curse of the Old Testament with the seemingly similar explanation of the harsh-
ness oflabor in Hesiod. Hesiod reports that the gods, in order to punish man, hid 
life from him (seen. 8) so that he had to search for it, while before, he apparently 
did not have to do anything but pluck the fruits of the earth from fields and 
trees. Herc the curse consists not only in the harshness of labor but in labor 
itself. 
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CHAPTER IV 

r~~~~~~~ 

~ VVork ~ 
~~~~~~~~ 

18 
THE DURABILITY OF THE WORLD 

The work of our hands, as distinguished from the labor of our 
bodies- homo Jaber who makes and literally "works upon"1 as dis­
tinguished from the mimal JaboTms which labors and "mixes with" 
-fabricates the sheer unending variety of things whose sum total 
constitutes the human artifice. They are mostly, but not exclu­
sively, objects for use and they possess the durability Locke 
needed for the establislunent of property, the "value" Adam Smith 
needed for the exchange market, and they bear testimony to pro­
ductivity, which Marx believed to be the test of human nature. 
Their proper use does not cause them to disappear and they give 
the human artifice the stability and solidity without which it could 
?ot be relied upon to house the unstable and mortal creature which 
1s man. 

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

1. The Larin word ... Jaber, probably related to Jacere ("to make something" 
in the sense of production), originally designated the fabricator and anist who 
works upon hard material, such as stone or wood; it also was used as translation 
for the Greek tehOn, which has the same connotation. The wordJabri, often fol­
lowed by tignarii, especially designates construction workers and carpenters. I 
have been unable to ascertain when and where the expression homo Jaber, certainly 
of modern, posnnedieval origin, first appeared. Jean Leclercq ("Vers la socierc 
basee sur le travail," Revue du travail, Vol. LI, No. 3 [March, 1950]) suggests 
that only Bergson "threw the concept of homo Jaber into the circulation of ideas." 
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drawn and against which they were erected. If left to itself or dis­
carded from the human world, the chair will again become wood, 
and the wood will decay and return to the soil from which the tree 
sprang before it was cut off to become the material upon which to 
work and with which to build. But though this may be the unavoid­
able end of all single things in the world, the sign of their being 
products of a mortal maker, it is not so certainly the eventual fate 
of the human artifice itself, where all single things can be con­
stantly replaced with the change of generations which come and 
inhabit the man-made world and go away. Moreover, while usage 
is bound to use up these objects, this end is not their destiny in the 
same way as destruction is the inherent end of all things for con­
sumption . .;Vfiat usage wears out is durability. 

It is this durability which gives the things of the world their 
relative independence from men who produced and use them, their 
"objectivity" which makes them withstand, " stand against"2 and 
endure, at least for a time, the voracious needs and wants of their 
living makers and users. From this viewpoint, the things of the 
world have the function of stabilizing human life, and their objec­
tivity lies in the fact that- in contradiction to the Heraclitean 
saying that the same man can never enter the same stream- men, 
their ever-changing nature notwithstanding, can retrieve their 
sameness, that is, their identity, by being related to the same chair 
and the same table. In other words, against the subjectivity of men 
stands the objectivity of the man-made world rather than the sub­
lime indifference of an untouched nature, whose overwhelming 
elementary force, on the contrary, will compel them to swing re­
lentlessly in the circle of their own biological movement, which 
fits so closely into the over-all cyclical movement of nature's 
household. Only we who have erected the objectivity of a world of 
our own from what nature gives us, who have built it into the 
environment of nature so that we are protected from her, can look 
upon nature as something "objective." Without a world between 
men and nature, there is eternal movement, but no objectivity. 

Although use and consumption, like work and labor, are not the 

2. This is implied in the Latin verb obiur1, from which our "object" is a late 
derivation, and in the Gennan word for object, Gegmstmd. "Object" means, 
literally, "something thrown" or "put against." 
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always find where homo fa/Jer rules the standards of society. The 
reason is, of course, that Kant did not mean to formulate or con­
ceptualize the tenets of the utilitarianism of his time, but on the 
contrary wanted first of all to relegate the means-end category to 
its proper place and prevent its use in the field of political action. 
His formula, however, can no more deny its origin in utilitarian 
thinking than his other famous and also inherently paradoxical in­
terpretation of man's attitude toward the only objects that are not 
"for use," namely works of art, in which he said we take "pleasure 
without any interest."2° For the same operation which establishes 
man as the "supreme end" permits him "if he can [to] subject the 
whole of nature to it, " 21 that is, to degrade nature and the world 
into mere means, robbing both of their independent dignity. Not 
even Kant could solve the perplexity or enlighten the blindness of 
homo fa/Jer with respect to the problem of meaning without turning 
to the paradoxical "end in itself," and this perplexity lies in the 
fact that while only fabrication with its instrumentality is capable 
of building a world, this same world becomes as worthless as the 
employed material, a mere means for further ends, if the standards 
which governed its coming into being are permitted to rule it after 
its establishment. 

Man, in so far as he is homo fa/Jer, instrumentalizes, and his in­
strumentalization implies a degradation of all things into means, 
their loss of intrinsic and independent value, so that eventually not 
only the objects of fabrication but also "the earth in general and 
all forces of nature," which clearly came into being without the 
help of man and have an existence independent of the human world, 
lose their "value because [they] do not present the reification 
which comes from work."22 It was for no other reason than this 
attitude of homo fa/Jer to the world that the Greeks in their classical 
period declared the whole field of the arts and crafts, where men 
work with instruments and do something not for its own sake but 

20. Kant's term is "ein Wohlgefallen ohne alles lnteresse" (Kritik der Urtrils­
kraft [Cassirer ed.], V, JM), 

21. Ibid., pp. f4i-4'1. 

22. "Der Wasserf.all, wie die Erde iiberhaupt, wie alle Naturkraft hat keinen 
Wert, weil er keine in ihrn vcrgegenstiindlichte Arbeit darstellt" (Das &pitlll, 
III [Man-Engels GtsllmlllUSgabt, Abt. II, Ziirich, 1933], 698) . 
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selves are always produced in isolation. The privacy which the 
early modem age demanded as the supreme right of each member 
of society was actually the guaranty of isolation, without which no 
work can be produced. Not the onlookers and spectators on the 
medieval market places, where the craftsman in his isolation was 
exposed to the light of the public, but only the rise of the social 
realm, where the others are not content with beholding, judging, 
and admiring but wish to be admitted to the company of the crafts­
man and to participate as equals in the work process, threatened 
the "splendid isolation" of the worker and eventually undermined 
the very notions of competence and excellence. This isolation from 
others is the necessary life condition for every mastership which 
consists in being alone with the "idea," the mental image of the 
thing to be. This mastership, unlike political forms of domination, 
is primarily a mastery of things and material and not of people. 
The latter, in fact, is quite secondary to the activity of craftsman­
ship, and the words "worker" and "master"-ouvrier and maltre-­
were originally used synonymously.18 

The only company that grows out of workmanship directly is in 
the need of the master for assistants or in his wish to educate others 
in his craft. But the distinction between his skill and the unskilled 
help is temporary, like the distinction between adults and children. 
There can be hardly anything more alien or even more destructive 
to workmanship than teamwork, which actually is only a variety 
of the division of labor and presupposes the "breakdown of opera­
tions into their simple constituent motions."29 The team, the multi-

28. E. Levasseur, Histoirt des classes fnl'llrints tt dt findustrie m Frtma awnt 
178, (1900) : "Les mots mattre ct ouvricr mient encore pris comme synonyrncs 
au 14c si~cle" (p. 564, n. 2), whereas "au He si~cle .• la mattrisc est devenue 
un titre auqucl ii n'cst pennis a tous d'aspircr" (p. 572) . Originally, "le mot 
ouvricr s'appliquait d'ordinaire • quiconque ouvrait, faisait ouvragc, mattre ou 
valet" (p. 309). In rhe workshops rhcmsclvcs and outside rhcm in social life, 
there was no great distinction between the master or the owner of the shop and 
the workers (p. 313). (Sec also Pierre Brizon, Histoire du trll'Vail tt des travaillnm 
[4th ed.; 1926], pp. 39 tf.) 

29. Otarlcs R. Walker and Robert H. Guest, The Mtm un the Asstmbly Line 
(1952), p. 10. Adam Smith's famous description of this principle in pin-making 
(op. cit., I, 4 If.) shows clearly how machine work was preceded by the division 
of labor and derives its principle from it. 

[ 161 1 

I~ 



Action 
legitimation for rulership, until, finally, the element of beginning 
disappeared altogether from the concept of rulership. With it the 
most elementary and authentic understanding of human freedom 
disappeared from political philosophy. 

The Platonic separation of knowing and doing has remained at 
the root of all theories of domination which are not mere justifica­
tions of an irreducible and irresponsible will to power. By sheer 
force of conceptualization and philosophical clarification, the Pla­
tonic identification of knowledge with command and rulership and 
of action with obedience and execution overruled all earlier experi­
ences and articulations in the political realm and became authorita­
tive for the whole tradition of political thought, even after the 
roots of experience from which Plato derived his concepts had long 
been forgotten. Apan from the unique Platonic mixture of depth 
and beauty, whose weight was bound to carry his thoughts through 
the centuries, the reason for the longevity of this particular pan of 
his work is that he strengthened his substitution of rulership for 
action through an even more plausible interpretation in terms of 
making and fabrication. It is indeed true-and Plato, who had 
taken the key word of his philosophy, the term "idea," from ex­
periences in the realm of fabrication, must have been the first to 
notice it-that the division between knowing and doing, so alien to 
the realm of action, whose validity and meaningfulness are de­
stroyed the moment thought and action pan company, is an every­
day experience in fabrication, whose processes obviously fall into 
two parts: first, perceiving the image or shape (tidos) of the prod­
uct-to-be, and then organizing the means and starting the execu­
tion. 

The Platonic wish to substitute making for acting in order to 
bestow upon the realm of human affairs the solidity inherent in 
work and fabrication becomes most apparent where it touches the 
very center of his philosophy, the doctrine of ideas. -Nhen Plato Y.. 
was not concerned with political philosophy (as in the Symposium 
and elsewhere), he describes the ideas as what "shines forth most" 
(tkphtmestaton) and therefore as variations of the beautiful. Only in 
the Rt-public were the ideas transformed into standards, measure­
mCHts, and rules of behavior, all of which are variations or deriva­
tions of the idea of the "good" in the Greek sense of the word, that 
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is, of the "good for" or of fitness.95 This transformation was neces­
sary to apply the doctrine of ideas to politics, and it is essentially 
for a political purpose, the purpose of eliminating the character of 
frailty from human affairs, that Plato found it necessary to declare 
the good, and not the beautiful, to be the highest idea. But this idea 
of the good is not the highest idea of the philosopher. who wishes 
to contemplate the true essence of Being and therefore leaves the 
dark cave of human affairs for the bright sky of ideas; even in the 

~/~ }Upublic, the philosopher is still defined as a lover of beauty, not of 
'{~ ~ goodness. The good is the highest idea of the philosopher-king, who 

wishes to be the ruler of human affairs because he must spend his 
life among men and cannot dwell forever under the sky of ideas. 
It is only when he returns to the dark cave of human affairs to live 
once more with his fellow men that he needs the ideas for guidance 
as standards and rules by which to measure and under which to 
subsume the varied multitude of human deeds and words with the 
same absolute, "objective" certainty with which the craftsman can 
be guided in making and the layman in judging individual beds by 
using the unwavering ever-present model, the "idea" of bed in 
general.86 

Technically, the greatest advantage of this transformation and 
application of the doctrine of ideas to the political realm lay in the 
elimination of the personal element in the Platonic notion of ideal 

65. The word tkphtmtstaton occurs in the Phaedrus (250) as the chief quality of 
the beautiful. In the Republic (518) a similar quality is claimed for the idea of the 
good, which is called phanotlltUn. Both words derive from phaintsthai ("to appear" 
and "shine forth"), and in both cases the superlative is used. Obviously, the 
quality of shining brighmess applies to the beautiful much more than to the good. 

66. Werner Jaeger's statement (Paidtia [1945), II, 416 n.), "The idea that 
there is a supreme art of measurement and that the philosopher's knowledge of 
value (phronisis) is the ability to measure, runs through all Plato's work right 
down to the end," is true only for Plato's political philosophy, where the idea of 
the good replaces the idea of the beautiful. The parable of the Cave, as told in the 
Republic, is the very center of Plato's political philosophy, but the doctrine of 
ideas as presented there must be understood as its application to politics, not as 
the original, purely philosophical development, which we cannot discuss here. 
Jaeger's characterization of the "philosopher's knowledge of values" as phronisis 
indicates, in fact, the political and non-philosophical nature of this knowledge; 
for the very word phronisis characterizes in Plato and Aristotle the insight of the 
statesman rather than the vision of the philosopher. 
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dictable whether they are let loose in the human or the natural 
realm. 

In this aspect of action-all-important to the modem age, to its 
enormous enlargement of human capabilities as well as to its 
unprecedented concept and consciousness of history- processes 
are started whose outcome is unpredictable, so that uncertainty 
rather than frailty becomes the decisive character of human affairs. 
This property of action had escaped the attention of antiquity, by 
and large, and had, to say the least, hardly found adequate articula­
tion in ancient philosophy, to which the very concept of history as 
we know it is altogether alien. The ce.ntral concept of the two 
entirely new sciences of the modem age, natural science no less 
than historical, is the concept of process, and the actual human ex­
perience underlying it is action. Only because we are capable of 
acting, of starting processes of our own, can we conceive of both 
nature and history as systems of processes. It is true that this char­
acter of modem thinking first came to the fore in the science of 
history, which, since Vico, has been consciously presented as a 
"new science," while the natural sciences needed several centuries 
before they were forced by the very results of their triumphal 
achievements to exchange an obsolete conceptual framework for a 
vocabulary that is strikingly similar to the one used in the historical 
sciences. 

However that may be, only under certain historical circum­
stances does frailty appear to be the chief characteristic of human 
affairs. The Greeks measured them against the ever-presence or 
eternal recurrence of all natural things, and the chief Greek con­
cern was to measure up to and become worthy of an immortalicy 
which surrounds me!1 but which monals do not possess. To people 
who are not possessed by this concern with immortality, the realm 
of human affairs is bound to show an· altogether different, even 
somehow contradictory aspect, namely, an extraordinary resili­
ency whose force of persistence and continuity in time is far su­
perior to the stable durability of the solid world of things. Whereas 
men have always been capable of destroying whatever was the 
product of human hands and have become capable today even of the 
potential destruction of what man did not make-the earth and 
earthlynature-menneverhave beenand never will be able to undo 
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against thee seven times a day, and seven times in a day turn again 
to thee, saying, I repent; thou shalt forgive him."78 Crime and 
willed evil are rare, even rarer perhaps than good deeds; according 
to Jesus, they will be taken care of by God in the Last Judgment, 
which plays no role whatsoever in life on earth, and the Last Judg­
ment is not characterized by forgiveness but by just retribution 
("fMi1il). 79 But trespassing is an everyday occurrence which is in 
the very nature of action's constant establishment of new relation­
ships within a web of relations, and it needs forgiving, dismissing, 
in order to make it possible for life to go on by constantly releasing 
men from what they have done unknowingly.80 Only through this 
constant mutual release from what they do can men remain free 
agents, only by constant willingness to change their minds and 
start again can they be trnsted with so great a power as that to 
begin something new. 

In this respect, forgiveness is the exact opposite of vengeance, 
which acts in the form of re-acting against an original trespassing, 
whereby far from putting an end to the consequences of the first 
misdeed, everybody remains bound to the process, permitting the 
chain reaction contained in every action to take its unhindered 

78. Luke 17: 3-4. It is imponant to keep in mind that the three key words of 
the text--aphinuri, melimlJtin, and ~rry certain connot2tions even in 
New Test2ment Greek which the translations fail to render fully. The original 
meaning of aphimai is "dismiss" and "rdease" rather than "forgive"; metJmlJtin 
means "change of mind" and-since it serves also to render the Hebrew shuu­
"return," "trace back one's steps," rather than "repent2nce" with its psychologi­
cal emotional ovenones; what is required is: change your mind and "sin no 
more," which is almost the opposite of doing penance. H111n11rtmein, finally, is in­
deed very well rendered by "trespassing" in so far as it means rather "to miss," 
"fail and go astray,'' than "to sin" (see Heinrich Ebeling, Griechisch-deutschn 
Wtirtrrbuch zum Neum Testllmnlte [1923]). The verse which l quote in the stand­
ard translation could also be rendered as follows: "And if he trespass against 
thee . • and • . turn again to thee, saying, I changed my mind; thou shalt 
release him." 

79. Matt. ••~<M,.. 
80. This interpretation seems justified by the context (Luke 17 : 1-S): Jesus 

introduces his words by pointing to the inevitability of "offenses" (shrndal4) 
which are wiforgivable, at least on earth; for "woe unto him, through whom they 
come! It were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he 
cast into the sea"; and then continues by teaching forgiveness for "trespassing" 
("""""11mmz) • , 
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audible motor which has moved all thought, the invisible axis 

around which all thinking has been centered. Just as from Plato and 

Aristotle to the modem age conceptual philosophy, in its greatest 

and most authentic representatives, had been the articulation of 

wonder, so modem philosophy since Descartes has consisted in the 

articulations and ramifications of doubting. 
Cartesian doubt, in its radical and universal significance, was 

originally the response to ~new reality, a reality n? .less rc:al ~or .its 

being restricted for centuries to the small and po~acally msigrufi­

cant circle of scholars and learned men. The philosophers under­

stood at once that Galileo's discoveries implied no mere challenge 

to the testimony of the senses and that it was no longer reason, as 

in Aristarchus and Copernicus, that had "committed such a rape 

on their senses," in which case men indeed would have needed only 

to choose between their faculties and to let innate reason become 

"the mistress of their credulity."ai It was not reason but a man­

made instrument, the telescope, which actually changed the physi­

cal world view; it was not contemplation, observation, and specula­

tion which led to the new knowledge, but the active stepping in of 

homo Jaber, of making and fabricating. In other words, man had 

been deceived so long as he trusted that reality and truth would 

reveal themselves to his senses and to his reason if only he re­

mained true to what he saw with the eyes of body and mind. The 

old opposition of sensual and rational truth, of the inferior truth 

capacity of the senses and the superior truth capacity of reason, 

paled beside this challenge, beside the obvious implication that 

neither truth nor reality is given, that neither of them appears as 

it is, and that only interference with appearance, doing away with 

appearances, can hold out a hope for true knowledge. 

The extent to which reason and faith in reason depends not upon 

single sense perceptions, each of which may be an illusion, but 

upon the unquestioned assumption that the senses as a whole-kept 

together and ruled over by common sense, the sixth and the highest 

sense-fit man into the reality which surrounds him, was only now 

31. In these words, Galileo expresses his admiration for C.Opcmicus and 

Arist:m:hus, whose reason "was able .. to commit such a rape on their senses, 

as in despite thereof to make herself mistress of their credulity" (Dialogues con­

cmzing the 'Pwo Great Systems of the World, trans. Salusbury (1661], p. 301). 
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discovered. If the human eye can betray man to the extent that so 

many generations of men were deceived into believing that the sun 

rurns around the earth, then the metaphor of the eyes of the mind 

cannot possibly hold any longer; it was based, albeit implicitly and 

even when it was used in opposition to the senses, on an ultimate 

trust in bodi!y vision. If Being and Appearance part company for­

ever, and this-as Marx once remarked- is indeed the basic as­

sumption of all modem science, then there is nothing left to be 

taken upon faith; everything must be doubted. It was as though 

Democrirus' early prediction that a victory of the mind over the 

senses could end only in the mind's defeat had come true, except 

that now the ;Aanomena therttsel-.re~ seemed to have won a victory AH}. 

over both the mind and the senses.11• ' ·Shw 

The outstanding characteristic of Cartesian doubt is its univer­

sality, that nothing, no thought and no experience, can escape it. 

No one perhaps explored its true dimensions more honestly than 

Kierkegaard when he leaped-not from reason, as he thought, but 

from doubt-into belief, thereby carrying doubt into the very 

heart of modem religion. 12 Its universality spreads from the testi­

mony of the senses to the testimony of reason to the testimony of 

faith because this doubt resides ultimately in the loss of self-evi­

dence, and all thought had always started from what is evident in 

and by. itself~i~ent not .only for the thinker but for everybody. 

Cartesian doubt did not simply doubt that human understanding 

may not be open to every truth or that human vision may not be 

able to see everything, but that intelligibility to human understand­

ing does not at all constirute a demonstration of truth, just as visi­

bility did not at all constirute proof of reality. This doubt doubts 

3 la. Democritus, after having stated that "in reality there is no white, or 

black, or bitter, or sweet," added: "Poor mind, from the senses you take your 

arguments, and then want to defeat them? Your victory is your defeat" (Dicls, 

FraK'1lmte dn Vorsokratiker [4th ed., 1922], frag. Bl2S). 

32. Sec Johmmts Climlzcus oder De omnibus duhitll1Ulum est, one of the earliest 

manuscripts of Kierkegaard and perhaps still the deepest interpretation of Descar­

tes' doubt. It tells in the form of a spiritual autobiography how he learned about 

Dcs~rte~ fro1? Hegel and. th~ rcgr~ed ?ot having started his philosophical 

studies with his works. This little treanse, m the Danish edition of the Collected 

Works (Copenhagen, 1909), Vol. IV, is available in a German translation (Darm­
stadt, 1948). 
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tion which eventually will lead into the infinite. This faculty the 
modern age calls common-sense reasoning; it is the playing of the 
mind with itself, which comes to pass when the mind is shut off 
from all reality and "senses" only itself. The results of this play 
are compelling "truths" because the structure of one man's mind is 
supposed to differ no more from that of another than the shape of 
his body. Whatever difference there may be is a difference of 
mental power, which can be tested and measured like horsepower 
Here the old definition of man as an animal ratiQllll/e acquires a ter­
rible precision: deprived of the sense through which man's five 
animal senses are fitted into a world common to all men, human 
beings are indeed no more than animals who are able to reason, "to 
reckon with consequences." 

The perplexity inherent in the discovery of the Archimedean 
point was and still is that the point outside the earth was found by 
an earth-bound creature, who found that he himself lived not only 
in a different but in a topsy-rurvy world the moment he tried to 
apply his universal world view to his aetual surroundings. The 
Cartesian solution of this perplexity was to move the Archimedean 
point into man himself, 46 to choose as ultimate point of reference 
the pattern of the human mind itself, which assures itself of reality 
and certainty within a framework of mathematical formulas which 
are its own products. Here the famous reductio scientiae ad mathe­
matictrm permits replacement of what is sensuously given by a sys­
tem of mathematical equations where all real relationships are dis­
solved into logical relations between man-made symbols. It is this 
replacement which permits modern science to fulfil its "task of 
producing" the phenomena and objects it wishes to observe. 48 And 
the assumption is that neither God nor an evil spirit can change the 
fact that two and two equal four. 

4 S. This removal of the Archimedean point into man himself was a conscious 
operation of Descartes: "Car a partir de ce doute universel, comme ~ partir d'un 
point fixe et immobile, je me suis propose de faire deriver la connaissance de 
Dieu, de vous-memes et de toutes les choses qui existent dans le monde" 
(Recherche de la vlritJ, p. 680). 

46. Frank, op. cit., defines science by its "task of producing desired observable 
phenomena." 
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hwnan mind has constructed, then man may indeed, for a moment, 
rejoice in a reassertion of the "pre-established harmony between 
pure mathematics and physics,"49 between mind and matter, be­
tween man and the universe. But it will be difficult to ward off the 
suspicion that this mathematically preconceived world may be a 
dream world where every dreamed vision man himself produces 
has the character of reality only as long as the dream lasts. And his 
suspicions will be enforced when he must discover that the events 
and occurrences in the infinitely small, the atom, follow the same 
laws and regularities as in the infinitely large, the planetary sys­
tems.10 What this seems to indicate is that if we inquire into nature 
from the standpoint of astrolo_gy we receive planetary systems, 
while if we carry out our a$tro1ogical inquiries from the standpoint 
of the earth we receive geocentric, terrestrial systems. 

In any event, wherever we try to transcend appearance beyond 
all sensual experience, even instrwnent-aided, in order to catch the 
ultimate secrets of Being, which according to our physical world 
view is so secretive that it never appears and still so tremendously 
powerful that it produces all appearance, we find that the same 
patterns rule the macrocosm and the microcosm alike, that we 
receive the same instrwnent readings. Here again, we may for a 
moment rejoice in a refound unity of the universe, only to fall prey 
to the suspicion that what we have found may have nothing to do 
with either the macrocosmos or the microcosmos, that we deal 
only with the patterns of our own mind, the mind which designed 
the instrwnents and put nature under its conditions in the experi­
ment-prescribed its laws to nature, in Kant's phrase-in which 
case it is really as though we were in the hands of an evil spirit who 

49. Hermann Minkowski, "Rawn und Zeit," in Lorentz, Einstein, and Min­
kowski, Das &lalivit4tsprinzip (1913}; quoted from Cassircr, op. tit., p. 419. 

SO. And this doubt is not assuaged if another coincidence is added, the coin­
cidence between logic and reality. Logically, it seems evident indeed that "the 
electrons if they were to explain the sensory qualities of matter could not very 
well possess these sensory qualities, since in that case the question for the cause 
of these qualities would simply have been removed one step farther, but not 
solved" (Heisenberg, Wandlungm in dm Gnmdlagm dn Naturwissmschaft, p. 66). 
The reason why we become suspicious is that only when "in the course of time" 
the scientists became aware of this logical necessity did they discover that 
"matter" had no qualities and therefore could no longer be called matter. 
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what seeming nonsense may not to-morrow be demonstrated 
rruth."66 

Acroally, the change that took place in the seventeenth century 
was more radical than what a simple reversal of the established 
craditional order between contemplation and doing is apt to indi­
cate. The reversal, strictly speaking, concerned only the relation­
ship between thinking and doing, whereas contemplation, in the 
original sense of beholding the truth, was altogether eliminated. 
For thought and contemplation are not the same. Traditionally, 
thought was conceived as the most direct and important way to 
lead to the contemplation of truth. Since Plato, and probably since 
Socrates, thinking was understood as the inner dialogue in which 
one speaks with himself (mu emautO, to recall the idiom current in 
Plato's dialogues); and although this dialogue lacks all outward 
manifestation and even requires a more or less complete cessation 
of all other activities, it constitutes in itself a highly active state. 
Its outward inactivity is clearly separated from the passivity, the 
complete stillness, in which truth is finally revealed to man. If 
medieval scholasticism looked upon philosophy as the handmaiden 
of theology, it could very well have appealed to Plato and Aris­
totle themselves; both, albeit in a very different context, consid­
ered this dialogical thought process to be the way to prepare the 
soul and lead the mind to a beholding of truth beyond thought and 
beyond speech-a truth that is a"hiton, incapable of being com­
municated through words, as Plato put it, 58 or beyond speech, as in 
Aristotle. 57 

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

55. &imu ll1ld the Modern World, p. 116. ¥ J .4 -56. In the Sevmth Lmrr 341C:' rhittm gar oudamis min his al/a 11uzthimata 
("for it is never to be expressed by words like other things we learn"). 

57 See esp. Nicrnnaclwn Ethics 1142a25 ff. and 1143a36 ff. The current F.ng­
lish translation distons the meaning because it renders logos as "reason" or 
"argument." 
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urges of his body which he mistook for passion and which he 
deemed to be "unreasonable" because he found he could not "rea­
son," that is, not reckon with them. The only thing that could now 
be potentially immortal, as immortal as the body politic in antiq­
uity and as individual life during the Middle Ages, was life itself, 
that is, the possibly everlasting life process of the species man­
kind. 

We saw before that in the rise of society it was ultimately the 
life of the species which asserted itself. Theoretically, the turning 
point from the earlier modem age's insistence on the "egoistic" 
life of the individual to its later emphasis on "social" life and 
"socialized man" (Marx) came when Marx transformed the 
cmder notion of classical economy-that all men, in so far as they 
act at all, act for reasons of self-interest- into forces of interest 
which inform, move, and direct the classes of society, and through 
their confticts direct society as a whole. Socialized mankind is that 
state of society where only one interest rules, and the subject of 
this interest is either classes or man-kind, but neither man nor men. 
The point is that now even the last trace of action in what men 
were doing, the motive implied in self-interest, disappeared. What 
was left was a "natural force," the force of the life process itself, 
to which all men and all human activities were equally submitted 
("the thought process itself is a natural process") 88 and whose only 
aim, if it had an aim at all, was survival of the animal species man. 
None of the higher capacities of man was any longer necessary to 
connect individual life with the life of the species; individual life 
became part of the life process, and to labor, to assure the con­
tinuity of one's own life and the life of his family, was all that was 
needed. What was not needed, not necessitated by life's metabo­
lism with nature, was either superfluous or could be justified only 
in terms of a peculiarity of human as distinguished from other 
animal life-so that Milton was considered to have written his 
Paradise Lost for the same reasons and out of similar urges that 
compel the silkworm to produce silk. 

If we compare the modem world with that of the past, the loss of 
human experience involved in this development is extraordinarily 
striking. It is not only and not even primarily contemplation which 

86. In a letter Marx wrote to Kugehrumn in July, 1868. 
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for the future of man. For if no other test but the experience of 
being active, no other measure but the extent of sheer activity were 
to be applied to the various activities within the vita activa, it might 
well be that thinking as such would surpass them all. Whoever has 
any experience in this matter will know how right Cato was when 
he said: Numqwrm se plus agere quam nihil cum ageret, numquam 
minus so/um esse quam cum so/us esset- "Never is he more active 
than when he does nothing, never is he less alone than when he is 
by himself." 
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