Labor, Work, Action

FOR THIS SHORT HOUR, I should like to raise an apparently odd question.
My question is: What does an active life consist of? What do we do when
we are active? In asking this question, [ shall assume that the age-old dis-
tinction between two ways of life, between a vita contemplativa and a vita
activa, which we encounter in our tradition of philosophical and religious
thought up to the threshold of the modern age, is valid, and that when we
speak of contemplation and action we speak not only of certain human
faculties but of two distinct ways of life. Surely, the question is of some
relevance. For even if we don’t contest the traditional assumption that
contemplation is of a higher order than action, or that all action actually is
but a means whose true end is contemplation, we can’t doubt—and no
one ever doubted—that it is quite possible for human beings to go
through life without ever indulging in contemplation, while, on the other
hand, no man can remain in the contemplative state throughout his life.
Active life, in other words, is not only what most men are engaged in but
even what no man can escape altogether. For it is in the nature of the hu-
man condition that contemplation remains dependent upon all sorts of ac-
tivities—it depends upon labor to produce whatever is necessary to keep
the human organism alive, it depends upon work to create whatever is
needed to house the human body, and it needs action in order to organize
the living together of many human beings in such a way that peace, the
condition for the quiet of contemplation is assured.

Since I started with our tradition, I just described the three chief ar-
ticulations of active life in a traditional way, that is, as serving the ends of
contemplation. It is only natural that active life has always been described
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by those who themselves followed the contemplative way of life. Hence,
the vita activa was always defined from the viewpoint of contemplation;
compared with the absolute quiet of contemplation, all sorts of human ac-
tivity appeared to be similar insofar as they were characterized by un-
quiet, by something negative: by a-skholia or by nec-octium, non-leisure or
absence of the conditions which make contemplation possible. Compared
with this attitude of quiet, all distinctions and articulations within the vita
activa disappear. Seen from the viewpoint of contemplation, it does not
matter what disturbs the necessary quiet so long as it is disturbed.
Traditionally therefore the vita activa received its meaning from the
vita contemplativa; a very restricted dignity was bestowed upon it because it
served the needs and wants of contemplation in a living body. Christian-
ity with its belief in a hereafter, whose joys announce themselves in the
delights of contemplation, conferred a religious sanction upon the abase-
ment of the vita activa while, on the other hand, the command to love
your neighbor acted as a counterweight against this estimation unknown
to antiquity. But the determination of the order itself, according to which
contemplation was the highest of the human faculties, was Greek, and not
Christian in origin; it coincided with the discovery of contemplation as
the philosopher’s way of life which as such was found superior to the po-
litical way of life of the citizen in the polis. The point of the matter,
which I can only mention here in passing, is that Christianity, contrary to
what has frequently been assumed, did not elevate active life to a higher
position, did not save it from its being derivative, and did not, at least not
theoretically, look upon it as something which has its meaning and end
within itself, And a change in this hierarchical order was indeed impossi-
ble so long as truth was the one comprehensive principle to establish an
order among the human faculties, a truth moreover, which was under-
stood as revelation, as something essentially given to man, as distinguished
from truth being either the result of some mental activity—thought or
reasoning—or as that knowledge which I acquire through making.
Hence, the question arises: Why was the vita activa, with all its dis-
tinction and articulations, not discovered after the modern break with
tradition and the eventual reversal of its hierarchical order, the “re-
evaluation of all values” through Marx and Nietzsche? And the answer,
though in actual analysis quite complicated, may be summed up briefly
here: It lies in the very nature of the famous turning upside-down of
philosophic systems or hierarchies of values that the conceptual frame-
work itself is left intact. This is especially true for Marx who was
convinced that turning Hegel upside down was enough to find the
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truth—i.e., the truth of the Hegelian system, which is the discovery of the
dialectical nature of history. :

Let me shortly explain how this identity shows itself in our context.
When [ enumerated the chief human activities: Labor-Work-Action, it
was obvious that action occupied the highest position. Insofar as action
relates to the political sphere of human life, this estimation agrees with the
pre-philosophic, pre-Platonic current opinion of Greek polis life. The in-
troduction of contemplation as the highest point of the hierarchy had the
result that this order was in fact rearranged, though not always in explicit
theory. (Lip service to the old hierarchy was frequently paid when it had
already been reversed in the actual teaching of the philosophers.) Seen
from the viewpoint of contemplation, the highest activity was not action
b.ut work; the rise of the activity of the craftsman in the scale of estima-
tions makes its first dramatic appearance in the Platonic dialogues. Labor,
to be sure, remained at the bottom but political activity as something nec-
essary for the life of contemplation was now recognized only to the extent
that it.could be pursued in the same way as the activity of the craftsman.
Only if seen in the image of a working activity, could political action be
trusted to produce lasting results. And such lasting results meant peace, the
peace needed for contemplation: No change. ’

If you now look upon the reversal in the modem age, you are im-
mediately aware that its most important feature in this respect is its glori-
fication of labor, surely the last thing any member of one of the classical
colmmunities, be it Rome or Greece, would have thought of as worthy of
this position. However, the moment you go deeper into this matter you
will see that not labor as such occupied this position (Adam Smith, Locke;
Marx are unanimous in their contempt for menial tasks, unskilled labor
which helps only to consume), but productive labor. Again the standard of
lasting results is the actual yardstick. Thus Marx, surely the greatest of the
labor philosophers, was constantly trying to re-interpret labor in the image
of the working activity—again at the expense of political activity. To be
sure, things had changed. Political activity was no longer seen as the lay-
ing down of immutable laws which would make a commonwealth, have as
its end-result a reliable product, looking exactly as it had been blu’eprinted
by the maker—as though laws or constitutions were things of the same
nature as the table fabricated by the carpenter according to the blueprint
he had in mind before he started to make it. Political activity was now
su.pposed to “make history”—a phrase that occurred for the first time in

Vico—and not a commonwealth, and this history had, as we all know, its
end-product, the classless society which would be the end of the histor,ical
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process just as the table is indeed the end of the fabrication process. In
other words, since on the theoretical level, no more was done by the great
re—evaluators of the old values than to turn things upside-down, the old
hierarchy within the vita activa was hardly disturbed; the old modes of
thinking prevailed, and the only relevant distinction between the new and
the old was that this order, whose origin and meaningfulness lay in the ac-
tual experience of contemplation, became highly questionable. For the ac-
tual event which characterizes the modern age in this respect was that
contemplation itself had become meaningless.

With this event we shall not deal here. Instead, accepting the oldest,
pre-philosophical hierarchy, I propose to look into these activities them-
selves. And the first thing of which you might have become aware by
now is my distinction between labor and work which probably sounded
somewhat unusual to you. I draw it from a rather casual remark in Locke
who speaks of “the labor of our body and the work of our hands.” (La-
borers, in Aristotelic language, are those who “with their bodies adminis-
ter to the needs of life.”) The phenomenal evidence in favor of this
distinction is too striking to be ignored, and yet it is a fact that, apart from
a few scattered remarks and important testimony of social and institutional
history, there is hardly anything to support it.

Against this scarcity of evidence stands the simple obstinate fact that
every European language, ancient or modern, contains two etymologi-
cally unrelated words for what we have come to think of as the same ac-
tivity: Thus, the Greek distinguished between ponein and ergazesthai, the
Latin between laborare and facere or fabricari, the French between travailler
and ouvrer, the German between arbeiten and werken. In all these cases, the
equivalents for labor have an unequivocal connotation of bodily experi-
ences, of toil and trouble, and in most cases they are significantly also used
for the pangs of birth. The last to use this original connection was Marx,
who defined labor as the “reproduction of individual life” and begetting,
the production of “foreign life,” as the production of the species.

If we leave aside all theories, especially the modern labor theories af-
ter Marx, and follow solely the etymological and historical evidence, it is
obvious that labor is an activity which corresponds to the biological
processes of the body, that it is, as the young Marx said, the metabolism
between man and nature or the human mode of this metabolism which
we share with all living organisms. By laboring, men produce the vital ne-
cessities that must be fed into the life process of the human body. And
since this life process, though it leads us from birth to death in a rectilin-
ear progress of decay, is in itself circular, the laboring activity itself must
follow the cycle of life, the circular movement of our bodily functions,
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which means that the laboring activity never comes to an end as long as
life lasts; it is endlessly repetitive. Unlike working, whose end has come
when the object is finished, ready to be added to the common world of
things and objects, laboring always moves in the same circle prescribed by
the living organism, and the end of its toil and trouble comes only with
the end, i.e., the death of the individual organism.

Labpr, in other words, produces consumer goods, and laboring and
consurning are but two stages of the ever-recurring cycle of biological life.
These two stages of the life process follow each other so closely that they
almost' constitute one and the same movement, which is hardly ended
V.Vhe.n it must be started all over again. Labor, unlike all other human ac-
tivities, stands under the sign of necessity, the “necessity of subsisting” as
Locke used to say, or the “eternal necessity imposed by nature” in the
words of Marx. Hence, the actual goal of the revolution in Marx is not
merely the emancipation of the laboring or working classes, but the
emancipation of man from labor. For “the realm of freedom begins only
where labor determined through want” and the immediacy of “physical
needs” ends. And this emancipation, as we know now, to the extent that
it is possible at all, occurs not by political emancipation—the equality of
all classes of the citizenry—but through technology. I said: To the extent
that it is possible, and I meant by this qualification that consumption, as a
stage of the cyclical movement of the living organism is in a way als’o la-
borious.

Goods for consumption, the immediate result of the laboring process
are the least durable of tangible things. They are, as Locke pointed out’
“of short duration, such as—if they are not consumed—will decay an(i
perish by themselves.” After a brief stay in the world, they return into the
natural process that yielded them either through absorption into the life
process of the human animal or through decay; in their man-made shape
they disappear more quickly than any other part of the world. They are
the least worldly and, at the same time, the most natural and the most
necessary of all things. Although they are man-made, they come and go
are produced and consumed, in accordance with the ever-recurrent cycli—,
cal movement of nature. Hence, they cannot be “heaped up” and “stored
away”, as would have been necessary if they were to serve Locke’s main
purpose, to establish the validity of private property on the rights men
have to own their own body.

But while labor in the sense of producing anything lasting—some-
.thing., outlasting the activity itself and even the life-span of the producer—
is quite “unproductive” and futile, it is highly productive in another sense.
Man’s labor power is such that he produces more consumer goods than is
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necessary for the survival of himself and his family. This, as it were, nat-
ural abundance of the laboring process has enabled men to enslave or ex-
ploit their fellowmen, thus liberating themselves from life’s burden; and
while this liberation of the few has always been achieved through the use
of force by a ruling class, it would never have been possible without this
inherent fertility of human labor itself. Yet even this specifically human
“productivity” is part and parcel of nature, it partakes of the superabun-
dance we see everywhere in nature’s household. It is but another mode of
“Be ye fruitful and multiply” in which it is as though the voice of nature
herself speaks to us. '

Since labor corresponds to the condition of life itself, it partakes not
only in life’s toil and trouble but also in the sheer bliss with which we can
experience our being alive. The “blessing or the joy of laboF,” which
plays so great a part in modern labor theories, is no empty notion. Man,
the author of the human artifice, which we call world in distinction to na-
ture, and men, who are always involved with each other through action
and speech, are by no means merely natural beings. But insofar as we too
are just living creatures, laboring is the only way we can also remain and
swing contentedly in nature’s prescribed cycle, toiling and resting, labc_)r—
ing and consuming, with the same happy and purposeless regularity thb
which day and night, life and death follow each other. The reward of toil
and trouble, though it does not leave anything behind itself, is even more
real, less futile than any other form of happiness. It lies in nature’s fertility,
in the quiet confidence that he who in “toil and trouble” had dc.me }.ﬁs
part, remains a part of nature in the future of his children and his chil-
dren’s children. The Old Testament, which, unlike classical antiquity,
held life to be sacred and therefore neither death nor labor to be an evil
(certainly not an argument against life), shows in the stories of the patri-
archs how unconcerned about death they were and 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 joy
that follows accomplishment and attends achievement. The blessing of la-
bor is that effort and gratification follow each other as closely as produc-
ing and consuming, so that happiness is a concomitant of the process itSfelf.
There is no lasting happiness and contentment for human beings outside
the prescribed cycle of painful exhaustion and pleasurable regeneratioq.
Whatever throws this cycle out of balance—misery where exhaustion is
followed by wretchedness or an entirely effortless life where boredom
takes the place of exhaustion and where the mills of necessity, or con-
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sumption and digestion grind an impotent human body mercilessly to
death—ruins the elemental happiness that comes from being alive. An el-
ement of laboring is present in all human activities, even the highest, in-
sofar as they are undertaken as “routine” jobs by which we make our
living and keep ourselves alive. Their very repetitiveness, which more of-
ten than not we feel to be a burden that exhausts us, is what provides that
minimum of animal contentment for which the great and meaningful
spells of joy that are rare and never last, can never be a substitute, and
without which the longer lasting though equally rare spells of real grief
and sorrow could hardly be borne. ‘

The work of our hands, as distinguished from the labor of our bod-
ies, fabricates the sheer unending variety of things whose sum total consti-
tutes the human artifice, the world we live in. They are not consumer
goods but use-objects, and their proper use does not cause them to disap-
pear. They give the world the stability and solidity without which it could
not be relied upon to house the unstable and mortal creature that is man.

To be sure, the durability of the world of things is not absolute; we
do not consume things but use them up, and if we don’t, they will simply
decay, return into the overall natural process from which they were drawn
and against which they were erected by us. If left to itself or expelled 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
down to become the material upon which to work and with which to
build. However, while usage is bound to use up these objects, this end is
not planned before, it was not the goal for which it was made, as the “de-
struction” or immediate consumption of the bread is its inherent end;
what usage wears out is durability. In other words, destruction, though
unavoidable, is incidental to use but inherent in consumption. What dis-
tinguishes the most flimsy pair of shoes from mere consumer goods is that
they do not spoil if I don’t wear them, they are objects and therefore pos-
sess a certain “objective” independence of their own, however modest.
Used or unused they will remain in the world for a certain while unless
they are wantonly destroyed.

It is this durability that gives the things of the world their relative in-
dependence from men who produced and use them, their “objectivity”
that makes them withstand, “stand against” and endure at least for a time
the voracious needs and wants of their living users. From this viewpoint,
the things of the world have the function of stabilizing human life, and
their objectivity lies in the fact that men, their ever-changing nature
notwithstanding, can retrieve their identity by being related to the endur-
ing sameness of objects, the same chair today and tomorrow, the same
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house formerly from birth to death. Against the subjectivity of men stands
the objectivity of the man-made artifice, not the indifference of nature.
Only because we have erected a world of objects from what nature gives
us and have built this artificial environment into nature, thus protecting us
from her, can we look upon nature as something “objective”. Without a
world between men and nature, there would be eternal movement, but
no objectivity.

Durability and objectivity are the result of fabrication, the work of
homo faber. It consists of reification. Solidity, inherent in even the most
fragile things, comes ultimately from matter which is transformed into
material. Material is already a product of human hands that have removed
it from its natural location, either killing a life process, as in the case of
the tree which provides wood, or interrupting one of nature’s slower
processes, as in the case of iron, stone, or marble torn out of the womb of
the earth. This element of violation and violence is present in all fabrica-
tion, and man as the creator of the human artifice has always been a de-
stroyer of nature. The experience of this violence is the most elemental
experience of human strength, and by the same token the very opposite of
the painful, exhausting effort experienced in sheer labor. This is no longer
the earning of one’s bread “in the sweat of his brow,” in which man may
indeed be the lord and master of all living creatures but still remains the
servant of nature, his own natural needs, and of the earth. Homo faber be-
comes lord and master of nature herself insofar as he violates and partly
destroys what was given to him.

The process of making is itself entirely determined by the categories
of means and end. The fabricated thing is an end product in the twofold
sense that the production process comes to an end in it and that it is only
a means to produce this end. Unlike the laboring activity, where labor
and consumption are only two stages of an identical process—the life
process of the individual or of society—fabrication and usage are two al-
together different processes. The end of the fabrication process has come
when the thing is finished, and this process need not be repeated. The im-
pulse toward repetition comes from the craftsman’s need to earn his
means of subsistence, that is, from the element of labor inherent in his
work. It also may come from the demand for multiplication on the mar-
ket. In either case, the process is repeated for reasons outside itself, unlike
the compulsory repetition inherent in laboring, where one must eat in or-
der to labor and must labor in order to eat. Multiplication should not be
confused with repetition, although it may be felt by the individual crafts-
man as mere repetition which a machine can better and more produc-
tively achieve. Multiplication actually multiplies things, whereas repetition
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merely follows the recurrent cycle of life in which its products disappear
almost as fast as they have appeared.

To have a definite beginning and a definite predictable end is the
mark of fabrication, which through this characteristic alone distinguishes
itself from all other human activities. Labor, caught in the cyclical move-
ment of the biological process, has neither a beginning nor an end
properly speaking—only pauses, intervals between exhaustion and regen-
eration. Action, though it may have a definite beginning, never, as we
shall see, has a predictable end. This great reliability of work is reflected in
that the fabrication process, unlike action, is not irreversible: every thing
produced by human hands can be destroyed by them, and no use object is
so urgently needed in the life process that its maker cannot survive and af-
ford its destruction. Man, the fabricator of the human artifice, his own
world, is indeed a lord and master, not only because he has set himself up
as the master of all nature, but because he is master of himself and his do-
ings. This is true neither of laboring, where men remain subject to the ne-
cessity of their life, nor of acting, where they remain in dependence upon
their fellow men. Alone with his image of the future product, homo faber is
free to produce, and again facing alone the work of his hands, he is free to
destroy.

I said before that all fabrication processes are determined by the cate-
gory of means and end. This shows itself most clearly in the enormous
role which tools and instruments play in it. From the standpoint of homo

faber, man is indeed, as Benjamin Franklin said, a “tool-maker”. To be
sure, tools and implements are also used in the laboring process, as every
housewife proudly owning all the gadgets of a modern kitchen knows;
but these implements have a different character and function when useci
for laboring; they serve to lighten the burden and mechanize the labor of
tbe laborer, they are, as it were, anthropocentric, whereas the tools of fab-
rication are designed and invented for the fabrication of things, their fit-
ness and precision are dictated by “objective” aims rather than subjective
needs and wants. Moreover, every fabrication process produces things that
last considerably longer than the process which brought them into exis-
tence, whereas in a laboring process, bringing forth these goods of “short
duration,” the tools and instruments it uses are the only things which sur-
vive the laboring process itself. They are the use-things for laboring, and
as sgch not the result of the laboring activity itself. What dominates t};e la-
boring with one’s body, and incidentally all work processes performed in

- the mode of laboring, is neither the purposeful effort nor the product it-

self, but the motion of the process and the rhythm it imposes upon the la-
borers. Labor implements are drawn into this rhythm where body and



176 The Vita Activa

tool swing in the same repetitive movement—until in the use of ma-
chines, which are best suited to the performance of laboring because of
their movement, it is no longer the body’s movement that determines the
movement of the implement, but the machine’s movement that enforces
the movements of the body, while, in a more advanced state, it replaces it
altogether. It seems to me highly characteristic that the much discussed
question of whether man should be “adjusted” to the machine or the ma-
chines should be adjusted to the nature of man never arose with respect to
mere tools or instruments. And the reason is that all tools of workmanship
remain the servants of the hand, whereas machines indeed demand that
the laborer should serve them, adjust the natural rhythm of his body to
their mechanical movement. In other words, even the most refined tool
remains a servant unable to guide or to replace the hand; even the most
primitive machine guides and ideally replaces the body’s labor.

The most fundamental experience we have with instrumentality arises
out of the fabrication process. Here it is indeed true that the end Jjustifies
the means: it does more, it produces and organizes them. The end jus-
tifies the violence done to nature to win the material, as the wood justifies
killing the tree, and the table justifies destroying the wood. In the same
way, the end product organizes the work process itself, decides about the
needed specialists, the measure of co-operation, the number of assistants or
cooperators. Hence, everything and everybody is judged here in terms of
suitability and usefulness for the desired end product, and nothing else.

Strangely enough, the validity of the means-end category is not ex-
hausted with the finished product for which everything and everybody
becomes a means. Though the object is an end with respect to the means
by which it was produced and the actual end of the making process, it
never becomes, so to speak, an end in itself, at least not as long as it re-
mains an object for use. It immediately takes its place in another means-
end chain by virtue of its very usefulness; as a mere use-object it becomes
a means for, let us say, comfortable living, or as an exchange object, that
is, insofar [as] a definite value has been bestowed upon the material used
for fabrication, it becomes a means for obtaining other objects. In other
words, in a strictly utilitarian world, all ends are bound to be of short du-
ration; they are transformed into means for some further ends. Once the
end is attained, it ceases to be an end, it becomes an object among objects
which at any moment can be transformed into means to pursue further
ends. The perplexity of utilitarianism, the philosophy, as it were, of homo
faber, is that it gets caught in the unending chain of means and ends with-
out ever arriving at some principle which could justify the category, that
is, utility itself.
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The usual way out of this dilemma is to make the user, man himself,
Fhe ultimate end to stop the unending chain of ends and means. That mar;
is an end in himself and should never be used as a means to pursue other
ends, no matter how elevated these might be, is well-known to us from
the moral philosophy of Kant, and there is no doubt that Kant wanted
ﬁrsf o.f all to relegate the means-end category and its philosophy of utili-
tarianism to its proper place and prevent it from ruling the relations be-
tween man and man instead of the relationship between men and things.
However, even Kant’s intrinsically paradoxical formula fails to solve the
perplexities of homo faber. By elevating man the user into the position of
an ultimate end, he degrades even more forcefully all other “ends” to
mere means. If man the user is the highest end, “the measure of all
things,” then not only nature, treated by fabrication as the almost “worth-
less material” upon which to work and to bestow “value” (as Locke said)
but the “valuable” things themselves have become mere means losiné
thereby their own intrinsic worth. Or to put it another way tI;e most
worldly of all activities loses its original objective meaning, it ’becomes a
means to fulfill subjective needs; in and by itself, it is no longer meaning-
ful, no matter how useful it may be.

From the viewpoint of fabrication the finished product is as much an
end in i.tself, an independent durable entity with an existence of its own
as man is an end in himself in Kant’s moral philosophy. Of course, the is—’
sue at stake here is not instrumentality as such, the use of means to achieve
an end, but rather the generalization of the fabrication experience in
which usefulness and utility are established as the ultimate standards for
the world as well as for the life of acting men moving in it. Homo faber, we
can say, has transgressed the limits of his activity when, under the disguise
of utilitarianism, he proposes that instrumentality rule the realm of the fin-
ished world as exclusively as it rules the activity through which all things
contgined in it come into being. This generalization will always be the
sPec1ﬁc temptation of homo faber although, in the final analysis, it will be
his own undoing: he will be left with meaninglessness in the midst of use-
fulness; utilitarianism never can find the answer to the question Lessing
once put to the utilitarian philosophers of his time: “And what, if you
please, is the use of use?” ’

In the sphere of fabrication itself, there is only one kind of objects to
which the unending chain of means and ends does not apply, and this is
thf: work of art, the most useless and, at the same time, the most durable
thing human hands can produce. Its very characteristic is its remoteness
from the whole context of ordinary usage, so that in case a former use ob-
Ject, say a piece of furniture of a by-gone age, is considered by a later gen-
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eration to be a “masterpiece,” it is put into a museum and thus carefully
removed from any possible usage. Just as the purpose of a chair is actual-
ized when it is sat upon, the inherent purpose of a work of art——whe'ther
the artist knows it or not, whether the purpose is achieved or not—is to
attain permanence throughout the ages. Nowhere else .does the shfaer
durability of the man-made world appear in such purity and clarity,
nowhere else therefore does this thing-world reveal itself so spectacularly
as the non-mortal home for mortal beings. And though the actual source
of inspiration of these permanent things is thought, this does not prevent
their being things. The thought process no more produces.anythmg tangi-
ble than the sheer ability to use objects produces them. It is the relﬁcgtlon
that occurs in writing something down, painting an image,' composing 2
piece of music, etc., which actually makes the thought a reality; and in or-
der to produce these thought things, which we usually ca.tll art works, the
same workmanship is required that through the primordial instrument of
human hands builds the other, less durable and more useful things of the
human artifice. ‘

The man-made world of things becomes a home for mortal men,
whose stability will endure and outlast the ever-changing movement of
their lives and deeds, only insomuch as it transcends both the sheer f}mf:—
tionalism of consumer-goods and the sheer utility of use objects. Life in its
non-biological sense, the span of time each man is given between birth
and death, manifests itself in action and speech, to which we now must
turn our attention. With word and deed we insert ourselves into the hu-
man world, and this insertion is like a second birth, in which we confirm
and take upon ourselves the naked fact of our original physical appear-
ance. Since through birth we entered Being, we share with .all other enti-
ties the quality of Otherness, an important aspect of plurality that makes
[sic] that we can define only by distinction, that we are unable to say what
anything is without distinguishing it from something else.. In e'ldd.mon to
this we share with all living organisms that kind of distinguishing trait
which makes it an individual entity. However, only man can express oth-
erness and individuality, only he can distinguish himself and communigte
himself, and not merely something—thirst or hunger, affection or hostility
or fear. In man, otherness and distinctness become uniqueness, and what
man inserts with word and deed into the company of his own kind is
uniqueness. This insertion is not forced upon us through neces.sity like lz?-
bor and it is not prompted by wants and desires like work.‘ It is uncondi-
tioned; its impulse springs from the beginning that came into the wqud
when we were born and to which we respond by beginning something
new on our own initiative. To act, in its most general sense, means to
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take an initiative, to begin, as the Greek word: arkhein indicates, or to set
something into motion, which is the original meaning of the Latin agere.

All human activities are conditioned by the fact of human plurality,
that not One man, but men in the plural inhabit the earth and in one way
or another live together. But only action and speech relate specifically to
this fact that to live always means to live among men, among those who
are my equals. Hence, when I insert myself into the world, it is a world
where others are already present. Action and speech are so closely related
because the primordial and specifically human act must always also answer
the question asked of every newcomer: “Who are you?”” The disclosure of
“who somebody is” is implicit in the fact that speechless action somehow
does not exist, or if it exists [it] is irrelevant; without speech, action loses
the actor, and the doer of deeds is possible only to the extent that he is at
the same time the speaker of words, who identifies himself as the actor
and announces what he is doing, what he has done, or what he intends to
do. It is exactly as Dante once said—and more succinctly than I could (De
Monarchia, 1, 13)—: “For in every action what is primarily intended by the
doer . . . is the disclosure of his own image. Hence it comés about that
every doer, in so far as he does, takes delight in doing; since everything
that is desires its own being, and since in action the being of the doer is
somehow intensified, delight necessarily follows . . . Thus nothing acts
unless by acting it makes patent its latent self.” To be sure, this disclosure
of “who” always remains hidden from the person himself—like the dai-
mon in Greek religion who accompanies man throughout his life, always
looking over his shoulder from behind and thus visible only to those he
encounters. Still, though unknown to the person, action is intensely per-
sonal. Action without a name, a “who” attached to it, is meaningless
whereas an art work retains its relevance whether or not we know the
master’s name. Let me remind you of the monuments to the Unknown
Soldier after World War I. They bear testimony to the need for finding a
“who”, an indentifiable somebody, whom four years of mass slaughter
should have revealed. The unwillingness to resign oneself to the brutal
fact that the agent of the war was actually Nobody inspired the erection of
the monuments to the unknown ones—that is to all those whom the war
had failed to make known, robbing them thereby, not of their achieve-
ment, but of their human dignity.

Wherever men live together, there exists a web of human relation-
ships which is, as it were, woven by the deeds and words of innumerable
persons, by the living as well as by the dead. Every deed and every new
beginning falls into an already existing web, where it nevertheless some-
how starts a new process that will affect many others even beyond those
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with whom the agent comes into direct contact. It is because of this al-
ready existing web of human relationships with its conflicting wills and
intentions, that action almost never achieves its purpose. And it is also be-
cause of this medium and the attending quality of unpredictability that ac-
tion always produces stories, with or without intention, as naturally as
fabrication produces tangible things. These stories may then be recorded
in documents and monuments, they may be told in poetry and historiog-
raphy, and worked into all kinds of material. They themselves, however,
are of an entirely different nature than these reifications. They tell us more
about their subjects, the “hero” in each story, than any product of human
hands ever tells us about the master who produced it, and yet they are not
products properly speaking. Although everybody starts his own story, at
Jeast his own life-story, nobody is the author or producer of it. And yet, it
is precisely in these stories that the actual meaning of a human life finally
reveals itself. That every individual life between birth and death can even-
tually be told as a story with beginning and end is the prepolitical and pre-
historical condition of history, the great story without beginning and end.
But the reason why each human life tells its story and why history ulti-
mately becomes the storybook of mankind, with many actors and speakers
and yet without any recognizable author, is that both are the outcome of
action. The real story in which we are engaged as long as we live has no
visible or invisible maker because it is not made. _

The absence of a maker in this realm accounts for the extraordinary
frailty and unreliability of strictly human affairs. Since we always act into a
web of relationships, the consequences of each deed are boundless, every
action touches off not only a reaction but a chain reaction, every process
is the cause of unpredictable new processes. This boundlessness is in-
escapable; it could not be cured by restricting one’s acting to a limited
graspable framework or circumstances or by feeding all pertinent material
into giant computers. The smallest act in the most limited circumstances
bears the seed of the same boundlessness and unpredictability; one deed,
one gesture, one word may suffice to change every constellation. In act-
ing, in contradistinction to working, it is indeed true that we can really
never know what we are doing.

There stands however in stark contrast to this frailty and unreliability
of human affairs another character of human action which seems to make
it even more dangerous than we are entitled to assume anyhow. And this
is the simple fact that, though we don’t know what we are doing when
we are acting, we have no possibility ever to undo what we have done.
Action processes are not only unpredictable, they are also irreversible;
there is no author or maker who can undo, destroy, what he has done if

Labor, Work, Action 181

he does not like it or when the consequences prove to be disastrous. This
peculiar resiliency of action, apparently in opposition to the frailty of its
results, would be altogether unbearable if this capability had not some
remedy within its own range.

The possible redemption from the predicament of irreversibility is
the faculty of forgiving, and the remedy for unpredictability is contained
in the faculty to make and keep promises. The two remedies belong to-
gether: forgiving relates to the past and serves to undo its deeds, while
binding oneself through promises serves to set up in the ocean of future
uncertainty islands of security without which not even continuity, let
alone durability of any kind, would ever be possible in the relationships
between men. Without being forgiven, released from the consequences of
what we have done, our capacity to act would, as it were, be confined to
one single deed from which we could never recover; we would remain
the victims of its consequences forever, not unlike the sorcerer’s appren-
tice who lacked the magic formula to break the spell. Without being
bound to the fulfilment of promises, we would never be able to achieve
that amount of identity and continuity which together produce the “per-
son” about whom a story can be told; each of us would be condemned to
wander helplessly and without direction in the darkness of his own lonely
heart, caught in its ever changing moods, contradictions, and equivo-
calities. (This subjective identity, achieved through binding oneself in
promises, must be distinguished from the “objective”, i.e., object-related,
identity that arises out of being confronted with the sameness of the world
which I mentioned in the discussion of work.) In this respect, forgiving
and making promises are like control mechanisms built into the very fac-
ulty to start new and unending processes. »

Without action, without the capacity to start something new and
thus articulate the new beginning that comes into the world with the
birth of each human being, the life of man, spent between birth and
death, would indeed be doomed beyond salvation. The life span itself,
running toward death would inevitably carry everything human to ruin
and destruction. Action, with all its uncertainties, is like an ever-present
reminder that men, though they must die, are not born in order to die but
in order to begin sométhing new. Initium ut esset homo creatus est—*‘that
there be a beginning man was created,” said Augustine. With the creation
of man, the principle of beginning came into the world—which, of
course, is only another way of saying that with the creation of man, the
principle of freedom appeared on earth.



The Public

and the Private Realm

4
MAN: A SOCIAL OR A
POLITICAL ANIMAL

THE VITA ACTIVA, human life in so far as it is actively engaged in doing
something, is always rooted in a world of men and of man-made things
which it never leaves or altogether transcends. Things and men form the
environment for each of man’s activities, which would be pointless with-
out such location; yet this environment, the world into which we are
born, would not exist without the human activity which produced it, as
in the case of fabricated things; which takes care of it, as in the case of cul-
tivated land; or which established it through organization, as in the case of
the body politic. No human life, not even the life of the hermit in na-
ture’s wilderness, is possible without a world which directly or indirectly
testifies to the presence of other human beings.

All human activities are conditioned by the fact that men live to-
gether, but it is only action that cannot even be imagined outside the so-
ciety of men. The activity of labor does not need the presence of others,
though a being laboring in complete solitude would not be human but an
animal laborans in the word’s most literal significance. Man working and
fabricating and building a world inhabited only by himself would still be a
fabricator, though not homo faber: he would have lost his specifically hu-

man quality and, rather, be a god—not, to be sure, the Creator, but a

divine-demiurge as Plato described him in one of his myths. Action alone
is the exclusive prerogative of man; neither a beast nor a god is capable of
it,! 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 zdon politikon by animal
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socialis, already found in Seneca, which then became the standard transla-
tion through Thomas Aquinas: homo est naturaliter politicus, id est, socialis
("man is by nature political, that is, social”).? More than any elaborate
theory, this unconscious substitution 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 com-
mit a crime.” It is only with the later concept of a societas generis humani, a
“society of man-kind,”* that the term “social” begins to acquire the gen-
eral 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 biological 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 organi-
zation is not only different from but stands in direct opposition 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 sort
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 (idion) and what is communal (koinon).”” 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 kin-
ship, such as the phratria and the phyle.® Of all the activities 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 (lexis), out of which rises the realm of human affairs (ta ton an-
thropon pragmata, as Plato used to call it) from which everything merely
necessary or useful is strictly excluded.

However, while certainly only the foundation of the city-state en-
abled 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
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be understood only if one sees him as “the doer of great deeds and the
speaker of great words.”” 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 Antigone, it
may be the capacity for “great words” (megaloi logoi) with which reply to
striking blows that will eventually teach thought in old age.® Thought was
secondary to speech, but speech and action were considered to be coeval
and coequal, of the same rank and the same kind; and this originally
meant not only that most political action, in so far as it remains outside
the sphere of violence, is indeed transacted in words, but more funda-
mentally that finding the right words at the right moment, quite apart
from the information or communication they may convey, is action. Only
sheer violence is mute, and for this reason violence alone can never be
great. Even when, relatively late in antiquity, the arts of war and speech
(thetoric) emerged as the two principal political subjects of education, the
development was still inspired by this older pre-polis experience and tradi-
tion and remained subject to it.

In the experience of the polis, which not without justification has
been called the most talkative of all bodies politic, and even more in the
political philosophy which sprang from it, action and speech separated and
became more and more independent activities. The emphasis shifted from
action to speech, and to speech as a means of persuasion rather than the
specifically human way of answering, talking back and measuring up to
whatever happened or was done.” To be political, to live in a polis, meant
that everything was decided through words and persuasion and not
through force and violence. In Greek self-understanding, to force people
by violence, to command rather than persuade, were prepolitical ways to
deal with people characteristic of life outside the polis, of home and family
life, where the household head ruled with uncontested, despotic powers,
or of life in the barbarian empires of Asia, whose despotism was frequently
likened to the organization of the household.

Aristotle’s definition of man as zdon politikon was not only unrelated
and even opposed to the natural association experienced in household life;
it can be fully understood only if one adds his second famous definition of
man as a zdon logon ekhon (“‘a living being capable of speech™). The Latin
translation of this term into animal rationale rests on no less fundamental a
misunderstanding than the term “social animal.” Aristotle meant neither
to define man in general nor to indicate man’s highest capacity, which to
him was not logos, that is, not speech or reason, but nous, the capacity of
contemplation, whose chief characteristic is that its content cannot be ren-

dered in speech.!® In his two most famous definitions, Aristotle only for-
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mulated the current opinion of the polis about man and the political way
of life, and according to this opinion, everybody outside the polis—slaves
and barbarians—was aneu logou, deprived, of course, not of the faculty of
speech, but of a way of life in which speech and only speech made sense
and where the central concern of all citizens was to talk with each other.
The profound misunderstanding expressed in the Latin translation of
“political” as “social” is perhaps nowhere clearer than in a discussion in
which Thomas Aquinas compares the nature of household rule with po-
litical rule: the head of the household, he finds, has some similarity to the
head of the kingdom, but, he adds, his power is not so “perfect” as that of
the king."" Not only in Greece and the polis but throughout the whole of
occidental antiquity, it would indeed have been self-evident that even the
power of the tyrant was less great, less “perfect” than the power with
which the paterfamilias, the dominus, ruled over his household of slaves and
family. And this was not because the power of the city’s ruler was
matched and checked by the combined powers of household heads, but

because absolute, uncontested rule and a political realm properly speaking
were mutually exclusive.!?

5
THE POLIS AND THE
HOUSEHOLD

Although misunderstanding and equating the political and social realms is
as old as the translation of Greek terms into Latin and their adaption to
Roman-Christian thought, it has become even more confusing in modern
usage and modern understanding of society. The distinction between a
private and a public sphere of life corresponds to the household and the
political realms, which have existed as distinct, separate entities at least
since the rise of the ancient city-state; but the emergence of the social
realm, which is neither private nor public, strictly speaking, is a relatively
new phenomenon whose origin coincided with the emergence of the
modern age and which found its political form in the nation-state.

What concerns us in this context is the extraordinary difficulty with
which we, because of this development, understand the decisive division
between the public and private realms, between the sphere of the polis and
the sphere of household and family, and, finally, between activities related
to a common world and those related to the maintenance of life, a divi-
sion upon which all ancient political thought rested as self-evident and ax-
iomatic. In our understanding, the dividing line is entirely blurred,
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because we see the body of peoples and political communities in the im-
age of a family whose everyday affairs have to be taken care of by a gigan-
tic, nation-wide administration of housekeeping. The scientific thought
that corresponds to this development is no longer political science but
“national economy” or “social economy” or Volkswirtschaft, all of which
indicate a kind of “collective house-keeping”;'® the collective of families
economically organized into the facsimile of one super-human family is
what we call “society,” and its political form of organization is called “na-
tion.”* We therefore find it difficult to realize that according to ancient
thought on these matters, the very term “political economy” would have
been a contradiction in terms: whatever was “economic,” related to the
life of the individual and the survival of the species, was a non-political,
household affair by definition."

Historically, it is very likely that the rise of the city-state and the pub-
lic realm occurred at the expense of the private realm of family and house-
hold.' Yet the old sanctity of the hearth, though much less pronounced
in classical Greece than in ancient Rome, was never entirely lost. What
prevented the polis from violating the private lives of its citizens and made
it hold sacred the boundaries surrounding each property was not respect
for private property as we understand it, but the fact that without owning
a house a man could not participate in the affairs of the world because he
had no location in it which was properly his own."” Even Plato, whose
political plans foresaw the abolition of private property and an extension
of the public sphere to the point of annihilating private life altogether, still
speaks with great reverence of Zeus Herkeios, the protector of border
lines, and calls the horoi, the boundaries between one estate and another,
divine, without seeing any contradiction.'® ‘

The distinctive trait of the household sphere was that in it men lived
together because they were driven by their wants and needs. The driving
force was life itself—the penates, the household gods, were, according to
Plutarch, “the gods who make us live and nourish our body”*—which,
for its individual maintenance and its survival as the life of the species
needs the company of others. That individual maintenance should be the
task of the man and species survival the task of the woman was obvious,
and both of thése natural functions, the labor of man to provide nourish-
ment and the labor of the woman in giving birth, were subject to the
same urgency of life. Natural community in the household therefore was
born of necessity, and necessity ruled over all activities performed in it.

The realm of the polis, on the contrary, was the sphere of freedom,
and if there was a relationship between these two spheres, it was a matter
of course that the mastering of the necessities of life in the household was
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the condition for freedom of the polis. Under no circumstances could pol-
itics be only a means to protect society—a society of the faithful, as in the
Middle Ages, or a society of property-owners, as in Locke, or a society re-
lentlessly engaged in a process of acquisition, as in Hobbes, or a society of
producers, as in Marx, or a society of jobholders, as in our own society, or
a society of laborers, as in socialist and communist countries. In all these
cases, it is the freedom (and in some instances so-called freedom) of soci-
ety which requires and justifies the restraint of political authority. Free-
dom is located in the realm of the social, and force or violence becomes
the monopoly of government.

What all Greek philosophers, no matter how opposed to polis life,
took for granted is that freedom is exclusively located in the political
realm, that necessity is primarily a prepolitical phenomenon, characteristic
of the private household organization, and that force and violence are jus-
tified in this sphere because they are the only means to master necessity—
for instance, by ruling over slaves—and to become free. Because all
human beings are subject to necessity, they are entitled to violence toward
others; violence is the prepolitical act of liberating oneself from the neces-
sity of life for the freedom of world. This freedom is the essential condi-
tion of what the Greeks called felicity, eudaimonia, which was an objective
status depending first of all upon wealth and health. To be poor or to be
in ill health meant to be subject to physical necessity, and to be a slave
meant to be subject, in addition, to man-made violence. This twofold and
doubled “unhappiness” of slavery is quite independent of the actual sub-
Jective well-being of the slave. Thus, a poor free man preferred the inse-
curity of a daily-changing labor market to regular assured work, which,
because it restricted his freedom to do as he pleased every day, was already
felt to be servitude (douleia), and even harsh, painful labor was preferred to
the easy life of many household slaves.?

The prepolitical force, however, with which the head of the house-
hold ruled over the family and its slaves and which was felt to be necessary
because man is a “social” before he is a “political animal,” has nothing in
common with the chaotic “state of nature” from whose violence, accord-
ing to seventeenth-century political thought, men could escape only by
establishing a government that, through a monopoly of power and of vi-
olence, would abolish the “war of all against all” by “keeping them all in
awe.””! On the contrary, the whole concept of rule and being ruled, of
government and power in the sense in which we understand them as well
as the regulated order attending them, was felt to be prepolitical and to
belong in the private rather than the public sphere.

The polis was distinguished from the household in that it knew only
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“equals,” whereas the household was the center of the strictest inequality.
To be free meant both not to be subject to the necessity of life or to the
command of another and not to be in command oneself. It meant neither
to rule nor to be ruled.?? Thus within the realm of the household, free-
dom did not exist, for the household head, its ruler, was considered to be
free only in so far as he had the power to leave the household and enter
the political realm, where all were equals. To be sure, this equality of the
political realm has very little in common with our concept of equality: it
meant to live among and to have to deal only with one’s peers, and it pre-
supposed the existence of “unequals” who, as a matter of fact, were al-
ways the majority of the population in a city-state.”® Equality, therefore,
far from being connected with justice, as in modern times, was the very
essence of freedom: to be free meant to be free from the inequality
present in rulership and to move in a sphere where neither rule nor being
ruled existed.

However, the possibility of describing the profound difference be-
tween the modern and the ancient understanding of politics in terms of a
clear-cut opposition ends here. In the modern world, the social and the
political realms are much less distinct. That politics is nothing but a func-
tion of society, that action, speech, and thought are primarily superstruc-
tures upon social interest, is not a discovery of Karl Marx but on the
contrary is among the axiomatic assumptions Marx accepted uncritically
from the political economists of the modern age. This functionalization
makes it impossible to perceive any serious gulf between the two realms;
and this is not a matter of a theory or an ideology, since with the rise of
society, that is, the rise of the “household” (oikia) or of economic activi-
ties to the public realm, housekeeping and all matters pertaining formerly
to the private sphere of the family have become a “collective” concern.?*
In the modern world, the two realms indeed constantly flow into each
other like waves in the never-resting stream of the life process itself.

The disappearance of the gulf that the ancients had to cross daily to
transcend the narrow realm of the household and “rise” into the realm of
politics is an essentially modern phenomenon. Such a gulf between the
private and the public still existed somehow in the Middle Ages, though it
had lost much of its significance 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.” The
medieval tension between the darkness of everyday life and the grandiose
splendor attending everything sacred, with the concomitant rise from the
secular to the religious, corresponds in many respects to the rise from the
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private to the public in antiquity. 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 to-
gether. While one can equate the public with the religious only with
some difficulty, the secular realm under the rule of feudalism was indeed
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 consequently the very absence of a pub-
lic realm.?

It is characteristic of this growth of the private realm, and incidentally
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 01,'
harsher rule, knew neither of laws nor justice outside the political realm.?
The bringing of all human activities into the private realm and the model-
ing of all human relationships upon the example of the household reached
far into the specifically medieval professional organizations in the cities
themselves, the guilds, confréries, and compagnons, and even into the early
business companies, where “the original joint household would seem to be
indicated by the very word ‘company’ (companis) . . . [and] such phrases as
‘men who eat one bread,” ‘men who have one bread and one wine.” ”’?8
The medieval concept of the “common good,” far from indicating the ex-
istence of a political realm, recognizes only that private individuals have in-
terests 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. What distinguishes this es-
sentially Christian attitude toward politics from the modern reality is not so
much the recognition of a “common good” as the exclusivity of the pri-
vate 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, con-
cerned 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 el-
emental political attitudes. What remains surprising is that the only post-
classical political theorist who, in an extraordinary effort to restore its old
dignity to politics, 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.??
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To leave the household, originally in order to embark upon some ad-
venture and glorious enterprise and later simply to devote one’s life to the
affairs of the city, demanded courage because only in the household was
one primarily concerned with one’s own life and survival. Whoever en-
tered the political realm had first to be ready to risk his life, and too great
a love for life obstructed freedom, was a sure sign of slavishness.*® Courage
therefore became the political virtue par excellence, and only those men
who possessed it could be admitted to a fellowship that was political in
content and purpose and thereby transcended the mere togetherness im-
posed on all—slaves, barbarians, and Greeks alike—through the urgencies
of life.>! The “good life,” as Aristotle called the life of the citizen, there-
fore was not merely better, more carefree or nobler than ordinary life, but
of an altogether different quality. It was “good” to the extent that by hav-

ing mastered the necessities of sheer life, by being freed from labor and .

work, and by overcoming the innate urge of all living creatures for their
own survival, it was no longer bound to the biological life process.

At the root of Greek political consciousness we find an unequaled
clarity and articulateness in drawing this distinction. No activity that
served only the purpose of making a living, of sustaining only the life
process, was permitted to enter the political realm, and this at the grave
risk of abandoning trade and manufacture to the industriousness of slaves
and foreigners, so that Athens indeed became the “pensionopolis” with a
“proletariat of consumers” which Max Weber so vividly described.*> The
true character of this polis is still quite manifest in Plato’s and Aristotle’s
political philosophies, even if the borderline between household and
polis is occasionally blurred, especially in Plato who, probably following
Socrates, began to draw his examples and illustrations for the polis from
everyday experiences in private life, but also in Aristotle when he, follow-
ing Plato, tentatively assumed that at least the historical origin of the
polis must be connected with the necessities of life and that only its con-
tent or inherent aim (telos) transcends life in the “good life.”

These aspects of the teachings of the Socratic school, which soon
were to become axiomatic to the point of banality, were then the newest
and most revolutionary of all and sprang not from actual experience in
political life but from the desire to be freed from its burden, a desire
which in their own understanding the philosophers could justify only by
demonstrating that even this freest of all ways of life was still connected
with and subject to necessity. But the background of actual political expe-
rience, at least in Plato and Aristotle, remained so strong that the distinc-
tion between the spheres of household and political life was never
doubted. Without mastering the necessities of life in the household, nei-
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ther life nor the “good life” is possible, but politics is never for the sake of
life. As far as the members of the polis are concerned, household life exists
for the sake of the “good life” in the polis.

6
THE RISE OF THE SOCIAL

The emergence of society—the rise of housekeeping, its activities, prob-
lems, and organizational devices—from the shadowy interior of the
household into the light of the public sphere, has not only blurred the old
borderline between private and political, it has also changed almost be-
yond recognition the meaning of the two terms and their significance for
the life of the individual and the citizen. Not only would we not agree
with the Greeks that a life spent in the privacy of “one’s own” (idion),
outside the world of the common, is “idiotic” by definition, or with the
Romans to whom privacy offered but a temporary refuge from the busi-
ness of the res publica; we call private today a sphere of intimacy whose be-
ginnings we may be able to trace back to late Roman, though hardly to
any period of Greek antiquity, but whose peculiar manifoldness and vari-
ety were certainly unknown to any period prior to the modern age.

This is not merely a matter of shifted emphasis. In ancient feeling the
privative trait of privacy, indicated in the word itself, was all-important; it
meant literally a state of being deprived of something, and even of the
highest and most human of man’s capacities. A man who lived only a pri-
vate life, who like the slave was not permitted to enter the public realm,
or like the barbarian had chosen not to establish such a realm, was not
fully human. We no longer think primarily of deprivation when we use
the word “privacy,” and this is partly due to the enormous enrichment of
the private sphere through modern individualism. However, it seems even
more important that modern privacy is at least as sharply opposed to the
social realm—unknown to the ancients who considered its content a pri-
vate matter—as it is to the political, properly speaking. The decisive his-
torical fact is that modern privacy in its most relevant function, to shelter
the intimate, was discovered as the opposite not of the political sphere but
of the social, to which it is therefore more closely and authentically re-
lated.

The first articulate explorer and to an extent even theorist of inti-
macy was Jean-Jacques Rousseau who, characteristically enough, is the
only great author still frequently cited by his first name alone. He arrived
at his discovery through a rebellion not against the oppression of the state
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but against society’s unbearable perversion of the human heart, its intru-
sion upon an innermost region in man which until then had needed no
special protection. The intimacy of the heart, unlike the private house-
hold, has no objective tangible place in the world, nor can the society
against which it protests and asserts itself be localized with the same cer-
tainty as the public space. To Rousseau, both the intimate and the social
were, rather, subjective modes of human existence, and in his case, it was
as though Jean-Jacques rebelled against a man called Rousseau. The mod-
ern individual and his endless conflicts, his inability either to be at home
in society or to live outside it altogether, his ever-changing moods and the
radical subjectivism of his emotional life, was born in this rebellion of the
heart. The authenticity of Rousseau’s discovery is beyond doubt, no mat-
ter how doubtful the authenticity of the individual who was Rousseau.

The astonishing flowering of poetry and music from the middle of the

eighteenth century until almost the last third of the nineteenth, accompa-
nied by the rise of the novel, the only entirely social art form, coinciding
with a no less striking decline of all the more public arts, especially archi-
tecture, is sufficient testimony to a close relationship between the social
and the intimate.

The rebellious reaction against society during which Rousseau and
the Romanticists discovered intimacy was directed first of all against the
leveling demands of the social, against what we would call today the con-
formism inherent in every society. It is important to remember that this
rebellion took place before the principle of equality, upon which we have
blamed conformism since Tocqueville, had had the time to assert itself in
either the social or the political realm. Whether a nation consists of equals
or non-equals is of no great importance in this respect, for society always
demands that its members act as though they were members of one enor-
mous family which has only one opinion and one interest. Before the
modern disintegration of the family, this common interest and single
opinion was represented by the household head who ruled in accordance
with it and prevented possible disunity among the family members.>*> The
striking coincidence of the rise of society with the decline of the family
indicates clearly that what actually took place was the absorption of the
family unit into corresponding social groups. The equality of the members
of these groups, far from being an equality among peers, resembles noth-
ing so much as the equality of household members before the despotic
power of the household head, except that in society, where the natural
strength of one common interest and one unanimous opinion is tremen-
dously enforced by sheer number, actual rule exerted by one man, repre-
senting the common interest and the right opinion, could eventually be
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dispensed with. The phenomenon of conformism is characteristic of the
last stage of this modern development.

It is true that one-man, monarchical rule, which the ancients stated
to be the organizational device of the household, is transformed in soci-
ety—as we know it today, when the peak of the social order is no longer
formed by the royal household of an absolute ruler—into a kind of no-
man rule. But this nobody, the assumed one interest of society as a whole
in economics as well as the assumed one opinion of polite society in the
salon, does not cease to rule for having lost its personality. As we know
from the most social form of government, that is, from bureaucracy (the
last stage of government in the nation-state just as one-man rule in benev-
olent despotism and absolutism was its first), the rule by nobody is not
necessarily no-rule; it may indeed, under certain circumstances, even turn
out to be one of its cruelest and most tyrannical versions.

It is decisive that society, on all its levels, excludes the possibility of
action, which formerly was excluded from the household. Instead, society
expects from each of its members a certain kind of behavior, imposing in-
numerable and various rules, all of which tend to “normalize” its mem-
bers, to make them behave, to exclude spontaneous action or outstanding
achievement. With Rousseau, we find these demands in the salons of high
society, whose conventions always equate the individual with his rank
within the social framework. What matters is this equation with social sta-
tus, and it is immaterial whether the framework happens to be actual rank
in the half-feudal society of the eighteenth century, title in the class soci-
ety of the nineteenth, or mere function in the mass society of today. The
rise of mass society, on the contrary, only indicates that the various social
groups have suffered the same absorption into one society that the family
units had suffered earlier; with the emergence of mass society, the realm
of the social has finally, after several centuries of development, reached the
point where it embraces and controls all members of a given community
equally and with equal strength. But society equalizes under all circum-
stances, and the victory of equality in the modern world is only the polit-
ical and legal recognition of the fact that society has conquered the public
realm, and that distinction and difference have become private matters of
the individual.

This modern equality, based on the conformism inherent in society
and possible only because behavior has replaced action as the foremost
mode of human relationship, is in every respect different from equality in
antiquity, and notably in the Greek city-states. To belong to the few
“equals” (homoioi) meant to be permitted to live among one’s peers; but
the public realm itself, the polis, was permeated by a fiercely agonal spirit,



194 The Vita Activa

where everybody had constantly to distinguish himself from all others, to
show through unique deeds or achievements that he was the best of all
(aien aristeuein).>* The public realm, in other words, was reserved for indi-
viduality; it was the only place where men could show who they really
and inexchangeably were. It was for the sake of this chance, and out of
love for a body politic that made it possible to them all, that each was
more or less willing to share in the burden of jurisdiction, defense, and
administration of public affairs.

It is the same conformism, the assumption that men behave and do
not act with respect to each other, that lies at the root of the modern sci-
ence of economics, whose birth coincided with the rise of society and
which, together with its chief technical tool, statistics, became the social
science par excellence. Economics—until the modern age a not too im-
portant part of ethics and politics and based on the assumption that men
act with respect to their economic activities as they act in every other re-
spect®—could achieve a scientific character only when men had become
social beings and unanimously followed certain patterns of behavior, so
that those who did not keep the rules could be considered to be asocial or
abnormal.

The laws of statistics are valid only where large numbers or long pe-
riods are involved, and acts or events can statistically appear only as devia-
tions or fluctuations. The justification of statistics is that deeds and events
are rare occurrences in everyday life and in history. Yet the meaningful-
ness of everyday relationships is disclosed not in everyday life but in rare
deeds, just as the significance of a historical period shows itself only in the
few events that illuminate it. The application of the law of large numbers
and long periods to politics or history signifies nothing less than the wilful
obliteration of their very subject matter, and it is a hopeless enterprise to
search for meaning in politics or significance in history when everything
that is not everyday behavior or automatic trends has been ruled out as
immaterial. '

However, since the laws of statistics are perfectly valid where we deal
with large numbers, it is obvious that every increase in population means
an increased validity and a marked decrease of “deviation.” Politically, this
means that the larger the population in any given body politic, the more
likely it will be the social rather than the political that constitutes the pub-
lic realm. The Greeks, whose city-state was the most individualistic and
least conformable body politic known to us, were quite aware of the fact
that the polis, with its emphasis on action and speech, could survive only
if the number of citizens remained restricted. Large numbers of people,
crowded together, develop an almost irresistible inclination toward despo-
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tism, be this the despotism of a person of a majority rule; and although
statistics, that is, the mathematical treatment of reality, was unknown prior
to the modern age, the social phenomena which make such treatment
possible—great numbers, accounting for conformism, behaviorism, and
automatism in human affairs—were precisely those traits which, in Greek
self-understanding, distinguished the Persian civilization from their own.
The unfortunate truth about behaviorism and the validity of its
“laws” is that the more people there are, the more likely they are to be-
have and the less likely to tolerate non-behavior. Statistically, this will be
shown in the leveling out of fluctuation. In reality, deeds will have less
and less chance to stem the tide of behavior, and events will more and
more lose their significance, that is, their capacity to illuminate historical
time. Statistical uniformity is by no means a harmless scientific ideal; it is

- the no longer secret political ideal of a society which, entirely submerged

in the routine of everyday living, is at peace with the scientific outlook
inherent in its very existence.

The uniform behavior that lends itself to statistical determination, and
therefore to scientifically correct prediction, can hardly be explained by
the liberal hypothesis of a natural “harmony of interests,” the foundation
of “classical” economics; it was not Karl Marx but the liberal economists
themselves who had to introduce the “communistic fiction,” that is, to as-
sume that there is one interest of society as a whole which with “an invis-
ible hand” guides the behavior of men and produces the harmony of their
conflicting interests.”® The difference between Marx and his forerunners
was only that he took the reality of conflict, as it presented itself in the so-
ciety of his time, as seriously as the hypothetical fiction of harmony; he
was right in concluding that the “socialization of man” would produce
automatically a harmony of all interests, and was only more courageous
than his liberal teachers when he proposed to establish in reality the
“communistic fiction” underlying all economic theories. What Marx did
not—and, at his time, could not—understand was that the germs of com-
munistic society were present in the reality of a national household, and
that their full development was not hindered by any class-interest as such,
but only by the already obsolete monarchical structure of the nation-state.
Obviously, what prevented society from smooth functioning was only
certain traditional remnants that interfered and still influenced the behav-
ior of “backward” classes. From the viewpoint of society, these were
merely disturbing factors in the way of a full development of “social
forces”; they no longer corresponded to reality and were therefore, in a
sense, much more “fictitious” than the scientific “fiction” of one interest.

A complete victory of society will always produce some sort of
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“communistic fiction,” whose outstanding political characteristic is that it
is indeed ruled by an “invisible hand,” namely, by nobody. What we tra-
ditionally call state and government gives place here to pure administra-
tion—a state of affairs which Marx rightly predicted as the “‘withering
away of the state,” though he was wrong in assuming that only a revolu-
tion could bring it about, and even more wrong when he believed that
this complete victory of society would mean the eventual emergence of
the “realm of freedom.”*”

To gauge the extent of society’s victory in the modern age, its early
substitution of behavior for action and its eventual substitution of bureau-
cracy, the rule of nobody, for personal rulership, it may be well to recall
that its initial science of economics, which substitutes patterns of behavior
only in this rather limited field of human activity, was finally followed by
the all-comprehensive pretension of the social sciences which, as “behav-
ioral sciences,” aim to reduce man as a whole, in all his activities, to the
level of a conditioned and behaving animal. If economics is the science of
society in its early stages, when it could impose its rules of behavior only
on sections of the population and on parts of their activities, the rise of the
“behavioral sciences” indicates clearly the final stage of this development,
when mass society has devoured all strata of the nation and “social behav-
ior” has become the standard for all regions of life.

Since the rise of society, since the admission of household and house-
keeping activities to the public realm, an irresistible tendency to grow, to
devour the older realms of the political and private as well as the more re-
cently established sphere of intimacy, has been one of the outstanding
characteristics of the new realm. This constant growth, whose no less con-
stant acceleration we can observe over at least three centuries, derives its
strength from the fact that through society it is the life process itself which
in one form or another has been channeled into the public realm. The
private realm of the household was the sphere where the necessities of life,
of individual survival as well as of continuity of the species, were taken
care of and guaranteed. One of the characteristics of privacy, prior to the
discovery of the intimate, was that man existed in this sphere not as a truly
human being but only as a specimen of the animal species man-kind.
This, precisely, was the ultimate reason for the tremendous contempt held
for it by antiquity. The emergence of society has changed the estimate of
this whole sphere but has hardly transformed its nature. The monolithic
character of every type of society, its conformism which allows for only
one interest and one opinion, is ultimately rooted in the one-ness of man-
kind. It is because this one-ness of man-kind is not fantasy and not even
merely a scientific hypothesis, as in the “communistic fiction” of classical
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economics, that mass society, where man as a social animal rules supreme
and where apparently the survival of the species could be guaranteed on
a world-wide scale, can at the same time threaten humanity with ex-
tinction.

Perhaps the clearest indication that society constitutes the public
organization of the life process itself may be found in the fact that in
a relatively short time the new social realm transformed all modern
communities into societies of laborers and jobholders; in other words,
they became at once centered around the one activity necessary to sustain
life. (To have a society of laborers, it is of course not necessary that every
member actually be a laborer or worker—not even the emancipation of
the working class and the enormous potential power which majority rule
accords to it are decisive here—but only that all members consider what-
ever they do primarily as a way to sustain their own lives and those of
their families.) Society is the form in which the fact of mutual dependence
for the sake of life and nothing else assumes public significance and where
the activities connected with sheer survival are permitted to appear in
public.

Whether an activity is performed in private or in public is by no
means a matter of indifference. Obviously, the character of the public
realm must change in accordance with the activities admitted into it, but
to a large extent the activity itself changes its own nature too. The la-
boring activity, though under all circumstances connected with the life
process in its most elementary, biological sense, remained stationary for
thousands of years, imprisoned in the eternal recurrence of the life process
to which it was tied. The admission of labor to public stature, far from
eliminating its character as a process—which one might have expected,
remembering that bodies politic have always been designed for perma-
nence and their laws always understood as limitations imposed upon
movement—has, on the contrary, liberated this process from its circular,
monotonous recurrence and transformed it into a swiftly progressing de-
velopment whose results have in a few centuries totally changed the
whole inhabited world.

The moment laboring was liberated from the restrictions imposed by
its banishment into the private realm—and this emancipation of labor was
not a consequence of the emancipation of the working class, but preceded
it—it was as though the growth element inherent in all organic life had
completely overcome and overgrown the processes of decay by which or-
ganic life is checked and balanced in nature’s household. The social realm,
where the life process has established its own public domain, has let loose
an unnatural growth, so to speak, of the natural; and it is against this
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growth, not merely against society but against a constantly growing social
realm, that the private and intimate, on the one hand, and the political (in
the narrower sense of the word), on the other, have proved incapable of
defending themselves.

What we described as the unnatural growth of the natural is usually
considered to be the constantly accelerated increase in the productivity of
labor. The greatest single factor in this constant increase since its inception
has been the organization of laboring, visible in the so-called division of
labor, which preceded the industrial revolution; even the mechanization
of labor processes, the second greatest factor in labor’s productivity, is
based upon it. Inasmuch as the organizational principle itself clearly de-
rives from the public rather than the private realm, division of labor is
precisely what happens to the laboring activity under conditions of the
public realm and what could never have happened in the privacy of the
household.?® In no other sphere of life do we appear to have 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 bearable “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.>® While dire necessity made labor indispensable to
sustain life, excellence would have been the last thing to expect from it.

Excellence itself, areté as the Greeks, virtus as the Romans would
have called it, has always been assigned to the public realm where one
could excel, could distinguish oneself from all others. Every activity per-
formed in public can attain an excellence never matched in privacy; for
excellence, 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.** Not
even the social realm—though it made excellence anonymous, empha-
sized the progress of mankind rather than the achievements of men, and
changed the content of the public realm beyond recognition—has been
able altogether to annihilate the connection between public performance
and excellence. While we have become excellent in the laboring we per-
form in public, our capacity for action and speech has lost much of its for-
mer quality since the rise of the social realm banished 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 be-
tween 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 soci-
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ety. 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 pres-
ence of a public realm 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 realm, which make it the proper place for human
excellence.

7
THE PUBLIC REALM:
THE COMMON

The term “public” signifies two closely interrelated but not altogether
identical phenomena:

It means, first, that everything that appears in public can be seen and
heard by everybody and has the widest possible publicity. For us, appear-
ance—something that is being seen and heard by others as well as by our-
sglves—constitutes reality. Compared with the reality which comes from
being seen and heard, even the greatest forces of intimate life—the pas-
sions of the heart, the thoughts of the mind, the delights of the senses—
lead an uncertain, shadowy kind of existence unless and until they are
transformed, deprivatized and deindividualized, as it were, into a shape to

. fit them for public appearance.’ The most current of such transformations

occurs in storytelling and generally in artistic transposition of individual
experiences. But we do not need the form of the artist to witness this
transfiguration. Each time we talk about things that can be experienced
only in privacy or intimacy, we bring them out into a sphere where they
will assume a kind of reality which, their intensity notwithstanding, they
never could have had before. The presence of others who see what we see
and hear what we hear assures us of the reality of the world and ourselves,
and while the intimacy of a fully developed private life, such as had never
been known before the rise of the modern age and the concomitant de-
cline of the public realm, will always greatly intensify and enrich the
whole scale of subjective emotions and private feelings, this intensification

will always come to pass at the expense of the assurance of the reality of
the world and men.
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Indeed, the most intense feeling we know of, intense to the point of
blotting out all other experiences, namely, the experience of great bodily
pain, is at the same time the most private and least communicable of all.
Not only is it perhaps the only experience which we are unable to trans-
form into a shape fit for public appearance, it actually deprives us of our
feeling for reality to such an extent that we can forget it more quickly and
easily than anything else. There seems to be no bridge from the most rad-
ical subjectivity, in which I am no longer “recognizable,” to the outer
world of life.2 Pain, in other words, truly a borderline experience be-
tween life as “being among men” (inter homines esse) and death, is so sub-
jective and removed from the world of things and men that it cannot
assume an appearance at all.*? '

Since our feeling for reality depends utterly upon appearance and
therefore upon the existence of a public realm into which things can ap-
pear out of the darkness of sheltered existence, even the twilight which il-
luminates our private and intimate lives is ultimately derived from the
much harsher light of the public realm. Yet there are a great many things

. which cannot withstand the implacable, bright light of the constant pres-
ence of others on the public scene; there, only what is considered to be
relevant, worthy of being seen or heard, can be tolerated, so that the irrel-
evant becomes automatically a private matter. This, to be sure, does not
mean that private concerns are generally irrelevant; on the contrary, we
shall see that there are very relevant matters which can survive only in the
realm of the private. For instance, love, in distinction from friendship, is
killed, or rather extinguished, the moment it is displayed in public.
(“Never seek to tell thy love/Love that never told can be.”) Because of its
inherent worldlessness, love can only become false and perverted when it
is used for political purposes such as the change or salvation of the world.

What the public realm considers irrelevant can have such an extraor-
dinary and infectious charm that a whole people may adopt it as their way
of life, without for that reason changing its essentially private character.
Modern enchantment with “small things,” though preached by early
twentieth-century poetry in almost all European tongues, has found its
classical presentation in the petit bonheur of the French people. Since the
decay of their once great and glorious public realm, the French have be-
come masters in the art of being happy among “small things,” within the
space of their own four walls, between chest and bed, table and chair, dog
and cat and flowerpot, extending to these things a care and tenderness
which, in a world where rapid industrialization constantly kills off the
things of yesterday to produce today’s objects, may even appear to be
the world’s last, purely humane corner. This enlargement of the private,

The Public and the Private Realm 201

the enchantment, as it were, of a2 whole people, does not make it public, does
not constitute a public realm, but, on the contrary, means only that the
public realm has almost completely receded, so that greatness has given
way to charm everywhere; for while the public realm may be great, it
cannot be charming precisely because it is unable to harbor the irrelevant,

Second, the term “public” signifies, the world itself, in so far as it is
common to all of us and distinguished from our privately owned place in
it. This world, however, is not identical with the earth or with nature, as
the limited space for the movement of men and the general condition of
organic life. It is related, rather, to the human artifact, the fabrication of
human hands, as well as to affairs which go on among those who inhabit
the man-made world together. To live together in the world means es-
sentially that a world of things is between those who have it in common,
as a table is located between those who sit around it; the world like every
in-between, relates and separates men at the same time.

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

Historically, we know of only one principle that was ever devised to
keep a community of people together who had lost their interest in the
common world and felt themselves no longer related and separated by it.
To find a bond between people strong enough to replace the world was
the main political task of early Christian philosophy, and it was Augustine
who proposed to found not only the Christian “brotherhood” but all hu-
man relationships on charity. But this charity, though its worldlessness
clearly corresponds to the general human experience of love, is at the
same time clearly distinguished from it in being something which, like the
world, is between men: “Even robbers have between them [inter se] what
they call charity.”** This surprising illustration of the Christian political
principle is in fact very well chosen, because the bond of charity between
people, while it is incapable of founding a public realm of its own, is quite
adequate to the main Christian principle of worldlessness and is admirably
fit to carry a group of essentially worldless people through the world, a
group of saints or a group of criminals, provided only it is understood that
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the world itself is doomed and that every activity in it is undertaken with
the proviso quamdiu mundus durat (“as long as the world lasts”).*> The un-
political, non-public character of the Christian community was early de-
fined in the demand that it should form a corpus, a “body,” whose
members were to be related to each other like brothers of the same fam-
ily.* The structure of communal life was modeled on the relationships
between the members of a family because these were known to be non-
political and even antipolitical. A public realm had never come into being
between the members of a family, and it was therefore not likely to de-
velop from Christian community life if this life was ruled by the principle
of charity and nothing else. Even then, as we know from the history and
the rules of the monastic orders—the only communities in which the
principle of charity as a political device was ever tried—the danger that
the activities undertaken under “the necessity of present life” (necessitas vi-
tae praesentis)*’ would lead by themselves, because they were performed in
the presence of others, to the establishment of a kind of counterworld, a
public realm within the orders themselves, was great enough to require
additional rules and regulations, the most relevant one in our context be-
ing the prohibition of excellence and its subsequent pride.*®

Worldlessness as a political phenomenon is possible only on the as-
sumption that the world will not last; on this assumption, however, it is
almost inevitable that worldlessness, in one form or another, will begin to
dominate the political scene. This happened after the downfall of the Ro-
man Empire and, albeit for quite other reasons and in very different, per-
haps even more disconsolate forms, it seems to happen again in our own
days. The Christian abstention from worldly things is by no means the
only conclusion one can draw from the conviction that the human arti-
fice, a product of mortal hands, is as mortal as its makers. This, on the
contrary, may also intensify the enjoyment and consumption of the things
of the world, all manners of intercourse in which the world is not primar-
ily understood to be the koinon, that which is common to all. Only the
existence of a public realm and the world’s subsequent transformation into
a community of things which gathers men together and relates them to
each other depends entirely on permanence. If the world is to contain a
public space, it cannot be erected for one generation and planned for the
living only; it must transcend the life-span of mortal men.

Without this transcendence into a potential earthly immortality, no
politics, strictly speaking, no common world and no public realm, is pos-
sible. For unlike the common good as Christianity understood it—the sal-
vation of one’s soul as a concern common to all—the common world is
what we enter when we are born and what we leave behind when we
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die. It transcends our life-span into past and future alike; it was there be-
fore we came and will outlast our brief sojourn in it. It is what we. have in
common not only with those who live with us, but also with those who
were here before and with those who will come after us. But such a com-
mon world can survive the coming and going of the generations only to
the extent that it appears in public. It is the publicity of the public realm
which can absorb and make shine through the centuries whatever men
may want to save from the natural ruin of time. Through many ages be-
fore us—but now not any more—men entered the public realm because
they wanted something of their own or something they had in common
with others to be more permanent than their earthly lives. (Thus, the
curse of slavery consisted not only in being deprived of freedom and of
visibility, but also in the fear of these obscure people themselves “that
from being obscure they should pass away leaving no trace that they have
existed.”)* There is perhaps no clearer testimony to the loss of the public
realm in the modern age than the almost complete loss of authentic con-
cern with immortality, a loss somewhat overshadowed by the simultane-
ous loss of the metaphysical concern with eternity. The latter, being the
concern of the philosophers and the vita contemplativa, must remain outside
our present considerations. But the former is testified to by the current
classification of striving for immortality with the private vice of vanity.
Under modern conditions, it is indeed so unlikely that anybody should
earnestly aspire to an earthly immortality that we probably are justified in
thinking it is nothing but vanity.

The famous passage in Aristotle, “Considering human affairs, one
must not . . . consider man as he is and not consider what is mortal in
mortal things, but think about them [only] to the extent that they have
the possibility of immortalizing,” occurs very properly in his political
writings.® For the polis was for the Greeks, as the res publica was for the
Romans, first of all their guarantee against the futility of individual life,
the space protected against this futility and reserved for the relative per-
manence, if not immortality, of mortals.

What the modern age thought of the public realm, after the spectac-
ular rise of society to public prominence, was expressed by Adam Smith
when, with disarming sincerity, he mentions “that unprosperous race of
men commonly called men of letters” for whom “public admiration . . .
makes always a part of their reward . . . , a considerable part . . . in the
profession of physic; a still greater perhaps in that of law; in poetry and
philosophy it makes almost the whole.”3! Here it is self-evident that pub-
lic admiration and monetary reward are of the same nature and can be-
come substitutes for each other. Public admiration, too, is something to
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be used and consumed, and status, as we would say today, fulfils one need
as food fulfils another: public admiration is consumed by individual vanity
as food is consumed by hunger. Obviously, from this viewpoint the test of
reality does not lie in the public presence of others, but rather in the
greater or lesser urgency of needs to whose existence or non-existence
nobody can ever testify except the one who happens to suffer them. And
since the need for food has its demonstrable basis of reality in the life
process itself, it is also obvious that the entirely subjective pangs of hunger
are more real than “vainglory,” as Hobbes used to call the need for public
admiration. Yet, even if these needs, through some miracle of sympathy,
were shared by others, their very futility would prevent their ever estab-
lishing anything so solid and durable as a common world. The point then
is not that there is a lack of public admiration for poetry and philosophy in
the modern world, but that such admiration does not constitute a space in
which things are saved from destruction by time. The futility of public ad-
miration, which daily is consumed in ever greater quantities, on the con-
trary, is such that monetary reward, one of the most futile things there is,
can become more “objective” and more real.

As distinguished from this “objectivity,” whose only basis is money as
a common denominator for the fulfilment of all needs, the reality of the
public realm relies on the simultaneous presence of innumerable perspec-
tives and aspects in which the common world presents itself and for which
no common measurement or denominator can ever be devised. For
though the common world is the common meeting ground of all, those
who are present have different locations in it, and the location of one can
no more coincide with the location of another than the location of two
objects. Being seen and being heard by others derive their significance
from the fact that everybody sees and hears from a different position. This
is the meaning of public life, compared to which even the richest and
most satisfying family life can offer only the prolongation or multiplication
of one’s own position with its attending aspects and perspectives. The
subjectivity of privacy can be prolonged and multiplied in a family, it can
even become so strong that its weight is felt in the public realm; but this
family “world” can never replace the reality rising out of the sum total of
aspects presented by one object to a multitude of spectators. Only where
things can be seen by many in a variety of aspects without changing their
identity, so that those who are gathered around them know they see
sameness in utter diversity, can worldly reality truly and reliably appear.

Under the conditions of a common world, reality is not guaranteed
primarily by the “common nature” of all men who constitute it, but
rather by the fact that, differences of position and the resulting variety of
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perspectives notwithstanding, everybody is always concerned with the
same object. If the sameness of the object can no longer be discerned, no
common nature of men, least of all the unnatural conformism of a mass
society, can prevent the destruction of the common world, which is usu-
ally preceded by the destruction of the many aspects in which it presents
itself to human plurality. This can happen under conditions of radical iso-
lation, where nobody can any longer agree with anybody else, as is usually
the case in tyrannies. But it may also happen under conditions of mass so-
ciety or mass hysteria, where we see all people suddenly behave as though
they were members of one family, each multiplying and prolonging the
perspective of his neighbor. In both instances, men have become entirely
private, that is, they have been deprived of seeing and hearing others, of
being seen and being heard by them. They are all imprisoned in the sub-
jectivity of their own singular experience, which does not cease to be sin-
gular if the same experience is multiplied innumerable times. The end of
the common world has come when it is seen only under one aspect and is
permitted to present itself in only one perspective.

8
THE PRIVATE REALM:
PROPERTY

It is with respect to this multiple significance of the public realm that the
term “private,” in, its original privative sense, has meaning. To live an en-
tirely private life means above all to be deprived of things essential to a
trply human life: to be deprived of the reahty that comes from being seen

apd heard by others, to be deprived of an “objective” relationship with

the intermediary of a common world of things, to be deprived of the pos—
sibility of achieving something more permanent than life itself. The priva-
tion of privacy lies in the absence of others; as far as they are concerned,
private man does not appear, and therefore it is as though he did not ex-
ist. Whatever he does remains without significance and consequence to

others, and what matters to him is without interest to other people.
Under modern circumstances, this deprivation of “objective” rela-
tionships.to others and of a reality guaranteed through them has become
the mass phenomenon of loneliness, where it has assumed its most ex-
treme and most antihuman form.> The reason for this extremity is that
mass society not only destroys the pubh_c__ realm but the private as well, de-
prives men not only of their place in the world but of their private home,
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where they once felt sheltered against the world and where, at any rate,
even those excluded from the world could find a substitute in the warmth
of the hearth and the limited reality of family life. The full development
of the life of hearth and family into an inner and private space we owe to
the extraordinary political sense of the Roman people who, unlike the
Greeks, never sacrificed the private to the public, but on the contrary un-
derstood that these two realms could exist only in the form of coexis-
tence. And although the conditions of slaves probably were hardly better
in Rome than in Athens, it is quite characteristic that a Roman writer
should have believed that to slaves the household of the master was what
the res publica was to citizens.’> Yet no matter how bearable private life in
the family might have been, it could obviously never be more than a sub-
stitute, even though the private realm in Rome as in Athens offered
plenty of room for activities which we today class higher than political ac-
tivity, such as the accumulation of wealth in Greece or the devotion to art
and science in Rome. This “liberal” attitude, which could under certain
circumstances result in very prosperous and highly educated slaves, meant
only that to be prosperous had no reality in the Greek polis and to be a
philosopher was without much consequence in the Roman republic.>*

It is a matter of course that the privative trait of privacy, the con-
sciousness of being deprived of something essential in a life spent ex-
clusively in the restricted sphere of the household, should have been
weakened almost to the point of extinction by the rise of Christianity.
Chnstlan morahty_ as dlstmgulshed from its fundamental religious pre-
cepts, has always insisted that everybody should mind his owp business
and that polmcal respons1b1hty constituted first of all a burden, undertaken
excluswely for the sake of the well-being and salvation of those it freed
from worry about pubhc affairs. 3 It is surprising that this attitude should
have survived into the secular modern age to such an extent that Karl
Marx, who in this as in other respects only summed up, conceptualized,
and transformed into a program the underlying assumptions of two
hundred years of modernity, could eventually predict and hope for the
“withering away” of the whole public realm. The difference between the
Christian and socialist viewpoints in this respect, the one viewing govern-
ment as a necessary evil because of man’s sinfulness and the other hoping
to abolish it eventually, is not a difference in estimate of the public sphere
itself, but of human nature. What is impossible to perceive from either
point of view is that Marx’s “withering away of the state” had been pre-
ceded by a withering away of the public realm, or rather by its transfor-
mation into a very restricted sphere of government; in Marx’s day, this
government had already begun to wither further, that is, to be trans-

The Public and the Private Realm 207

”

formed into a nation-wide “housekeeping,” until in our own day it has
begun to disappear altogether into the even more restricted, impersonal
sphere of administration.

It seems to be in the nature of the relationship between the public
and private realms that the final stage of the disappearance of the public
realm should be accompanied by the threatened liquidation of the private
realm as well. Nor is it an accident that the whole discussion has eventu-
ally turned into an argument about the desirability or undesirability of
privately owned property. For the word “private” in connection with
property, even in terms of ancient political thought, immediately loses its
privative character and much of its opposition to the public realm in gen-
eral; property apparently possesses certain qualifications which, though ly-
ing in the private realm, were always thought to be of utmost importance
to the political body.

The profound connection between private and public, manifest on
its most elementary level in the question of private property, is likely to be
misunderstood today because of the modern equation of property and
wealth on one side and propertylessness and poverty on the other. This
misunderstanding is all the more annoying as both, property as well as
wealth, are historically of greater relevance to the public realm than any
other private matter or concern and have played, at least formally, more
or less the same role as the chief condition for admission to the public
realm and full-fledged citizenship. It is therefore easy to forget that wealth
and property, far from being the same, are of an entirely different nature.
The present emergence everywhere of actually or potentially very wealthy
societies which at the same time are essentially propertyless, because the
wealth of any single individual consists of his share in the annual income
of society as a whole, clearly shows how little these two things are con-
nected.

Prior to the modern age, which began with the expropriation of the
poor and then proceeded to emancipate the new propertyless classes, all
civilizations have rested upon the sacredness of private property. Wealth,
on the contrary, whether privately owned or publicly distributed, had
never been sacred before. Originally, property meant no more or less than
to have one’s location in a particular part of the world and therefore to
belong to the body politic, that is, to be the head of one of the families
which together constituted the public realm. This piece of privately
owned world was so completely identical with the family who owned it>
that the expulsion of a citizen could mean not merely the confiscation of
his estate but the actual destruction of the building itself.’” The wealth of
a foreigner or a slave was under no circumstances a substitute for this
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property,>® and poverty did not deprive the head of a family of this loca-
tion in the world and the citizenship resulting from it. In early times, if he
happened to lose his location, he almost automatically lost his citizenship
and the protection of the law as well.>* The sacredness of this privacy was

like the sacredness of the hidden, namely, of birth and death, the begin-
ning and end of the mortals who, like all living creatures, grow out of and
return to the darkness of an underworld.®® The non-privative trait of the
household realm originally lay in its being the realm of birth and death
which must be hidden from the public realm because it harbors the things
hidden from human eyes and impenetrable to human knowledge.®! It is
hidden because man does not know where he comes from when he is
born and where he goes when he dies.

Not the interior of this realm, which remains hidden and of no pub-
lic significance, but its exterior appearance is important for the city as
well, and it appears in the realm of the city through the boundaries be-
tween one household and the other. The law originally was identified
with this boundary line,%? which in ancient times was still actually a space,
a kind of no man’s land®® between the private and the public, sheltering
and protecting both realms while, at the same time, separating them from
each other. The law of the polis, to be sure, transcended this ancient un-
derstanding from which, however, it retained its original spatial signifi-
cance. The law of the city-state was neither the content of political action
(the idea that political activity is primarily legislating, though Roman in
origin, is essentially modern and found its greatest expression in Kant’s
political philosophy) nor was it a catalogue of prohibitions, resting, as all
deem laws still do, upon t the Thou Shalt Nots of the Decalogue, It was
quite hterally a wall, without which there might have been an agglomer-
ation of houses, a town (asty), but not a city; a political community. This
wall-like law was sacred, but only the inclosure was political. ical. & Without it
a public realm could no more exist than a piece of property without a
fence to hedge it in; the one harbored and inclosed political life as the
other sheltered and protected the biological life process of the family.%

It is therefore not really accurate to say that private property, prior to
the modern age, was thought to be a self-evident condition for admission
to the public realm; it is much more than that. Privacy was like the other,
the dark and hidden side of the public realm, and while to be political

( meant to attain the highest possibility of human existence, to have no pri-
J_vate place of one’s own (like a slave) meant to be no longer human.

Of an altogether different and historically later origin is the polmcal
significance of private wealth from which one draws the means of one’s
livelihood. We mentioned earlier the ancient identification of necessity
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with the private realm of the household, where each had to master the
necessities of life for himself. The free man, who disposed of his own pri-
vacy and was not, like a slave, at the disposition of a master, could still be
“forced” by poverty. Poverty forces the free man to act like a slave.% Pri-
vate wealth, therefore, became a condition for admission to public life not
because its owner was engaged in accumulating it but, on the contrary,
because it assured with reasonable certainty that its owner would not have
to engage in providing for himself the means of use and consumption and
was free for public activity.*’ Public life, obviously, was possible only after
the much more urgent needs of life itself had been taken care of. The
means to take care of them was labor, and the wealth of a person therefore
was frequently counted in terms of the number of laborers, that is, slaves,
he owned.®® To own property meant here to be master over one’s own
necessities of life and therefore potentially to be a free person, free to tran-
scend his own life and enter the world all have in common.

Only with the emergence of such a common world in concrete tan-
gibility, that is, with the rise of the city-state, could this kind of private
ownership acquire its eminent political significance, and it is therefore al-
most a matter of course that the famous “disdain for menial occupations”
is not yet to be found in the Homeric world. If the property-owner chose
to enlarge his property instead of using it up in leading a political life, it
was as though he willingly sacrificed his freedom and became voluntarily
what the slave was against his own will, a servant of necessity.%

Up to the beginning of the modern age, this kind of property had
never been held to be sacred, and only where wealth as the source of in-
come coincided with the piece of land on which a family was located, that
is, in an essentially agricultural society, could these two types of property
coincide to such an extent that all property assumed the character of sa-
credness. Modern advocates of private property, at any rate, who unani-
mously understand it as privately owned wealth and nothing else, have
little cause to appeal to a tradition according to which there could be no
free public realm without a proper establishment and protection of pri-
vacy. For the enormous and still proceeding accumulation of wealth in
modern society, which was started by expropriation—the expropriation of
the peasant classes which in turn was the almost accidental consequence of
the expropriation of Church and monastic property after the Reforma-
tion”"—has never shown much consideration for private property but has
sacrificed it whenever it came into conflict with the accumulation of
wealth. Proudhon’s dictum that property is theft has a solid basis of truth
in_the origins of modern capitalism; it is all the more significant that even
Proudhon hesitated to accept the doubtful remedy of general expropria-
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tion, because he knew quite well that the abolition of private property,
while it might cure the evil of poverty, was only too likely to invite the
greater evil of tyranny.”! Since he did not distinguish between property
and wealth, his two insights appear in his work like contradictions, which
in fact they are not. Individual appropriation of wealth will in the long
run respect private property no more than socialization of the accumula-
tion process. It is not an invention of Karl Marx but actually in the very
nature of this society itself that privacy in every sense can only hinder the
development of social “productivity” and that considerations of private
ownership therefore should be overruled in favor of the ever-increasing
process of social wealth.”

9
THE SOCIAL AND THE PRIVATE

What we called earlier the rise of the social coincided historically with the
transformation of the private care for private property into a public con-
cern. Society, when it first entered the public realm, assumed the disguise
of an organization of property-owners who, instead of claiming access to
the public realm because of their wealth, demanded protection from it for
the accumulation of more wealth. In the words of Bodin, government be-
longed to kings and property to subjects, so that it was the duty of the
kings to rule in the interest of their subjects’ property. “The common-
wealth,” as has recently been pointed out, “largely existed for the com-
mon wealth.””

When this common wealth, the result of activities formerly banished
to the privacy of the households, was permitted to take over the public
realm, private possessions—which are essentially much less permanent and
much more vulnerable to the mortality of their owners than the common
world, which always grows out of the past and is intended to last for fu-
ture generations—began to undermine the durability of the world. It is
true that wealth can be accumulated to a point where no individual life-
span can use it up, so that the family rather than the individual becomes its
owner. Yet wealth remains something to be used and consumed no mat-
ter how many individual life-spans it may sustain. Qnly when wealth be-
came_capital, whose chief function was to generate more capital, did
private property equal or come close to the permanence inherent in the
commonly shared world.”* However, this permanence is of a different na-
ture; it is the permanence of a process rather than the permanence of a sta-
ble structure. Without the process of accumulation, wealth would at once
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fall back into the opposite process of disintegration through use and con-
sumption.

Common wealth, therefore, can never become common in the sense
we speak of a common world; it remained, or rather was intended to re-
main, strictly private. Only the government, appointed to shield the pri-
vate owners from each other in the competitive struggle for more wealth,
was common. The obvious contradiction in this modern concept of gov-
emnment, 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 difference between 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
flight from the whole outer world into the inner subjectivity of the indi-
vidual, 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 property and wealth,
between the fungibiles and the consumptibiles of Roman law, loses all signif-
icance 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 denominator of money.”
Closely connected with this social evaporation of the tangible was the
most revolutionary modern contribution to the concept of property, ac-
cording to which property was not a fixed and firmly located part of the
world acquired by its owner in one way or another but, on the contrary,
had its source in man himself, in his possession of a body and his indis-
putable ownership of the strength of this body, which Marx called “labor-
power.” :

Thus modern property lost its worldly character and was located in
the person himself, that is, in what an individual could lose only along
with his life. Historically, Locke’s assumption that the labor of one’s body
is the origin of property is more than doubtful; but in view of the fact that

we already live under conditions where our only reliable property is our
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skill and our labor power, it is more than likely that it will become true.
For wealth, after it became a public concern, has grown to such propor-
tions that it is almost unmanageable by private ownership. It is as though'
the public realm had taken its revenge against those who tried to use it for
their private interests. The greatest threat here, however, is not the aboli-
tion of private ownership of wealth but the abolition of private property
in the sense of a tangible, worldly place of one’s own.

In order to understand the danger to human existence from the elim-
ination of the private realm, for which the intimate is not a very reliable
substitute, it may be best to consider those nonprivate traits of privacy
which are older than, and independent of, the discovery of intimacy. The
difference between what we have in common and what we own privately
is first that our private possessions, which we use and consume daily, are
much more urgently needed than any part of the common world; without
property, as Locke pointed out, “the common is of no use.””® The same
necessity that, from the standpoint of the public realm, shows only its
negative aspect as a deprivation of freedom possesses a driving force whose

urgency is unmatched by the so-called higher desires and aspirations of

man; not only will it always be the first among man’s needs and worries,
it will also prevent the apathy and disappearance of initiative which so ob-
viously threatens all overly wealthy communities.” Necessity and life are_
so intimately related and connected that life itself is threatened where ne-
cessity is altogether eliminated, For the elimination of necessity, far from
resulting automatically in the establishment of freedom, only blurs the dis-
tinguishing line between freedom and necessity. (Modern discussions of
freedom, where freedom is never understood as an objective state of hu-
man existence but either presents an unsolvable problem of subjectivity,
of an entirely undetermined or determined will, or develops out of neces-
sity, all point to the fact that the objective, tangible difference between
being free and being forced by necessity is no longer perceived.)

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

While it is only natural that the non-privative traits of privacy should

The Public and the Private Realm 213

appear most clearly when men are threatened with deprivation of it, the
practical treatment of private property by premodern political bodies indi-
cates clearly that men have always been conscious of their existence and
importance. This, however, did not make them protect the activities in
the private realm directly, but rather the boundaries separating the pri-
vately owned from other parts of the world, most of all from the common
world itself. The distinguishing mark of modern political and economic
theory, on the other hand, in so far as it regards private property as a cru-
cial issue, has been its stress upon the private activities of property-owners
and their need of government protection for the sake of accumulation of
wealth at the expense of the tangible property itself. What is important to
the public realm, however, is not the more or less enterprising spirit of
private businessmen but the fences around the houses and gardens of citi-
zens. The invasion of privacy by society, the “socialization of man”
(Marx), is most efficiently carried through by means of expropriation, but
this is not the only way. Here, as in other respects, the revolutionary mea-
sures of socialism or communism can very well be replaced by a slower
and no less certain “withering away” of the private realm in general and of
private property in patticular. B
The distinction between the private and public realms, seen from the
viewpoint of privacy rather than of the body politic, equals the distinction
between things that should be shown and things that should be hidden.
Only the modern age, in its rebellion against society, has discovered how
rich and manifold the realm of the hidden can be under the conditions of
intimacy; but it is striking that from the beginning of history to our own
time it has always been the bodily part of human existence that needed to
be hidden in privacy, all things connected with the necessity of the life
process itself, which prior to the modern age comprehended all activities
serving the subsistence of the individual and the survival of the species.
Hidden away were the laborers who “with their bodies minister to the
[bodily] needs of life,”” and the women who with their bodies guarantee
the physical survival of the species. Women and slaves belonged to the
same category and were hidden away not only because they were some-
body else’s property but because their life was “laborious,” devoted to
bodily functions.® In the beginning of the modern age, when “free” labor
had lost its hiding place in the privacy of the household, the laborers were
hidden away and segregated from the community like criminals behind
high walls and under constant supervision.® The fact that the modern age
emancipated the working classes and the women at nearly the same his-
tQrical moment must certainly be counted among the characteristics of an
age which no longer believes that bodily functions and material concerns
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should be hidden. It is all the more symptomatic of the nature of these
phenomena that the few remnants of strict privacy even in our own civi-
lization relate to “necessities” in the original sense of being necessitated by
having a body.

: 10
THE LOCATION OF
HUMAN ACTIVITIES

Although the distinction between private and public coincides with the
opposition of necessity and freedom, of futility and permanence, and, fi-
nally, of shame and honor, it is by no means true that only thg necessary,
the futile, and the shameful have their proper place in the private realm.
The most elementary meaning of the two realms indicates that there are
things that need to be hidden and others that need to be displayed pub-
licly if they are to exist at all. If we look at these things, regardless of
where we find them in any given civilization, we shall see that each hu-
man activity points to its proper location in the world. This is true for the
chief activities of the vita activa, labor, work, and action; but there is one,
admittedly extreme, example of this phenomenon, whose advantage for
illustration is that it played a considerable role in political theory.

Goodness in an absolute sense, as distinguished from the “good-for”
or the “excellent” in Greek and Roman antiquity, became known in our
civilization only with the rise of Christianity. Since then, we know of
good works as one important variety of possible human action. The well-
known antagonism between early Christianity and the res publica, so ad-
mirably summed up in Tertullian’s formula: nec ulla magis res a?iena’ q:;tzm_n
publica (“no matter is more alien to us than what matters pubhcly’ ),5% is
usually and rightly understood as a consequence of early eschatol9g1cal ex-
pectations that lost their immediate significance only afte.r experience had
taught that even the downfall of the Roman Empire did not mean the
end of the world.® Yet the otherworldliness of Christianity has still an-
other root, perhaps even more intimately related to the teachings of _]es.us
of Nazareth, and at any rate so independent of the belief in the perishabil-
ity of the world that one is tempted to see in it the true inner reason Why
Christian alienation from the world could so easily survive the obvious
non-fulfilment of its eschatological hopes.

The one activity taught by Jesus in_word and deed is the activityv of
goodness, and goodness obviously harbors a tendency to hide from being

seen or heard. Christian hostility toward the public realm, the tendency at
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least of early Christians to lead a life as far removed from the public realm
as possible, can also be understood as a self-evident consequence of devo-
tion to good works, independent of all beliefs and expectations. For it is
manifest_that the moment a good work becomes known and public, it
loses_its specific character of goodness, of being done for nothing but
goodness’ sake. When goodness appears openly, it is no longer goodness,
though it may still be useful as organized charity or an act of solidarity.
Therefore: “Take heed that ye do not your alms before men, to be seen
of them.” Goodness can exist only when it is not perceived, not even by
its author; whoever sees himself performing a good work is no longer
good, but at best a useful member of society or a dutiful member of a
church. Therefore: “Let not thy left hand know what thy right hand
doeth.”

It may be this curious negative quality of goodness, the lack of out-
ward phenomenal manifestation, that makes Jesus of Nazareth’s appear-
ance in history such a profoundly paradoxical event; it certainly seems to
be the reason why he thought and taught that no man can be good:
“Why callest thou me good? none is good, save one, that is, God.”% The
same conviction finds its expression in the talmudic story of the thirty-six
righteous men, for the sake of whom God saves the world and who also
are known to nobody, least of all to themselves. We are reminded of
Socrates’ great insight that no man can be wise, out of which love for wis-
dom, or philo-sophy, was born; the whole life story of Jesus seems to tes-
tify how love for goodness arises out of the insight that no man can be
good.

Love of wisdom and love of goodness, if they resolve themselves into
the activities of philosophizing and doing good works, have in common
that they come to an immediate end, cancel themselves, so to speak,
whenever it is assumed that man can be wise or be good. Attempts to bring
into being that which can never survive the fleeting moment of the deed
itself have never been lacking and have always led into absurdity. The
philosophers of late antiquity who demanded of themselves to be wise
were absurd when they claimed to be happy when roasted alive in the fa-
mous Phaleric Bull. And no less absurd is the Christian demand to be good
and to turn the other cheek, when not taken metaphorically but tried as a
real way of life.

But the similarity between the activities springing from love of good-
ness and love of wisdom ends here. Both, it is true, stand in a certain op-
position to the public realm, but the case of goodness is much more
extreme in this respect and therefore of greater relevance in our context.
Only goodness must go into absolute hiding and flee all appearance if it is
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not to be destroyed. The philosopher, even if he decides with Plato to
leave the “cave” of human affairs does not have to hide from himself; on
everything that is, but also himself, in the dialogue between “mg e and my-
self” (eme emautd) in which Plato apparently saw the essence of thought.8
To be in solitude means to be with one’s self, and thinking, therefore,
though it may be the most solitary of all activities, is_ never altogether
without a partner and without company.

The man, however, who is in love with goodness can never afford to
lead a solitary life, and-yet his living with others and for others must re-
main_essentially without testimony and lacks first of all the compa_x_of
himself. He is not solitary, but lonely; when living with others he must
hide from them and cannot even trust himself to witness what he is doing.
The philosopher can always rely upon his thoughts to keep him company,
whereas good deeds can never keep anybody company; they must be for-
gotten the moment they are done, because even memory will destroy
their quality of being “good.” Moreover, thinking, because it can be re-
membered, can crystallize into thought, and thoughts, like all things that
owe their existence to remembrance, can be transformed into tangible ob-
jects which, like the written page or the printed book, become part of the
human artifice. Good works, because they must be forgotten instantly,
can never become part of the world; they come and go, leaving no trace.

They truly are not of this world. .
It is this worldlessness inherent in good works that makes the lover of

goodness an essentially religious figure and that makes goodness, like wis-
dom in antiquity, an essentially non-human, superhuman quality. And yet
love of goodness, unlike love of wisdom, is not restricted to the experi-
ence of the few, just as loneliness, unlike solitude, is within the range of
every man’s experience. In a sense, therefore, goodness and loneliness are

of much greater relevance to politics than wisdom and solitude, yet only

solitude can become an authentic way of life in the figure of the philoso-

pher, whereas the much more general experience of loneliness is so con-
tradictory to the human condition of plurality that it is simply unbearable
for any length of time and needs the ‘company of God the only imagin-
able witness of good works, if it is not to annihilate human existence alto-
gether. The otherworldliness of religious experience, in so far as it is truly

the experience of love in the sense 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
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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 everybody are seen and
heard by others.

Geoodness, therefore, as a_consistent way of life, is not only impossi-
ble within the confines of the public realm, it is even destructive 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.”® 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. Machi-
avelli’s criterion for political action was glory, the same as in classical an-
tiquity, 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.®” 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 re-
ligious rule over the secular realm was inescapably this: either the public
realm corrupted the religious body and thereby became itself corrupt, or
the religious body remained uncorrupt and destroyed the public realm al-
together. A reformed Church therefore was even more dangerous in
Machiavelli'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 licentiousness of the prelates
and heads of the Church,” teach people to be good and not “to resist
gvil’—with the result that “wicked rulers do as much evil as they
lease. %8

please.

We chose the admittedly extreme example of doing good works, ex-
treme because this activity is not even at home in the realm of privacy, in
order to indicate that the historical judgments of political communities, by
which each determined which of the activities of the vita activa should be
shown in public and which be hidden in privacy, may have their corre-
spondence in the nature of these activities themselves. By raising this
question, [ do not intend to attempt an exhaustive analysis of the activities
of the vita activa, whose articulations have been curiously neglected by a
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tradition which considered it chiefly from the standpoint of the vita con-
templativa, but to try to determine with some measure of assurance their
political significance.

Notes

1. It seems quite striking that the Homeric gods act only with respect to men,
ruling them from afar or interfering in their affairs. Conflicts 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 erg’ andron te theon te
(Odyssey i. 338): the bard sings the deeds of gods and men, not stories of the
gods and stories of men. Similarly, Hesiod’s Theogony deals not with the
deeds of gods but with the genesis of the world (116); it therefore tells how
things came into being through begetting and giving birth (constantly recur-
ring). 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 see, the glori-
ous deeds of the gods.

2. The quotation is from the Index Rerum to the Taurinian edition of Aquinas
(1922). The word “politicus” does not occur in the text, but the Index sum-
marizes Thomas’ meaning correctly, as can be seen from Summa theologica 1.
96. 4; 1. 2. 109. 3.

3. Societas regni in Livius, societas sceleris in Cornelius Nepos. Such an alliance
could also be concluded for business purposes, and Aquinas still holds that a
“true societas” between businessmen exists only “where the investor himself
shares in the risk,” that is, where the partnership is truly an alliance (see W. J.
Ashley, An Introduction to English Economic History and Theory [1931], p. 419).

4. 1 use here and in the following the word “man-kind” to designate the human
species, as distinguished from “mankind,” which indicates the sum total of
human beings.

5. Werner Jaeger, Paideia (1945), 111, 111.

6. Although Fustel de Coulanges’ chief thesis, according to the Introduction to
The Ancient 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 an-
tagonistic 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 con-
tradiction in this great book seems to me to be in Coulanges’ attempt to treat
Rome and the Greek city-states together; for his evidence and categories he
relies chiefly on Roman institutional and political sentiment, although he
recognizes that the Vesta cult “became weakened in Greece at a very early
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10.
11.
12.

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 Rome, 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
second 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 re-
ligion of the polis, she had to cede her place in the assembly of the twelve
Olympian gods to Dionysos (see Mommsen, Rémische Geschichte [5th ed.],
Book I, ch. 12, and Robert Graves, The Greek Myths [1955], 27. k).

The passage occurs in Phoenix’ speech, Iliad ix. 443. It clearly refers to edu-
cation for war and agora, the public meeting, in which men can distinguish
themselves. The literal translation is: “[your father] charged me to teach you
all this, to be a speaker of words and a doer of deeds” (mythan te rhétér’ eme-
nai prektéra te ergon).

The literal translation of the last lines of Antigone (1350-54) is as follows:
“But great words, counteracting [or paying back] the great blows of the
overproud, teach understanding in old age.” The content of these lines is 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 Streiche der hohen Schultern / Vergeltend, / Sie haben im
Alter gelehrt, zu denken.” An anecdote, reported by Plutarch, may illustrate
the connection between acting and speaking on a much lower level. A man
once approached Demosthenes and related how terribly he had been beaten.
“But you,” said Demosthenes, “suffered nothing of what you tell me.”
Whereupon the other raised his voice and cried out: “I suffered nothing?”
“Now,” said Demosthenes, “I hear the voice of somebody who was injured
and who suffered” (Lives, “Demosthenes™). A last remnant of this ancient
connection of speech and ‘thought, from which our notion of expressing
thought through words is absent, may be found in the current Ciceronian
phrase of ratio et oratio.

It is characteristic for this development that every politician was called a
“rhetor” and that rhetoric, the art of public speaking, as distinguished from
dialectic, the art of philosophic speech, is defined by Aristotle as the art of
persuasion (see Rhetoric 1354a12 ff., 1355b26 fF.). (The distinction itself is de-
rived from Plato, Gorgias 448.) It is in this sense that we must understand the
Greek opinion of the decline of Thebes, which was ascribed to Theban ne-
glect of rhetoric in favor of military exercise (see Jacob Burckhardt, Griech-
ische Kulturgeschichte, ed. Kroener, III, 190).

Nicomachean Ethics 1142225 and 1178a6 ff.

Aquinas op. dt. i1. 2. 50. 3.

The terms dominus and paterfamilias therefore were synonymous, like the
terms servus and familiaris: Dominum patrem familiae appellaverunt; servos . . . fa-
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miliares (Seneca Epistolae 47. 12). The old Roman liberty of the citizen disap-
peared when the Roman emperors adopted the title dominus, “ce nom,
qu’Auguste et que Tibére encore, repoussaient comme une malédiction et
une injure” (H. Wallon, Histoire de I'esclavage dans Pantiquité [1847], 111, 21).

According to Gunnar Myrdal (The Political Element in the Development of Eco-

nomic Theory [1953), p. xl), the “idea of Social Economy or collective house-
keeping (Volkswirtschaft)” is one of the “three main foci” around which “the
political speculation which has permeated economics from the very begin-
ning is found to be crystallized.”

This is not to deny that the nation-state and its society grew out of the
medieval kingdom and feudalism, in whose framework the family and house-
hold unit have an importance unequalled in classical antiquity. The difference,
however, is marked. Within the feudal framework, families and households
were mutually almost independent, so that the royal household, representing a
given territorial region and ruling the feudal lords as primus inter pares, did not
pretend, like an absolute ruler, to be the head of one family. The medieval
“nation” was a conglomeration of families; its members did not think of
themselves as members of one family comprehending the whole nation.

The distinction is very clear in the first paragraphs of the Ps. Aristotelian Eco-
nomics, because it opposes the despotic one-man rule (mon-archia) of the
household organization to the altogether different organization of the polis.
In Athens, one may see the turning point in Solon’s legislation. Coulanges
rightly sees in the Athenian law that made it a filial duty to support parents
the proof of the loss of paternal power (op.cit., pp. 315-16). However, pater-
nal power was limited only if it conflicted with the interest of the city and
never for the sake of the individual family member. Thus the sale of children
and the exposure of infants lasted throughout antiquity (see R. H. Barrow,
Slavery in the Roman Empire [1928], p. 8: “Other rights in the patria potestas
had become obsolete; but the right of exposure remained unforbidden till
A.D. 374").

It is interesting for this distinction that there were Greek cities where citizens
were obliged by law to share their harvest and consume it in common,
whereas each of them had the absolute uncontested property of his soil. See
Coulanges (op. dit., p. 61), who calls this law “a singular contradiction”; it is
no contradiction, because these two types of property had nothing in com-
mon in ancient understanding.

See Laws 842.

Quoted from Coulanges, op. cit., p. 96; the reference to Plutarch is Quaes-
tiones Romanae 51. It seems strange that Coulanges’ one-sided emphasis on
the underworld deities in Greek and Roman religion should have over-
looked that these gods were not mere gods of the dead and the cult not
merely a “death cult,” but that this early earth-bound religion served life and
death as two aspects of the same process. Life rises out of the earth and re-
turns to it; birth and death are but two different stages of the same biological
life over which the subterranean gods hold sway.
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20. The discussion between Socrates and Eutherus in Xenophon's Memorabilia

21.
22.

23.

24,

25.
26.

27.

(ii. 8) is quite interesting: Eutherus is forced by necessity to labor with his
body and is sure that his body will not be able to stand this kind of life for
very long and also that in his old age he will be destitute. Still, he thinks that
to labor is better than to beg. Whereupon Socrates proposes that he look for
somebody “who is better off and needs an assistant.” Eutherus replies that he
could not bear servitude (douleia).

The reference is to Hobbes, Leviathan, Part I, ch. 13.

The most famous and the most beautiful reference is the discussion of the dif-
ferent forms of government in Herodotus (iii. 80—83), where Otanes, the de-
fender of Greek equality (isonomie), states that he “wishes neither to rule nor
to be ruled.” But it is the same spirit in which Aristotle states that the life of
a free man is better than that of a despot, denying freedom to the despot as a
matter of course (Politics 1325a24). According to Coulanges, all Greek and
Latin words which express some rulership over others, such as rex, pater,
anax, basileus, refer originally to household relationships and were names the
slaves gave to their master (op. cit., pp. 89 ff.,, 228).

The proportion varied and is certainly exaggerated in Xenophon’s report
from Sparta, where among four thousand people in the market place, a for-
eigner counted no more than sixty citizens (Hellenica iii. 35).

See Myrdal, op. cit.: “The notion that society, like the head of a family, keeps
house for its members, is deeply rooted in economic terminology. . . . In
German Volkswirtschafislehte suggests . . . that there is a collective subject of
economic activity . . . with a common purpose and common values. In En-
glish, . . . ‘theory of wealth’ or ‘theory of welfare’ express similar ideas”
(p. 140). “What is meant by a social economy whose function is social
housekeeping? In the first place, it implies or suggests an analogy between the
individual who runs his own or his family household and society. Adam
Smith and James Mill elaborated this analogy explicitly. After J. S. Mill’s crit-
icism, and with the wider recognition of the distinction between practical
and theoretical political economy, the analogy was generally less emphasized”
(p. 143). The fact that the analogy was no longer used may also be due to a
development in which society devoured the family unit until it became a
full-fledged substitute for it.

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

The characteristics which E. Levasseur (Histoire des classes ouvriéres et le de in-
dustrie en France avant 1789 [1900]) finds for the feudal organization of labor
are true for the whole of feudal communities: “Chacun vivait chez soi et vi-
vait de soi-méme, le noble sur sa seigneurie, le vilain sur sa culture, le citadin
dans sa ville” (p. 229).
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, see Wallon,
op. ct., II, 200: “La loi, pendant bien longtemps, donc . . . s’abstenait de
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pénétrer dans la famille, ou elle reconnaissait I'empire d’une autre loi.” An-
cient, especially Roman, jurisdiction with respect to household matters,
treatment of slaves, family relationships, etc., was essentially designed to re-
strain the otherwise unrestricted power of the household head; that there
could be a rule of justice within the entirely “private” society of the slaves
themselves was unthinkable—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.

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

This “rise” from one realm or rank to a higher is a recurrent theme in
Machiavelli (see esp. Prince, ch. '6 about Hiero of Syracuse and ch. 7; and Dis-
courses, Book II, ch. 13).

-“By Solon’s time slavery had come to be looked on as worse than death”

(Robert Schlaifer, “Greek Theories of Slavery from Homer to Aristotle,”
Harvard Studies in Classical Philology [1936], XLVII). Since then, philopsychia
(“love of life”) and cowardice became identified with slavishness. Thus, Plato
could believe he had demonstrated the natural slavishness of slaves by the fact
that they had not preferred death to enslavement (Republic 386A). A late echo
of this might still be found in Seneca’s answer to the complaints of slaves: “Is
freedom so close at hand, yet is there any one a slave?” (Ep. 77. 14) or in his
vita si moriendi virtus abest, servitus est—*life is slavery without the virtue which
knows how to die” (77. 13). To understand the ancient attitude toward slav-
ery, it is not immaterial to remember that the majority of slaves were de-
feated enemies and that generally only a small percentage were born slaves.
And while under the Roman Republic slaves were, on the whole, drawn
from outside the limits of Roman rule, Greek slaves usually were of the same
nationality as their masters; they had proved their slavish nature by not com-
mitting suicide, and since courage was the political virtue par excellence,
they had thereby shown their “natural” unworthiness, their unfitness to be
citizens. The attitude toward slaves changed in the Roman Empire, not only
because of the influence of Stoicism but because a much greater portion of
the slave population were slaves by birth. But even in Rome, labos is consid-
ered to be closely connected with unglorious death by Vergil (Aeneis vi).
That the free man distinguishes himself from the slave through courage seems
to have been the theme of a poem by the Cretan poet Hybrias: “My riches
are spear and sword and the beautiful shield. . . . But those who do not dare
to bear spear and sword and the beautiful shield that protects the body fall all
down unto their knees with awe and address me as Lord and great King”
(quoted from Eduard Meyer, Die Sklaverei im Altertum [1898], p. 22).

Max Weber, “Agrarverhiltnisse im Altertum,” Gesammelte Aufsitze zur
Sozial-und Wirtschaftsgeschichte (1924), p. 147.

This is well illustrated by a remark of Seneca, who, discussing the usefulness
of highly educated slaves (who know all the classics by heart) to an assumedly
rather ignorant master, comments: “What the household knows the master
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knows” (Ep. 27. 6, quoted from Barrow, Slavery in the Roman Empire, p. 61).
Aien aristeuein kai hypeirochon emmenai allon (“always to be the best and to rise
above others”) is the central concern of Homer’s heroes (Iliad vi. 208), and
Homer was “the educator of Hellas.”

“The conception of political economy as primarily a ‘science’ dates only from
Adam Smith” and was unknown not only to antiquity and the Middle Ages,
but also to canonist doctrine, the first “complete and economic doctrine”
which “differed from modern economics in being an ‘art’ rather than a ‘sci-
ence’ ” (W. J. Ashley, op. ct., pp. 379 ff.). Classical economics assumed that
man, in so far as he is an active being, acts exclusively from self-interest and
is driven by only one desire, the desire for acquisition. Adam Smith’s intro-
duction of an “invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of [any-
body’s] intention” proves that even this minimum of action with its uniform
motivation still contains too much unpredictable initiative for the establish-
ment of a science. Marx developed classical economics further by substituting
group or class interests for individual and personal interests and by reducing
these class interests to two major classes, capitalists and workers, so that he
was left with one conflict, where classical economics had seen a multitude of
contradictory conflicts. The reason why the Marxian economic system is
more consistent and coherent, and therefore apparently so much more “sci-
entific” than those of his predecessors, lies primarily in the construction of
“socialized man,” who is even less an acting being than the “economic man”
of liberal economics.

That liberal utilitarianism, and not socialism, is “forced into an untenable
‘communistic fiction’ about the unity of society” and that “the communist
fiction [is] implicit in. most writings on economics” constitutes one of the
chief theses of Myrdal’s brilliant work (op. dit., pp. 54 and 150). He shows
conclusively that economics can be a science only if one assumes that one in-
terest pervades society as a whole. Behind the “harmony of interests” stands
always the “communistic fiction” of one interest, which may then be called
welfare or commonwealth. Liberal economists consequently were always
guided by a “communistic” ideal, namely, by “interest of society as a whole”
(pp- 194-95). The crux of the argument is that this “amounts to the assertion
that society must be conceived as a single subject. This, however, is precisely
what cannot be conceived. If we tried, we would be attempting to abstract
from the essential fact that social activity is the result of the intentions of sev-
eral individuals” (p. 154).

For a brilliant exposition of this usually neglected aspect of Marx’s relevance
for modern society, see Siegfried Landshut, “Die Gegenwart im Lichte der
Marxschen Lehre,” Hamburger Jahrbuch fiir Wirtschafts- und Gesellschaftspolitik,
Vol. I (1956).

Here and later I apply the term “division of labor” only to modern labor
conditions where one activity is divided and atomized into innumerable
minute manipulations, and not to the “division of labor” given in profes-
sional specialization. The latter can be so classified only under the assumption
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that society must be conceived as one single subject, the fulfilment of whose
needs are then subdivided by “an invisible hand” among its members. The
same holds true, mutatis mutandis, for the odd notion of a division of labor be-
tween the sexes, which is even considered by some writers to be the most
original one. It presumes as its single subject man-kind, the human species,
which has divided its labors among men and women. Where the same argu-
ment is used in antiquity (see, for instance, Xenophon Qeconomicus vii. 22),
emphasis and meaning are quite different. The main division is between a life
spent indoors, in the household, and a life 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 assumption for the idea of division of
labor, is of course entirely absent (cf. n. 81). Antiquity seems to have known
only professional specialization, which assumedly was predetermined by nat-
ural qualities and gifts. Thus work in the gold mines, which occupied several
thousand workers, was distributed according to strength and skill. See J.-P.
Vernant, “Travail et nature dans la Gréce ancienne,” Journal de psychologie nor-
male et pathologique, Vol. L1I, No. 1 { January—March, 1955).

All the European words for “labor,” the Latin and English labor, the Greek
ponos, the French travail, the German Arbeit, signify pain and effort and are
also used for the pangs of birth. Labor has the same etymological root as labare
(“to stumble under a burden”); ponos and Arbeit have the same etymological
roots as “poverty” (penia in Greek and Armut in German). Even Hesiod, cur-
rently counted among the few defenders of labor in antiquity, put ponon algi-
noenta (“painful labor™) as first of the evils plaguing man (Theogony 226). For
the Greek usage, see G. Herzog-Hauser, “Ponos,” in Pauly-Wissowa. The

German Arbeit and arm are both derived from the Germanic arbma-, meaning -

lonely and neglected, abandoned. See Kluge/Gétze, Etymologisches Werterbuch
(1951). In medieval German, the word is used to translate labor, tribulatio, per-
secutio, adversitas, malum (see Klara Vontobel, Das Arbeitsethos des deutschen
Protestantismus [Dissertation, Bern, 1946]).

Homer's much quoted thought that Zeus takes away half of a man’s excel-
lence (aret?) when the day of slavery catches him (Odyssey xvii, 320 ff.) is put
into 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.

This is also the reason why it is impossible “to write a character sketch of any

slave who lived. . . . Until they emerge into freedom and notoriety, they re-
main shadowy types rather than persons” (Barrow, Slavery in the Roman Em-
pire, p. 156).

I use here a little-known poem on pain from Rilke’s deathbed: The first lines
of the untitled poem are: “Komm du, du letzter, den ich anerkenne, / heil-
loser Schmerz im leiblichen Geweb”; and it concludes as follows: “Bin ich es
noch, der da unkenntlich brennt? / Erinnerungen reiss ich nicht herein. / O
Leben, Leben: Draussensein. / Und ich in Lohe. Niemand, der mich kennt.”
On the subjectivity of pain and its relevance for all variations of hedonism
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and sensualism, see §§ 15 and 43. For the living, death is primarily dis-
appearance. But unlike pain, there is one aspect of death in which it is as
though death appeared among the living, and that is in old age. Goethe once
remarked that growing old is “gradually receding from appearance” (stufenweises
Zuriicktreten aus der Erscheinung); the truth of this remark as well as the actual ap-
pearance of this process of disappearing becomes quite tangible in the old-age
self-portraits of the great masters—Rembrandt, Leonardo, etc.—in which the
intensity of the eyes seems to illuminate and preside over the receding flesh.
Contra Faustum Manichaeum v. 5.

This is of course still the presupposition even of Aquinas’ political philosophy
(see op. cit. ii. 2. 181, 4).

The term corpus rei publicae is current in pre-Christian Latin, but has the con-
notation of the population inhabiting a res publica, a given political realm. The
corresponding Greek term soma is never used in pre-Christian Greek in a
political sense. The metaphor seems to occur for the first time in Paul
(I Cor. 12: 12-27) and is current in all early Christian writers (see, for in-
stance, Tertullian Apologeticus 39, or Ambrosius De officiis ministrorum iii. 3. -
17). 1t became of the greatest importance for medieval political theory, which
unanimously assumed that all men were quasi unum corpus (Aquinas op. cit. ii.
1. 81. 1). But while the early writers stressed the equality of the members,
which are all equally necessary for the well-being of the body as a whole, the
emphasis later shifted to the difference between the head and the members,
to the duty of the head to rule and of the members to obey. (For the Middle
Ages, see Anton-Hermann Chroust, “The Corporate Idea in the Middle
Ages,” Review of Politics, Vol. VIII [1947).)

Aquinas op. dt. ii. 2. 179. 2.

See Article 57 of the Benedictine rule, in Levasseur, op. cit., p. 187: If one of
the monks became proud of his work, he had to give it up.

Barrow (Slavery in the Roman Empite, p. 168), in an illuminating discussion of
the membership of slaves in the Roman colleges, which provided, besides
“good fellowship in life and the certainty of a decent burial . . . the crowning
glory of an epitaph; and in this last the slave found a melancholy pleasure.”
Nicomachean Ethics 1177b31.

Wealth of Nations, Book I, ch. 10 (pp. 120 and 95 of Vol. I of Every-
man’s ed.).

For modern loneliness as a mass phenomenon see David Riesman, The Lonely
Crowd (1950).

So Plinius Junior, quoted in W. L. Westermann, “Sklaverei,” in Pauly-
Wissowa, Suppl. VI, p. 1045.

There is plenty of evidence for this different estimation of wealth and culture
in Rome and Greece. But it is interesting to note how consistently this esti-
mate coincided with the position of slaves. Roman slaves played a much
greater role in Roman culture than in Greece, where, on the other hand,

their role in economic life was much more important (see Westermann, in
Pauly-Wissowa, p. 984).
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Augustine (De civitate Dei xix. 19) sees in the duty of caritas toward the utilitas
proximi (“the interest of one’s neighbor”) the limitation of otium and contem-
plation. But “in active life, it is not the honors or power of this life we should
covet, . . . but the welfare of those who are under us [salutem subditorum].”
Obviously, this kind of responsibility resembles the responsibility of the
household head for his family more than political responsibility, properly
speaking, The Christian precept to mind one’s own business is derived from
I Thess. 4: 11: “that ye study to be quiet and to do your own business” ( prat-
tein ta idia, whereby ta idia is understood as opposed to ta koina [“public com-
mon affairs”]).

Coulanges (op. cit.) holds: “The true signification of familia is property; it des-
ignates the field, the house, money, and slaves” (p. 107). Yet, this “property”
is not seen as attached to the family; on the contrary, “the family is attached

to the hearth, the hearth is attached to the soil” (p. 62). The point is: “The

fortune is immovable like the hearth and the tomb to which it is attached. It
is the man who passes away” (p. 74).

Levasseur (op. cit.) relates the medieval foundation of a community and the
conditions of admission to it: “Il ne suffisait pas d’habiter la ville pour avoir
droit  cette admission. Il fallait . . . posséder une maison. . . .” Furthermore:
“Toute injure proférée en public contre la commune entrainait la démolition
de la maison et le bannissement du coupable” (p. 240, including n. 3).

The distinction is most obvious in the case of slaves who, though without
property in the ancient understanding (that is, without a place of their own),
were by no means propertyless in the modern sense. The peculium (the “pri-
vate possession of a slave”) could amount to considerable sums and even con-
tain slaves of his own (vicarii). Barrow speaks of “the property which the
humblest of his class possessed” (Slavery in the Roman Empire, p. 122; this
‘work is the best report on the role of the peculium).

Coulanges reports a remark of Aristotle that in ancient times the son could
not be a citizen during the lifetime of his father; upon his death, only the el-
dest son enjoyed political rights (op. cit., p. 228). Coulanges holds that the
Roman plebs originally consisted of people without home and hearth, that it
therefore was clearly distinct from the populus Romanus (pp. 229 ff.).

“The whole of this religion was inclosed within the walls of each house. . . .
All these gods, the Hearth, the Lares, and the Manes, were called the hidden
gods, or gods of the interior. To all the acts of this religion secrecy was nec-
essary, sacrificia occulta, as Cicero said (De arusp. respl. 17)” (Coulanges, op.
dt., p. 37).

It seems as though the Eleusinian Mysteries provided for a common and
quasi-public experience of this whole realm, which, because of its very na-
ture and even though it was common to all, needed to be hidden, kept secret
from the public realm: Everybody could participate in them, but nobody was
permitted to talk about them. The mysteries concerned the unspeakable, and
experiences beyond speech were non-political and perhaps antipolitical by
definition (see Karl Kerenyi, Die Geburt der Helena [1943—-45], pp. 48 ff).
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That they concerned the secret of birth and death seems proved by a frag-
ment of Pindar: oide men biou teleutan, oiden de diosdoton archan (frag. 137a),
where the initiated is said to know “the end of life and the Zeus-given be-
ginning.”

The Greek word for law, nomos, derives from nemein, which means to dis-
tribute, to possess (what has been distributed), and to dwell. The combina-
tion of law and hedge in the word nomos is quite manifest in a fragment of
Heraclitus: machesthai chré ton démon hyper tou nomou hokosper teicheos (“the
people should fight for the law as for a wall”). The Roman word for law, lex,
has an entirely different meaning; it indicates a formal relationship between
people rather than the wall that separates them from others. But the bound-
ary and its god, Terminus, who separated the agrum publicum a privato (Livius)
was more highly revered than the corresponding theoi horoi in Greece.
Coulanges reports an ancient Greek law according to which two buildings
never were permitted to touch (op. dt., p. 63). .

The word polis originally connoted something like a “ring-wall,” and it
seems the Latin urbs also expressed the notion of a “circle” and was derived
from the same root as orbis. We find the same connection in our word
“town,” which originally, like the German Zaun, meant a surrounding fence
(see R. B. Onians, The Origins of European Thought [1954], p. 444, n. 1).
The legislator therefore did not need to be a citizen and frequently was called
in from the outside. His work was not political; political life, however, could
begin only after he had finished his legislation.

Demosthenes Orationes 57. 45: “Poverty forces the free to do many slavish
and base things” (polla doulika kai tapeina pragmata tous eleutherous he penia bi-
azetai poiein). '
This condition for admission to the public realm was still in existence in the
earlier Middle Ages. The English “Books of Customs” still drew “a sharp dis-
tinction between the craftsman and the freeman, franke homme, of the town.
. .. If a craftsman became so rich that he wished to become a freeman, he
must first foreswear his craft and get rid of all his tools from his house”
(W. J. Ashley, op. cit., p. 83). It was only under the rule of Edward III that
the craftsmen became so rich that “instead of the craftsmen being incapable
of citizenship, citizenship came to be bound up with membership of one of
the companies” (p. 89).

Coulanges, in distinction from other authors, stresses the time- and strength-

. consuming activities demanded from an ancient citizen, rather than his

“leisure,” and sees rightly that Aristotle’s statement that no man who had to
work for his livelihood could be a citizen is a simple statement of fact rather
than the expression of a prejudice (op. cit., pp. 335 ff.). It is characteristic of
the modern development that riches as such, regardless of the occupation of
their owner, became a qualification for citizenship: only now was it a mere
privilege to be a citizen, unconnected with any specifically political activities.
This seems to me to be the solution of the “well-known puzzle in the study
of the economic history of the ancient world that industry developed up to a
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certain point, but stopped short of making progress which might have been
expected . . . [in view of the fact that] thoroughness and capacity for organi-
zation on a large scale is shown by the Romans in other departments, in
the public services and the army” (Barrow, Slavery in the Roman Empire,
pp. 109-10). It seems a prejudice due to modern conditions to expect the
same capacity for organization in private as in “public services.” Max Weber,
in his remarkable essay (op. cit.) had already insisted on the fact that ancient
cities were rather “centers of consumption than of production” and that the
ancient slave owner was a “rentier and not a capitalist [Unternehmer]” (pp. 13,
22 ff., and 144). The very indifference of ancient writers to economic ques-
tions, and the lack of documents in this respect, give additional weight to
Weber’s argument.

All histories of the working class, that is, a class of people who are without
any property and live only from the work of their hands, suffer from the
naive assumption that there has always been such a class. Yet, as we saw, even
slaves were not without property in antiquity, and the so-called free labor in
antiquity usually turns out to consist of “free shopkeepers, traders and crafts-
men” (Barrow, Slavery in the Roman Empire, p. 126). M. E. Park (The Plebs
Urbana in Cicero’s Day [1921]), therefore, comes to the conclusion that there
was no free labor, since the free man always appears to be an owner of some
sort. W. J. Ashley sums up the situation in the Middle Ages up to the fif-
teenth century: “There was as yet no large class of wage laborers, no ‘work-
ing class’ in the modern sense of the term. By ‘working men,” we mean a
number of men, from among whom individuals may indeed rise to become
masters, but the majority of whom cannot hope ever to rise to a higher posi-
tion. But in the fourteenth century a few year's work as a journeyman was
but a stage through which the poorer men had to pass, while the majority
probably set up for themselves as master craftsmen as soon as apprenticeship
was over” (op. cit., pp. 93-94).

Thus, the working class in antiquity was neither free nor without prop-
erty; if, through manumission, the slave was given (in Rome) or had bought
(in Athens) his freedom, he did not become a free laborer but instantly be-
came an independent businessman or craftsman. (“Most slaves seem to have
taken into freedom some capital of their own” to set up in trade and industry
[Barrow, Slavery in the Roman Empire, p. 103]). And in the Middle Ages, to
be a worker in the modem sense of the term was a temporary stage in one’s
life, a preparation for mastership and manhood. Hired labor in the Middle
Ages was an exception, and the German day laborers (the Tagelohner in
Luther’s Bible translation) or the French manceuvres lived outside the settled
communities and were identical with the poor, the “labouring poor” in En-
gland (see Pierre Brizon, Histoire du travail et des travailleurs [1926], p. 40).
Moreover, the fact that no code of law before the Code Napoléon offers any
treatment of free labor (see W. Endemann, Die Behandlung der Arbeit im Pri-
vatrecht [1896], pp. 49, 53) shows conclusively how recent the existence of a
working class is.
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See the ingenious comment on “property is theft” which occurs in Prou-
dhon’s posthumously published Théorie de la propriété, pp. 20910, where he
presents property in its “egoist, satanic nature” as the “most efficient means
to resist despotism without overthrowing the state.”

I must confess that I fail to see on what grounds in present-day society liberal
economists (who today call themselves conservatives) can justify their opti-
mism that the private appropriation of wealth will suffice to guard individual
liberties—that is, will fulfil the same role as private property. In a jobholding
society, these liberties are safe only as long as they are guaranteed by the state,
and even now they are constantly threatened, not by the state, but by society,
which distributes the jobs and determines the share of individual appro-
priation.

R. W. K. Hinton, “Was Charles I a Tyrant?” Review of Politics, Vol. XVIII
(January, 1956).

For the history of the word “capital” deriving from the Latin caput, which in
Roman law was employed for the principal of a debt, see W. J. Ashley, op.
dt., pp. 429 and 433, n. 183. Only eighteenth-century writers began to use
the word in the modern sense as “wealth invested in such a way as to bring
gain.”

Medieval economic theory did not yet conceive of money as a common de-
nominator and yardstick but counted it among the consumptibiles.

Second Treatise of Civil Government, sec. 27.

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

The Greek and Latin words for the interior of the house, megaron and atrium,
have a strong connotation of darkness and blackness (see Mommsen, op. cit.,
pp- 22 and 236).

Aristotle Politics 1254b25.

The life of a woman is called ponétikos by Aristotle, On the Generation of Ani-
mals 775a33. That women and slaves belonged and lived together, that no
woman, not even the wife of the household head, lived among her equals—
other free women—so that rank depended much less on birth than on “oc-
cupation” or function, is very well presented by Wallon (op. cit., 1, 77 ff),
who speaks of a “confusion des rangs, ce partage de toutes les fonctions do-
mestiques”: “Les femmes . . . se confondaient avec leurs esclaves dans les
soins habituels de Ia vie intérieure. De quelque rang qu’elles fussent, le travail
était leur apanage, comme aux hommes la guerre.”

See Pierre Brizon, Histoire du travail et des travailleurs (4th ed.; 1926), p. 184,
concerning the conditions of factory work in the seventeenth century.
Tertullian op. cit. 38.

This difference of experience may partly explain the difference between the
great sanity of Augustine and the horrible concreteness of Tertullian’s views
on politics. Both were Romans and profoundly shaped by Roman political
life.

Luke 8:19. The same thought occurs in Matt. 6:1-18, where Jesus warns
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against hypocrisy, against the open display of piety. Piety cannot “appear
unto men” but only unto God, who “seeth in secret.” God, it is true, “shall
reward” man, but not, as the standard translation claims, “openly.” The Ger-
man word Scheinheiligkeit expresses this religious phenomenon, where mere
appearance is already hypocrisy, quite adequately.

One finds this idiom passim in Plato (see esp. Gorgias 482).

Prince, ch. 15.

Ibid., ch. 8.

Discourses, Book III, ch. 1.

Reflections on Little Rock

PRELIMINARY REMARKS

This article was written more than a year ago upon the suggestion of one
of the editors of Commentary. It was a topical article whose publication
was delayed for months because of the controversial nature of my reflec-
tions which, obviously, were at variance with the magazine’s stand on
matters of discrimination and segregation. Meanwhile, things had qui-
eted down temporarily; 1 had hopes that my fears concerning the serious-
ness of the situation might prove exaggerated and no longer wished to
publish this article. Recent developments have convinced me that such
hopes are futile and that the routine repetition of liberal clichés may be
even more dangerous than I thought a year ago. I therefore agreed to let
Dissent publish the article as it was written—not because I thought that
a year-old topical essay could possibly exhaust the subject or even do jus-
tice to the many difficult problems involved, but in the hope that even an
inadequate attempt might help to break the dangerous routine in which
the discussion of these issues is being held from both sides.

There are, however, two points which were brought to my attention
after I wrote the article which I would like to mention at least. The first
concerns my contention that the marriage laws in 29 of the 49 states
constitute a much more flagrant breach of letter and spirit of the Consti-
tution than segregation of schools. To this, Sidney Hook (New
Leader, April 13), replied that Negroes were “profoundly uninterested”
in these laws; in their eyes, “the discriminatory ban against intermar-
riages and miscegenation is last in the order of priorities.” I have my
doubts about this, especially with respect to the educated strata in the
Negro population, but it is of course petfectly true that Negro public
opinion and the policies of the NAACP are almost exclusively concerned

troduction, pp. xxxiii—xxxvi.

From Dissent 6/1 (Winter 1959). For the theoretical context of this article, see Editor’s In-
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