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IDENTITY AND THE FLIGHT WITHIN
Always there is the return to the philosophical vision of George Grant. For
all of the political differences which separate the generations, and there are
many, and for all ofthe criticisms which might be raised against Grant's choice
of intellectual itinerary in his "labour of recovery" of classical virtu, yet there
remains the simple, the resilient fact that Grant is a truth-sayer about the
human condition ; that somehow he has unified the philosophical imagination
and the collective unconscious in Canada . And what is the truth which is
announced in Grant's writings - a philosophical discourse which ranges, in
part, from the intellectual patriotism of Lament for a Nation to the elegant
ruminations on wisdom and justice in Philosophy in the Mass Age? It is, I
would suggest, that if philosophy is to remain an erotic act, an extended
speech about and for life which discovers the essence of human passion in the
love of wisdom, it must necessarily be a philosophy of absences, ofsilences . It
must speak, that is, with a voice which admits that even in this age of historical
man, the essence of humanity is defined and circumscribed by the condition of
marginality .
The philosophy of life is an old acquaintance of marginality, of
estrangement and displacement. As Grant has said, in fact, of the origins of
the life of reason that beginning with Socrates and Plato, philosophy has
never unburdened itself of the more ancient responsibility of being a "practice
of dying."' The elemental action of the philosopher is "to negate the world,
and thus to critically negate oneself, to engage in self-transcendence ."' But if
dying to the world is constitutive of philosophy, if, that is, the struggle of
wisdom against the profane is but the most recent expression of the more
ancient tempest of good and evil, then the dying which we experience is not
only our own, but at times that of our country . Philosophy in the age of
marginality is transformed into a searing lament : "To lament is to cry out at
the death or dying of something loved." And this is a political lament not only
filled with "pain and regret", but one which is also the celebration of the
past good. For what is this lament but a witnessing of the passing of Canada ".
. . as a celebration of memory, the memory of that tenuous hope that was the
principle of my ancestors . The insignificance of that hope in the hopeless ebb
and flow of nature does not prevent us from mourning . At least we can say
with Richard Hooker : `Posterity may know that we have not loosely through
silence permitted things to pass away as in a dream' ." 3
There is a certain tension in Canadian thought, a certain polarity, which
runs through our historical consciousness and which, in different ways, is
expressed as ideology, as myth, as opposing perspectives on what constitutes
our collective sense of identity. The tension to which I allude is that between
destiny and exile, between nationalism and cosmopolitanism, between a form
5
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of identity rooted in a powerful and brooding sense of the Canadian homeland
and an identity based on a flight beyond the homeland, in exile. Destiny and
exile as expressions of a fundamental polarity in Canadian thought are,
perhaps, the informing impulses of really two quite divergent traditions in
Canada : on the one hand, the tradition of philosophical nationalism as
represented, in part, by George Grant, and the other a more liberal,
cosmopolitan tradition represented by Northrop Frye and Marshall
McLuhan . It would be striking, and not a little polemical, to add that the third
great intellectual trajectory in Canada, that of the socialist idiom, represents a
dynamic synthesis of the oscillation in Canadian thought between nationalism
and universalism, between longing for absorption into the particular and an
outward flight to world consciousness . Such, however, does not appear to be
the case. And it is not an inaccurate reflection ofthe "unfinished revolution" in
Canadian thought that that theoretician who most elegantly represents the
social democratic ideal in Canadian letters - Harold Innis -traces out in his
writings an uneasy movement between a universal archeology of
communication and an historically specific study of Canadian political
economy . Innis' early work, The Fur Trade in Canada, stands to his later
opus, Empire and Communications, in much the same way that the Mexican
philosopher An
Caso has written of the motif of "wings and lead" : a
migration to and fro between the "lead" of reality and the "wings of utopia" .
This is not to criticize Innis, who, along with such thinkers as Professors
Grant, Macpherson, Taylor, Frye, Watkins and Rotstein, represents one of
the major axes of Canadian intellectuality, but it is to indicate that marginality
is central to the Canadian experience; and, as such, it yields an intellectual
tradition which, irrespective of the nature of particular discourses -whether
conservative, socialist or liberal - splits on the question of the relationship
between intellectual imagination and national culture . Every serious
Canadian thinker is faced, it might be argued, with a difficult and really
impossible choice between self-imposed exile from his or her historical
circumstance through active appreciation of universal culture and self-willed
participation in a more localized historical destiny . That the choice between
the indigenous and- the universal is a false one - that, that is, a dynamic
harmony of `world' and `earth' would be the more preferable ideal -is almost
self-evident. But it may be the unique cruelty of Canadian experience, the
peculiar psychological character of marginality in Canada, that our society
forces a choice between historical destiny and intellectual exile, between the
loving recovery of the indigenous and appreciation of universal culture . And,
ironically, might not it also be that the sheer impossibility ofthis predicament,
the `wound' in Canadian thought which never closes, is the real source of the
creative imagination in Canada?
Much of the Canadian mentality is, thus, as in an epic poem caught up in an
odyssey between the polarities of immanence and transcendence . Should the
6
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Canadian identity be established on the basis of communion with the
universalistic features of bourgeois technology, or should our identity be a
matter of discovering the autochthonous in Canadian history? It is as if the
victory of liberal culture in Canada, so admired by some and so deplored by
others, has released two warring impulses in the Canadian mind, one towards
the attainment of aesthetic idealism, and the other towards the creation of an
immanent ontology . Our intellectual emigration to the world, so bitterly yet
eloquently expressed in Northrop Frye's criticism of the "garrison mentality"
of nationalist intellectuality, is really -a flight beyond the historically particular
to a formalist aesthetic. Not only in Frye's writings, but also in McLuhan's
perspective, there is to be found a denial of the philosophy of immanence and
an optimistic celebration of a world freed by the "real as rational" to be
denationalized and deterritorialized . Spiritus Mundi, The Educated
Imagination, Understanding Media : these are, in exile, the meeting of the
liberal imagination with the promise and peril of the "universal and
homogeneous state" . At the other extreme, but in the same historical context,
another more authentic migration occurs. But this time in opposition to the
contrived universalism of liberal thought, it is an "inner migration", a flight by
a certain trajectory of Canadian thought into the unnamed and unarticulated
mental landscape of Canada . This is a flight within which, undertaken in
different ways and on separate occasions by George Grant, W.L. Morton,
Clare Pentland, Hubert Aquin and Margaret Laurence, is intended to
establish an authentic Canadian identity through a recognition of the
"otherness" of the land and of its inhabitants . Against the perspective of
aesthetic idealism, philosophers and historians of immanence - like Grant,
Morton and Pentland - seek to evoke, if only in the covenant of
remembrance, the promise that was Canada : a society which saddled with the
fate of being both fully bourgeois and fully marginal is the real horizon of the
myth of enlightenment .
It is, therefore, to the dynamic tension between cultural history and political
economy, between the ideal and the real, that Canadian thought speaks. And
it is this silent mid-point, this degree zero, between cosmopolitan
consciousness and historical remembrance which stands as the ever receding
locus of Canadian identity . Are we not torn in our analysis between "loyalty to
one's own" and fealty to world culture? And is it not, perhaps, that the
"cultures" of solitude in Canada - the Pascalian anguish of Quebec versus the
old tory ego of English-Canada, metropolitan chauvinisms versus regional
fatalisms - are really expressions of the impossibility of naming, and thus
colonizing, the absence, the wound, that is Canadian society. On one side of
the zero-point of Canadian identity stands all imagination, all future, all
bourgeois ideology; on the other side, there exists only all remembrance, all
passion, all past . To error in the direction of cultural transcendence is to be a
world fugitive, a victim of colonialism lost in a psychology of self-contempt .
7
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To error on the side of the historically particular, of remembrance, is also to be
victimized, but not by the will to power, but by the will to stillness, to
adoration of a past that never was.
Only in breaching the silence, the absence, which marks our odyssey
between stillness and self-contempt do we come to understand, with Octavio
Paz, that solitude is the essential feature of marginality in the modern age . It is
in order to breach the silence, to name the absence, that we turn in this issue to
an active appreciation of the contribution of Mexican philosophy to an
understanding of the human condition of marginality . Over and beyond the
differences of the Mexican and Canadian historical circumstances, there is a
striking and dramatic resemblance between the political and philosophical
projects of the two nations . And, not inappropriately, since we wish to
undertake the difficult task of reading Mexican thought in terms of its
absences as an intimation of a more authentic "Other", we begin our discourse
with a montage of the artistic imagination in Mexico and Canada . Fittingly,
as Ortega would have it and as Berger has said of Picasso, art is the "vertical
invader", the voice from the depths of the creative unconscious which
announces that terror can also be normality . Our selection, "Dispossession
and the Artistic Imagination", alternates works of David Alfaro Siqueiros
with those of three Canadian artists . It is as if in the sphere of the creative
imagination that Mexican and Canadian artists find a reciprocity which while
based in different historical circumstances has about it the universal plight of
domination. Without text, the art finds its own voice .
Arthur Kroker
Notes
1.

2.
3.

George Grant, Philosophy in the Mass Age, Copp Clark : Toronto, 1966, p . 20.
Ibid., p . 15 .
George Grant, Lament for a Nation, McClelland and Stewart : Toronto, 1969, pp . 5-6.
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emulsion, 42 x 48", coll . St. John's College, University of Manitoba .
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78-3/4", Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, Mexico City.
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graphite on fibreglass, stainless steel and bone construction, 62.0 x 32 .3
x 36 .0 cm, coll. University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon. Photo :
Ernest Mayer.
V. David Alfaro Siqueiros, Mexico, Our Present Image, 1947, pyroxylin on
masonite, 86-5/ 8 x 67-3/4", Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, Mexico
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K.J. Hughes .
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THE PROBLEMATIC OF MARGINALITY IN MEXICAN
PHILOSOPHY
When Jose Gaos, a student of Jose Ortega y Gasset and a noted philosopher
in his own right, encountered Mexican philosophy as a refugee from Franco's
Spain he was surprised to learn that it addressed the central problems of
human existence competently and profoundly . Gaos found that the two great
initiators of speculative thought in twentieth century Mexico, Antonio Caso
and Jose Vasconcelos, had penetrated in their reflections to the core of
existential philosophy before the European movement of existentialism had
become self-conscious . According to Gaos, Caso antedated Gabriel Marcel in
highlighting "the contingency of the performance of good action, the
,scientific' uncertainty of hope and of faith," and Vasconcelos, independently
of European realists, developed and elaborated the thesis that all purely
eidetic knowledge fails to capture reality, which is composed of singular and
individual entities .' Gaos, however, is one of the few philosophers from
outside of Mexico who acknowledges that Mexicans have made original
contributions to speculative thought . Even Mexican thinkers themselves are
reluctant to honor the achievements of their own tradition and often prefer to
complain about the lack of philosophical excellence in their ambient . The
proof that Mexican philosophers should be read not primarily for insight into
Mexican culture but for their elucidation of important questions can be
accomplished only by a serious encounter with their work such as Gaos
undertook . Unfortunately, almost none of that work has been translated into
English .
Ignorance of Mexican philosophy, particularly in the English-speaking
world, is a result of several factors, the most important of which is cultural
chauvinism . Although the United States shares a border with Mexico it is
resistant to any contact with Mexican thought . The Mexicans import
philosophy and social theory from the United States, but they are not
encouraged to export their intellectual production . Philosophers from the
United States and, surely, from Canada, too, would if they entered into the
Mexican intellectual world be astonished at the density of its life and at its
separation and distance from their own . Mexico, for the United States, is a
source of raw materials, a place to set up factories which draw upon a pool of
cheap labor, the origin of illegal immigrants, and the seat of a culture which
produces Indian handicrafts and an exotic cuisine . Above all, for the middle
class it is a place to vacation and perhaps to retire . Mexico is decidedly not, for
the North American, a center to attract seekers after philosophical truth or
wisdom . Putting aside a persistent racism directed against Mexicans, which is
an important component of social attitudes in the United States, cultural
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chauvinism is primarily expressed as an unexamined, because so deeplyrooted judgment that one can learn about the Mexicans but not from them.
This judgment, which is scarcely ever made conscious because it is so
pervasive, effectively forecloses contact by intellectuals in the United States
with Mexican philosophy . The indifference toward Mexican thought of
intellectuals in the United States indicates a far deeper chauvinism than either
contempt or opposition would show. Contempt and opposition incorporate
at least acknowledgment of the other. Indifference and ignorance dissolve a
dimension of the other's being, that dimension which William James called
the "social self."
Mexican philosophers are aware that they are ignored by North Americans
and also by most Europeans. The indifference toward them of those in the
centers of Western intellectual life is an aspect of what they call the
"marginalization" of their country and its culture . As it became apparent in
the second quarter of the twentieth century that, as the Mexican humanist
Alfonso Reyes put it, Mexican intellectuals would not be invited to the
banquet table of Western civilization, although they had many contributions
to offer. Mexican philosophers increasingly made their marginality the
basic theme of their speculative projects. The proclivity to turn inward, which
generated both self-criticism and critique of imperialism, made their work
even less accessible to outsiders than it was previously. The philosophy of "lo
Mexicano" (that which is Mexican), which Francisco Vazquez analyzes and
critiques in his essay "Philosophy in Mexico," is a result of the recognition of
and response to marginalization . Raymond Rocco's study, "Ideology and
Domination," shows how Leopoldo Zea, the leading contemporary Mexican
philosopher, has made of marginality the starting point of a philosophy of
history . Particularly in Zea's case a concern with the marginality of Mexico
has led to a critique of cultural imperialism in Latin America as a whole and,
finally, in the Third World. Vazquez remarks that Mexican philosophers
today have little concern with their cultural tradition and have turned to
Marxism or logical analysis for their inspiration . This tendency reflects the
universalization of the Mexican problematic and the emergence of Mexico as
a central actor in Third World politics . The new universalism, however, may
be short lived if a new nationalism arises from the exploitation of Mexico's
petroleum reserves .
The current preoccupation with "scientific" philosophy in Mexico is a
throwback to the period prior to the Revolution of 1910 when the positivism
of Auguste Comte and Herbert Spencer was the official doctrine of Mexico's
educational system and the major legitimating ideology of the dictatorship of
Porfirio Naz. The Golden Age of Mexican philosophy in the early part of the
twentieth century was rooted in a revolt against their positivistic education by
a group of young intellectuals who had been selected to be the future elite of
22
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the Porfirian system . Caso and Vasconcelos were among the prominent
members of the Ateneo de Juventud, a remarkable study circle which fostered
a return to the classics of Western humanism, exploration of indigenous
traditions, and familiarity with the irrationalist movements dominating
European thought at the time. The program of the Ateneo was nothing less
than an effort at re-education and self-education by a group of brilliant young
people who had been denied the opportunity to study metaphysics or any nonscientific discipline. They discredited the Porfirian system of education and
the positivist ideology before the Revolution destroyed the positivistic polity.
The thought of Arthur Schopenhauer, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Henri
Bergson was blended by Caso and Vasconcelos with Platonism to create
original philosophies closely resembling those of such figures as Max Scheler
in Germany, Alfred North Whitehead in England, and George Santayana in
the United States . The productive synthesis of classicism and vitalism was
responsible for the anticipations of existentialism which Gaos found in the
thought of Caso and Vasconcelos . This synthesis also prepared the way for the
next generation's reception of Ortega y Gasset's historicism, which was
grounded in "vital rationalism ." For more than fifty years, then, Mexican
philosophy was vitalistic and existential, another factor distancing it from the
English-speaking world. During this period Mexican nationality was
consolidated and Mexican philosophy expressed and reflected that historical
process . Perhaps the new turn to "scientific" philosophy indicates that
Mexican nationality has become secure, but it may also be a sign of more
intensive economic and political exploitation.
The problematic of marginality, which was not a direct concern of Caso and
Vasconcelos, was brought most sharply into focus by those thinkers, preeminently Zea and Emilio Uranga, who in the aftermath ofWorld War 11 and
the attendant decolonization explored the Mexican mind and its relation to
the development of Western thought and civilization . Zea and Uranga
believed that they found in the philosophies of Martin Heidegger and JeanPaul Sartre categories which would illuminate the "being of the Mexican ."
For Uranga marginalization meant being defined by the imperialist West as
"accidental" in contrast to the oppressor's substantiality . He quotes Hegel as
stating that America is an accident of Europe and maintains that "this
proposition must be taken to the dot ofthe L"z Uranga argues that historically
what has passed for the description of the human essence has been an
abstraction of the concrete European, who has defined himself as
substantiality and self-sufficiency . He claims that from the beginnings of its
history Mexico has suffered a "devaluation" because its people were not
similar to Europeans and indeed were judged as insufficient by Europeans a
priori. Uranga's response to cultural imperialism is to perform a "cynical
gesture," which consists in "boasting about what the old morality considers
23
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detestable ."3 In short, Uranga urges that . Mexicans should affirm their
accidentality as a universal character of human existence, turning the tables
on the West by declaring substantiality to be a product of false consciousness
rooted in chauvinism, domination, and false generalization . Ironically,
Uranga appropriates the cynical gesture from Heidegger and Sartre . The
philosophy of marginality, then, is a gift of the center to the periphery .
Consciousness of their marginality has made Mexican and more generally
Latin American philosophers hypercritical with regard to the nature of their
work and self-conscious and in doubt about their vocations . Although an
observer such as Gaos could find much to praise in the Mexican and other
Latin American traditions, Ibero-American thinkers themselves have
critiqued their traditions, calling their philosophical heritage "inauthentic"
while simultaneously having to defend that legacy because it is all that they
can call their own . In the case of Mexico there has been ready
acknowledgment of a persistent gap between the ideals projected by
speculative thought and the social reality from which these ideals arose and to
which they referred . The positivist program of substituting administration for
politics masked a reality of political and economic exploitation. The ideal of
charity projected by Antonio Caso and the norm of aesthetic completion
formulated by Jose Vasconcelos compensated for the bureaucratization ofthe
Mexican Revolution . The ideal community of persons projected by Leopoldo
Zea helped legitimate the routinization of the Mexican regime. Vazquez relates
the gap between the ideal and the real to the "political economy of discourse"
which marginalizes intellectuals and makes their proposals irrelevant and,
presumably, encourages irresponsibility . Both Vazquez and Rocco are
concerned primarily with the unity of theory and practice and, thus, fall
directly within the Mexican tradition . :Neither of them accomplishes a
unification, perhaps because none is possible . Mexican thinkers are disturbed
that their philosophies have not contributed directly to the transformation of
society . But is this not too much to ask of philosophy?
Perhaps the very will to make philosophy a transformative agent rather
than to follow Ortega in declaring that it is a free activity ofclarification which
works its effects indirectly is the deepest symptom of marginalization . Sartre
wrote in Anti-Semite and Jew that "one must be sure ofone's rights and firmly
rooted in the world, one must be free of the fears that each day assail the
oppressed minorities or classes, before one dare raise questions about the
place of man in the world and his ultimate destiny ." 4 Mexican philosophers
have persisted in raising questions about human meaning despite their
marginalization, but they seem to have been assailed by guilt when they had to
express the antinomies of existence . The Mexican philosopher's triumph has
been to be a philosopher malgre lui, to let the gap between the ideal and the
24
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actual open up despite all the pressures of conscience to cover the wound or to
try to heal it.
Michael and Deena Weinstein
Notes

I. Jose Gaos, En Torno a la Filosofa Mexicana, Mexico : Porrua y Obregon, 1952, pp . 66-67.

2. Emilio Uranga, Analisis del Ser del Mexicano . Mexico : Porrua y Obregon, 1952, p. 70 .
3. /bid., p . 99.
4. Jean-Paul Sartre, Anti-Senzite and Jew, New York : Grove Press, 1948, p. 133 .
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PHILOSOPHY IN MEXICO :
THE OPIUM OF THE INTELLECTUALS
OR A PROPHETIC INSIGHT?
Francisco H. Vazquez

In Mexico the public word, since the Cartas de Relacion
by Cortez to the latest State of the Union Address, has
been sequestered by power.
Carlos Fuentes .
Taking philosophy in twentieth century Mexico as a case in point, this
paper will describe the process through which the intellectual labor of
Mexican intellectuals was appropriated in order to minimize its material
impact on society . It is often argued that the works of Mexican intellectuals
manifests a critical gap between theory and practice, between the expressed
desire to solve national problems and the meager impact on the material
realities of the nation. One might conclude, then, that philosophy was in effect
an opium for Mexican intellectuals . But, on the contrary, recent research
indicates that Mexican philosophers have made a significant contribution to
the discussion of problems faced by post-industrial societies ., Dreamers or
prophets? This is a question that must be resolved in order to fully appreciate
the intellectual production of Mexican thinkers and to gain an understanding
of the process by which language, as a material condition, affects the will, nay,
the consciousness of man.
A principal assumption underlying the following discussion is that
language is viewed as a material entity, a material condition . In effect, the
property of discourse is defined as the ability to understand statements, to
elicit an immediate access to the body of already formulated statements and as
the capacity to invest discourse on decisions, institutions and practices. If
language is material and it can be turned into property, then it is also subject to
a political economy of discourse . In every society discourse is controlled,
selected, organized and redistributed in order to avert the power inherent in its
materiality . To illustrate this notion it is pertinent to consider what happened
to the Friar Francisco de la Cruz after the Spanish conquest of the Aztec
Empire: he was burned at the stake in 1578 for expounding the idea that
Mexican Indians were God's chosen people. There is also the nunphilosopher-poet Sor Juana Inez de la Cruz, one of the great minds of colonial
Mexico . This woman who has been credited with saving the colonial period
from silence, died in 1695, shortly after church authorities forbade her to write
anymore . Taken at random from Mexican history these examples reveal that
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it is precisely the restrictions and prohibitions applied to words that manifest
the power of language. 2
A body of knowledge (e.g. psychiatry in the nineteenth century or Mexican
philosophy in the twentieth century) appropriates the intellectual labor of
major thinkers in the sense that it engenders certain positions which are then
occupied by specific individuals . These positions (hereafter termed "subjective
positions") are occupied according to the dictates of the political economy of
discourse . This notion can be understood by recalling Jose Ortega y Gasset's
contention that man's self or ego is neither material nor spiritual but instead, a
task or a project . This ego-project, moreover, is not self-determined according
to the individual's will since it imposes itself "as a necessity ofbeing this or that
particular self." 3 The necessity to which Ortega refers is imposed precisely by
the political economy ofknowledge . It follows then, that individuals are not at
liberty to speak of anything at anytime . To speak against the rules of
discourse, to speak the words of an emergent knowledge against an
established paradigm, is to risk being declared mad, if not physical injury .
The subjective positions that Mexican philosophers are allowed to occupy
will be ascertained from three major perspectives. The first perspective
provides a chronological background in which, with reference to various
domains, an individual is defined as a questioning, listening, seeing or
observing subject . Secondly, the subjective position of the philosopher is
defined by a) establishing the criteria of competence applied to the
philosopher, b) the relationship between the philosopher and other
philosophers, c) the characteristics that define the function of the philosopher
in relation to society as a whole and d) the institutional sites which legitimize
his statements. The final section deals with the subjective position that the
philosopher can occupy in the information networks. Three corresponding
questions can serve as a guide : Have Mexican philosophers been able to invest
their discourse in decisions, institutions and practices? Has the power inherent
in the materiality of their discourse been averted? Have these philosophers
had immediate access to the body of already formulated statements?

It was noted that according to a certain program of information a particular
individual becomes the listening subject. At the beginning of the twentieth
century this program of information was rather gloomy . There was no interest
in popular culture, the educated minority had no contact with the people,
European philosophies were ostentateously imitated, there existed a sterile,
almost pompous art and ignorance of the country's popular traditions. In the
face of such a program of information a subjective position is created which
functions as a vacuum that attracts intellectuals to a nationalist, anti28
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materialist stand . Being nationalist, this position leads to a concern with the
socio-economic realities of the country ; but being anti-materialist as well, this
position encouraged serious intellectual contradictions . Then, with respect to a
grid ofexplicit or implicit questions, the individual becomes the questioning
subject . The question of identity, which is ultimately tied to the emergence of
philosophy of to mexicano (that which is Mexican) becomes a major concern
after the collapse of the Porfiriato (as the regime of Porfirio Diaz is known) .
"The intellectual then sees how the real Mexico, previously stuffed under a
stiff collar and leggins, undresses before his eyes," writes Luis Villoro .s An
emergent concern with the problem of identity leads in two directions:
indigenismo and hispano-americanismo. Painters, musicians, and even
architects attempt to derive inspiration from indigenous forms. There thus
emerges a concern over the previous exclusion of the indigenous races and the
announcement of projects to achieve their integration into the Mexican state.
This particular feature is important because the myth of the indigenous serves
in the post-Mexican Revolution period as a symbol of originality . The
question of hispano-americanism, again, is a parallel concern, the assertion of
the emergent knowledge against the universal claim of the European
paradigm.
According to a table of characteristicfeatures the individual occupies the
position of the seeing subject . During the time of the Mexican Revolution the
characteristics appear, as the Mexican philosopher Jose Vasconcelos
indicates, "in the midst of fatigue and the confusion of our time." In the same
work, Indologia, he makes reference to the reason : ". . . it is not enough to
imagine answers, since what is lacking is to improvise solutions .
Improvisation is our calamity because it is our fatality . Life has rushed us.
This is the continent of no waiting ."6 Similar characteristic features are
perceived by other seeing subjects. The novel of the revolution, for example,
does not emerge as "revolutionary", but rather as a narration, as a chronicle .
Appropriately, in the midst of the rush of events, the Mexican poet Jose Juan
Tablada introduces the haiku, the poetic formed designed to capture a vision,
a poetic moment . It is no wonder that painting became the best form of
expression of the times; the painter that best expressed the drama of the
revolution, Jose Clement Orozco, also stated that "la Revolution fuepara mi
el mas alegre y divertido de los carnavales" (the Revolution was for me the
mostjoyous and fun of all carnivals).? If the Revolution was "an explosion of
reality and a groping search" as Paz states in The Labyrinth of Solitude, then
the characteristic features will require that the philosopher, as a seeing subject,
transform his philosophy into poetry . And that is precisely what Vasconcelos
did : he considered philosophy poetry with a system .
After the denouement of the initial enthusiasm regarding the Mexican
Revolution, the individual becomes the observing subject with respect to
certain descriptive types. By the 1930's the members of the intellectual class,
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the "generation that was sacrificed" as Alfonso Reyes used to call it, were in
exile, in embassies, or in the bureaucracy . By the time Lazaro Cardenas came
to the Presidency, the intelligentsia was too fragmented to carry out the plans
made the previous decade . If immediately after the Revolution the subjective
positions were limited to a table ofcharacteristic features about the new world
of to mexicano which are immediately described, inscribed, and transcribed
into different forms of artistic expression, the observing subject, on the
contrary, goes beyond mere features . The descriptive type according to which
the observing subject is positioned now deals with the mode of living that
world : the subject turns the gaze inward . Thus, in 1934, Samuel Ramos
introduced his social psychoanalysis of the Mexican, in which he observes that
Mexican culture had relied upon imitation offoreign cultural models and that
these models are not adequate for Mexican reality .$ This imitation of what is
foreign, furthermore, indicates that the : Mexican people suffer from an
inferiority complex . The significance of his analysis lies in the theoretical shift
from placing the blame for alienation of the Mexican on outside forces, to
locating the origins of alienation within the Mexican . It now becomes
necessary to discover the man who hides behind an attitude of imitation .
Thus, Martin Luis Guzman published La Sombra del Caudillo, which is the
first novel to denounce barbarian tactics and political lies. Vasconcelos held a
similar attitude in his autobiography, which began to appear in 1935. And, in
later years, Rodolfo Usigli wrote El gesticulador (1934) which examines a
social and individual behavior among Mexicans: the hiding behind a gesture
or rhetoric . Also in painting there was a profound change . Beginning in 1934
the paintings of Orozco revealed the desire to an exorcism of the elements
which alienate the Mexican : the empty word, the symbols of irrationality, the
grotesque gesture, the circus of demagogues . They also indicated a solution:
rip off the mask. This is most eloquently demonstrated in The Catharsis, the
highest peak of tension expressed in Orozco's paintings .9
The observation of to mexicano became more refined by 1950, a year which
also saw the stabilization of the country and the formation of the paradoxical
Partido Revolucionario Institutional (PRI). The treatment of philosophical
themes and problems became then a program or a theory. Leopoldo Zea
proposed to build an original culture and through it reach universal culture.
This original philosophy would, accordingly, emerge in two forms : as a
reflection on Mexican themes from the Mexican perspective and as a
meditation upon universal themes from the same perspective . Thus, the
History of Ideas in Mexico was constituted . Some of the studies included in
this emergent discipline are those of Edmu.ndo O'Gorman who traces the Idea
of America in Western consciousness, and those of Emilio Uranga who
attempts an analysis of to mexicano . A similar approach is found in Alfilo del
agua by Agustin Yanez and Pedro Paramo by Juan Rulfo: these are novels
that no longer limit themselves to description ofevents but, rather, conduct an
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exploration of the Mexican psyche . In painting, Rufino Tamayo (who
according to Lepoldo Zea, is racked by two national characteristics : unrest
and anguish) explores the world of the unconscious encountering at times
mythical elements. 10 By the middle of the century, the different descriptive
types have taken the observing subject from a consideration of the subject's
own psychological make up to the exploration of the universal :
If we tear off those masks, if we open up, if, in brief, we
face ourselves, we will begin to live and to really think .
Nakedness and abandonment await us. There, in the open
solitude transcendence also awaits us: the hands of other
solitary beings . We are, for the first time in our history,
contemporary of all men ."
These descriptive types which are directed toward the subject itself, have
remained constant to some extent, but their very nature has limited them:
far from becoming institutionalized, they were exercises in introspection, not
in construction, criticism or creation.
According to contemporary Mexican thought it is not the Mexican who
hides behind gestures and rhetoric: it is language itself. Thus, it is said that the
renaissance features of the conquest hide the medieval impact of the
colonization ; the language of the enlightenment hides the retention of
feudalism ; the language of liberal positivism hides financial imperialism ; the
language of the Mexican Revolution hides the realities ofcounter-revolution .
Consequently, at present,
. . . our true language (perceived by Dario and Neruda,
Reyes and Paz, Borges and Huidobro, Vallejo and
Lezama, Lima, Cortazar and Carpentier) is in the process
of discovering and creating itself and, in the same act of its
discovery and creation, it places in check, revolutionarily,
a whole economic, political, and social structure founded
in a language that is vertically false. 12
The political economy of language thus functions as a device to keep the
subject away from the respective social, political and economic realities ofthe
time.
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In addition to the mystification oflanguage, which blocks the realization of
words into praxis, there is the manipulation of the status given (or denied) to
Mexican philosophers in order to avert the material effect of their discourse .
At this point a brief historical note is in order . At the request of president
Benito Juarez, Gabino Barreda introduced the positivist philosophy of
August Comte in 1867 with the expressed intention of providing a remedy for
political anarchy . Barreda, one of the leading Mexican intellectuals of his
time, believed that only a neutral science such as mathematics could provide a
foundation for common agreement . Eventually, though, positivism became
the official philosophy of the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz. On March 22,
1908, Justo Sierra, Mexican educator and political philosopher, delivered an
address in honor of Barreda in which he dared question the "unquestionable"
status of science and mathematics . It is said that the effect ofthis speech was
like "an invisible crack, a small opening through which the outside air
suddenly rushed into that rarefied chamber which, incapable of oxygenation,
exploded like a bomb ."i 3 But it was on September 18, 1910, at Sierra's request,
that the government reopened the University of Mexico (its predecessor,
incidentally, was the Pontifical University of Mexico which antedates
Harvard by eighty-five years) . Two months later the Mexican Revolution
signaled the end of the Porfiriato and with it the dominance of positivism in
Mexican philosophy . The establishment of the Escuela National de Altos
Estudios, which later became the Facultad de Filosofa y Letras, resulted in
the reinstatement of philosophy in state schools after more than seventy-five
years. Before this event, philosophy proper was considered metaphysics and it
had no place in the positivist Comtean vision of society. 14
Once this institutional site was established, subjective positions emerged in
which competence, in a general sense, was demonstrated by an adherence to,
among others, the vitalism of Henri Bergson and the historicism of Wilhelm
Dilthey . One of these subjective positions was adopted by Antonio Caso who
was known as "jefe de la revolution filosofica" (chief of the philosophical
revolution) and "maestro completo" (total teacher) . Caso, appointed
professor of philosophy after the revolt that overthrew Diaz, spent most of his
life in one or another post within the university. However, once established,
anti-positivism, in the form of the filosqfia de to mexicano, systematically
excluded critical ideas. Thus, when president Lazaro Cardenas introduced a
law requiring support for socialist education, Caso opposed it. Cardenas
dismissed Caso but protests from students and intellectuals forced him to
reverse his decision. Allegedly, the philosophy of to mexicano did not allow
for socialism or marxism for the same reason that it did not allow for
positivism : it excluded a materialistic philosophy built on science . At the same
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time, the discourse of to mexicano had as a major premise the rule that no
foreign ideas should be borrowed. There were to be no subjective positions for
those who did not adhere to the paradigm of to mexicano. For example the
intellectual labor of Ricardo and Manuel Flores Magon, who espoused
radical ideas such as marxism and anarcho-syndicalism, was eliminated . The
Magon brothers were forced out of the country by the Diaz regime during the
early stages of the Mexican Revolution ; their statements made considerable
impact, however, in the labor organizing of Mexicans (Chicanos) in the
United States. Not so incidentally, Ricardo chose to spend his days in an
American prison rather than accept a pardon which required him to admit
that he had violated the law . Thus, the power of his words was averted . The
overall effect of the criteria of competence set by the filosofia de to mexicano
was the exclusion of social criticism at a time of social revolution.
In relation to international philosophy, it is no secret that the subjective
position occupied by Mexican philosophers is a subordinate one . Thus, one of
the few but growing number of books written in English, has the following
prologue :
If the `Good Neighbor Policy' were a fact rather than a
political slogan or at best a pious wish, the life, work, and
death of one of the great thinkers, writers, and teachers of
the Western Hemisphere (Antonio Caso) could hardly
have passed almost without being noticed in the AngloSaxon part of the American continent . 15
Jose Gaos, Spanish philosopher exiled in Mexico, notes that not only are the
names of Mexican philosophers excluded from the history of philosophy (i.e.
Western European philosophy) but even the Mexicans themselves had
accepted as a part of their intellectual self-evaluation, the ignorance of others .
For example, according to Carlos Monsivais, Mexican philosophers move
between snobbery and anti-intellectualism in their relation to other
individuals . One formula is the belief that Mexican philosophy has now
achieved intellectual maturity or a cosmopolitan level; the other is a rejection
of rigorous knowledge on the ground that it is too "bookish", not sufficiently
vital or intuitive .I 6 According to him, this was a way of compensating for their
lack of rigorous training . A similar judgement is expressed by another Latin
American thinker, namely, that in Latin America "methodical explanation is
substituted by emotional explosions," or "philosophy is reduced to the
exercise of verbal ingenuities or a reclaim based on the arguments of purely
instinctive beliefs ." 17 But these associations depend on the assumption that
man is free to speak of anything at anytime . When philosophical discourse is
viewed as what it actually is - a political economy of language - one is
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inclined to agree with Risieri Frondizi, the Argentinian philosopher who
stated :
We can offer an inexhaustible source of emotion, a
bleeding humanity, men who have not become
philosophers because life has not let them. 18
More specifically, the questioning ofa paradigm involves, necessarily, the use
of intuition and faith. To clarify this point it helps to recall Kuhn's notion that
in the period between paradigms scientific convictions are suspended and
adherence to a particular paradigm is based on faith, which is to say intuition.
This illustrates what happens to Mexican philosophers who question and
confront the European paradigm. This confrontation creates an impossible
situation for the Mexican philosopher . In questioning the European
paradigm Mexican philosophers resort to intuition but in doing so they are
excluded from the position of philosopher -a position which is necessary for
them to "validly" question the paradigm . So ifthe same philosopher is faithful
to the rules of the European discourse, he must exclude his own perception of
the problematic . And, again, if he is faithful to his perception of the
problematic he is no longer considered a "legitimate" philosopher . Chicano
scholars, incidentally, find themselves in a similar position when, in their
search for adequate approaches to the solution of socio-economic problems of
the Chicano population, they challenge the traditional disciplines in which
they have been trained .
Alfonso Reyes, the most cosmopolitan of all the Mexican thinkers makes
the following observation regarding the formative years in the life of
intellectuals :
The European writer is born as if in the highest floor of
the Eiffel tower. A small effort of a few meters, and he
excels over the mental peaks. The (Latin) American is
born as if in the region of the central fire (the core of the
Earth). After a colossal effort, to which contributes an
exacerbated vitality, that almost resembles genius, he is
barely able to peep out of the surface of the ground. 19
Consequently, claims Reyes, this experience allows the Latin American to
understand intellectual labor "as a public service and civilizing duty." In
Mexico as in the rest of Latin America intellectuals play a very important role
in the life of the nation. In effect, the relations among the intellectual and
groups such as the state or its representatives are characterized by an implicit
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assumption that the role of the state is to educate and that the task of the
intellectual is to guide the country . One of the consequences of this event is
that there has been up to recent times, a symbiotic relationship between state
representatives and intellectuals . At times this subjective position may involve
some obvious contradictions : Antonio Caso, for example, was a member of
the anti-positivist Ateneo de lajuventud and at the same time director of the
Club Reelccionista of Mexico City which had as its purpose the reelection of
Diaz and Corral in 1910; another member of the Ateneo, Alfonso Reyes, was
active after 1900 in promoting the political interests of his father, the Porfirian
General Bernardo Reyes. A prototype of the scholar-activist was the Mexican
philosopher Jose Vasconcelos who, in 1929, ran for president against Pascual
Ortiz Rubio. On the other hand, there are also radical intellectuals such as
Camilo Arriaga who, having studied Proudhon, Marx, Engels, and Bakunin,
joined forces with the anarchists Antonio Diaz Soto Y Gama and Ricardo
Flores Magon in their struggle against the Porfiriato.z0 More recently, the
president of the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, Javier Baros
Sierra, had previously occupied the position of Secretary of State; equally,
Enrique Gonzalez Pedrero, chairman of political and social sciences was later
nominated for senator of his state by the ever-ruling Partido Revolucionario
Institucional (PRI) . 21
The image of the activist-scholar who sees intellectual labor as a public
service is valued by Mexican and Chicano intellectuals . However, the student
movement in Mexico as well as some members of the intelligentsia have
denounced the inconsistencies between the promises and the realities of the
present situation . Of course this challenge to the political economy of
language does not take place without paying a heavy price in human lives and
suffering, as indicated by the 1968 massacre at Tlatelolco .zz The role that the
intellectual must play in society is now denounced because it allows and, in
fact, encourages the intervention of outside interests (e.g. the governing elites)
in the affairs of the university . The protests of students, workers and the
peasants who support them, however, has produced paradoxical results
regarding the appropriation of language . Considering that the regime of
Porfirio Diaz tried to establish a positivist society led by scientists, and
considering also that one of the projects was to somehow alter what was
believed to be the "anomalous" mind of the common Mexican, it is important
to note that in response to student protests president Luis Echeverria
increased subsidies for the support of schools that emphasize scientific
principles.z3 Then, in his 1974 State of the Union Address, echoing the early
twentieth century positivists, Echeverria expressed his intention to "change
the mental structures of the Mexican people." Understandably, the disciplines
in most demand are those which respond to the requirements of an
industrialized country . Most Mexican students enroll in the schools of
medicine, the National School of Business and Administration and the School
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of Engineering while the Schools of Plastic Arts, Music and the School of
Philosophy and Letters experience the least attendance. Thus, the designs of
the cientificos, the leading intellectuals of the Diaz regime, are being
continued by their historical antagonists, the heirs of the Mexican
Revolution. The result is, of course, the same : the appropriation of language,
the stifling of criticism.
As a discipline, philosophy is by no means in trouble in Mexico . The
philosophical discourse that specifically lacks an institutional site is the
philosophy of to mexicano . Luis Villoro, a contemporary Mexican historian
and philosopher, notes in his "Perspectivas de la fosofia en Mexico para
1980,"24 that Mexican youth does not cart; for such "ideological" philosophy ;
youth demonstrates rather an interest in a more technical and scientific
philosophy as well as a tendency towards Marxism . Just as Gabino Barreda
once considered positivism a neutral science with which to correct the
problems of the country, technical philosophy is now viewed as having a
certain neutrality . Analytical philosophy, moreover, "serves to critique, it
serves as a terrible weapon to unmask the mystifying ideologies. This is the
greatness of philosophy, its Socratic mission ."zs Similarly, Marxism is
perceived as an answer to the problems of social and political sciences and
philosophy of history "just as long as it reaches a more rigorous precision in its
analysis," just as long as it becomes more "scientific ." Villoro, then, sees the
desired institutional site emerging by 1980:
(By) 1980 the genuine philosophical production will not
be the property of a few isolated thinkers anymore but of
an incipient professional community that will constitute
itself as a school.zb
A genuine or authentic philosophy is for Villoro one that does not confuse
cultural preoccupations with the main philosophical task, "although it will be
open to external influences ." So, the philosophical discourse of to mexicano
which appropriated the intellectual production of Mexican thinkers for halfa
century has now come to an end, and a new paradigm - a more scientific
discourse - has replaced it.

It is now pertinent to consider the subjective positions available for
Mexican philosophers in the information network. One of the key positions in
this network is occupied by Jose Gaos, a philosopher who is not Mexican but
has done as much as any Mexican to advance the philosophy of to mexicano
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Thus, from his seminar for the Study of Thought in the Spanish-Speaking
Countries have come the best works on the history of Hispanic American
ideas: Leopoldo Zea, (El positivismo en Mexico and Apogeo y decadencia del
positivismo en Mexico), Luis Villoro, (Los grandes momemtos del
indigenismo en Mexico), Bernabe Navarro (La introduccion de la filosofia
moderna en Mexico), Monelisa Lina Perez-Marchand, (Dos estapas
ideologicas del siglo XVIII), Olga Victoria Quiroz Martinez (La introduccion
de la filosofa moderna en Espana), Vera Yamuni (Concepto e imagenes en
pensadores de lengua espanola), Francisco Lopez Camara, (La genesis de la
concienca liberal en Mexico), and Carmen Rovira (Eclecticos portugueses del
siglo X VIII). Since his arrival in Mexico, Jose Gaos, a disciple of Jose Ortega
y Gasset, was provided with the resources both material and human necessary
to continue his work. He was always grateful to Lazaro Cardenas, the
Mexican president at the time (1939) as well as to prominent intellectuals
(Antonio Caso, Alfonso Reyes, Daniel Cosio Villegas, Jesus Silva Herzog)
who made it possible for him to work at institutions such as the Facultad de
Filosojia y Letras of the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, the
Casa de Espana en Mexico (founded by the president exclusively for the exiled
Spaniards which later became El Colegio de Mixico), the Fondo de Cultura
Economica, Cuadernos Americanos and others .z'
It is understandable, then, that his presence was considered "a sober
catalyst" within the intellectual climate in which the teaching of philosophy was
understood as "a more or less literary rhetoric among some, as a passionate
defense of a doctrine and unceasing polemic for others, and as a
demonstration of a lack of rigour and information for almost everyone ."28
Before the arrival of Gaos, this intellectual situation had existed for almost a
decade . For example, Samuel Ramos notes :
An intellectual generation which began to act publicly
between 1925 and 1930 felt dissatisfied with the philosophical romaticism of Caso and Vasconcelos . After a
critical revision of their doctrines, they found their antiintellectualism groundless, but they did not wish to return
to classical rationalism . In this perplexity, the books of
Jose Ortega y Gasset began to arrive in Mexico . . .z9
No doubt the Revista de Occidente, edited by Ortega in 1922, played a large
role in alleviating this dissatisfaction. At any rate, Gaos enjoyed a reputation
as a disciple of Ortega, translator of several philosophical texts published by
the Revista de Occidente, professor of philosophy in several universities in
Spain and once rector of the University of Madrid .
Once Gaos' important status in the information network is understood it is
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necessary to consider his role in the teaching ofphilosophy . He considered his
task to be that of a commentator rather than a critic: he would choose a work
and would manipulate it as if it were a rare work of art, a vase that must be
described in the most insignificant detail, an ancient document to . be
deciphered. The emphasis lay on the material composition of the book, (e .g.,
its organization in sections, chapters, paragraphs, sentences) and the
appearance of an idea at a particular section and its emergence in a later
section .30 For Gaos, the only reality is the act of thought, and such an act can
be communicated only through a verbal expression ; these ideas point to a
present concern of philosophy, namely linguistics and conceptual analysis,
but given Gaos' treatment, they served to exclude a critical analysis of the
work . In the atmosphere of rhetoric and passionate defense ofideas, however,
his method was indeed a virtue : the emphasis on the reading of works in the
original language, the utilization of the right sources, the historical erudition,
the use of good editions and commentaries . In some cases these methods,
however, served as a deterrent to learning, like the occasion when some
students asked him to teach a course on Marx, and Gaos announced that the
works would be read in German ; no one showed up for the class. 31
Given Gaos' key position in the information network it is important to note
that his work is characterized by a lack of exchange ofinformation with other
individuals or professional bodies . Thus, his logical-semantic studies were
developed and maintained within the boundaries of Husserl's Logical
Investigations . When Russel and Wittgenstein, and analytical philosophy in
general, developed in another direction, Gaos continued within the phenomenological tradition . As Alejandro Rossi tragically put it; "The child had aged
and the father was not aware of it." 32 The subjective position that Gaos
occupied disappeared with the death of the philosophy of to mexicano and its
two main supportive statements: 1) the concern with the circumstance, the
identity of the national entity: and 2) the historicist discursive practice that
considers man an empirico-transcendental synthesis, and which leads to the
simultaneous attempt to separate the empirical and the transcendental while
being directed at both.
Gaos' preoccupation with the relation between the concept and its verbal
formulation points to a contemporary concern with the role of language ; a
preoccupation that has emerged in the form of la nueva novela in Latin
America. Although Mexican and Chicano intellectuals are forced, as it were,
to speak the language required by a paradigm (philosophy and social science
respectively) their concern lies in a problematic that transcends the paradigm.
Their true interest seems to be with "the correction ofa moral injustice," to use
Gaos' ethical tone, but given the conditions imposed by the political economy
of language, their statements cannot be invested in decisions, institutions or
practices . Furthermore, for Gaos the historical-spiritual sciences (sociocultural or what Foucault calls the human sciences) which deal with the
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concrete, cannot reach the intersubjectivity of the a priori statements . This
situation cannot be resolved, according to Gaos, because the only recourse,
mathematization, would never reach the concrete matter of knowledge, only
the abstract form of the object . For Gaos, therefore, philosophy and history
cannot be reduced ; but even though they are not "universally valid, or the
same truth for everyone, they have genuine validity ."33 Unlike the problem of
identity and historicism, the concern with the appropriation of language as a
form of oppression and the concern with the concrete matter of knowledge
have survived the death of the philosophy of to mexicano .
It can now be asserted that the philosophy of to mexicano has served as an
opium in the sense that it has appropriated the intellectual labor of Mexican
thinkers, thus averting their impact on the material conditions of the country .
This appropriation has been determined by subjective positions typified by an
avoidance of critical thought, rejection of foreign ideas, low status in
international academic circles, a symbiotic relationship with the government,
lack of institutional support and isolation from current philosophical
practices . Nevertheless, while philosophical discourse was steered away from
the Mexican material condition, it dealt with a problematic that has emerged in
post-industrial societies . Thus, Gaos' insistence that the historicalphilosophical sciences cannot be universally valid because they must deal with
the concrete matter of knowledge is, given his status in the information
network, symptomatic of a prophetic element in the philosophy of to
mexicano .
For more than three generations Mexican philosophers, social theorists
and critics have been developing a political and intellectual critique of
technocracy, a critique which has surfaced only recently in North America. In
his book, The Polarity of Mexican Thought, Weinstein notes :
Their dissatisfaction with technocratic materialism and
their concern to make a distinctively moral contribution
to world civilization make them forbearers of discontented intellectuals throughout the world who are
frustrated by mechanistic and exploitative organizations. 34
The philosophy of to mexicano serves as an example of the subtle processes
through which authority and power impose themselves on the consciousness
of individuals . As Daniel Cosio Villegas, a noted Mexican intellectual,
admits, given the power of the Mexican government coupled with the general
adherence to the myth-dogma of the Mexican Revolution, the intellectual is
excluded from participation in political criticism . "Logically," he argues, "the
Mexican intellectual, nor any other rational being, enjoys being a martyr or a
39

FRANCISCO H. VA ZQ UEZ
preacher in the desert."" At the same time, the philosophy of to mexicano is
relevant to contemporary concerns about the increased mechanization of life.
To conclude, a statement by Michael Weinstein :
The Mexican antipositivists deserve a hearing from
contemporary intellectuals sensitive to the crises of
freedom and honest human relations in the complex
organizations of today. Cultural chauvinism, primarily a
belief that Mexicans have not created serious and original
philosophy should not stand in the way of such a hearing .
If it does, the losers will not be the Mexicans but
ourselves .36
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MARGINALITY AND THE RECOVERY OF HISTORY:
ON LEOPOLDO ZEA
Raymond A . Rocco

Leopoldo Zea is one of Mexico's most prolific and influential social
philosophers . While almost unknown in North American intellectual circles,
Zea's philosophical work includes more than thirty books, consisting, in part,
of a two-volume analysis of representative thinkers in Western philosophy
and two classic treatises on positivism in Mexico - The Rise and Fall of
Positivism in Mexico and Positivism in Mexico . 2
Over a long and distinguished intellectual career, Zea's thought has been
motivated by the belief that the most appropriate task of Mexican philosophy
is to provide a new, and more evocative, interpretation of the human
condition in Latin America. Put specifically but eloquently, Zea's work
represents a continuing and sustained response to the question: "What is the
relationship among philosophy, history and America"? Zea's reflections on
the dynamic tensions which characterize the relationship of philosophy to its
historical circumstance represent a reconciliation of two traditions of
thought . On the one hand, Zea's ontology and epistemology reflect an
important European influence - from Ortega's historicism is derived an
appreciation of philosophy in its historical circumstance ; from Mannheim's
sociology of knowledge is adopted a dialectic of ideas and concrete interests ;
and from Sartre, there is taken a preoccupation with the values of
responsibility and freedom.3 On the other hand, Zea has been most influenced
by that tradition of Latin American thinkers who break with Europe in order
to develop an authentic Latin American image of history - Jose Marti, Jose
Enrique Rodo, Jose Vasconcelos, Alfonso Reyes, Manuel Ugarte, Manuel
Prada, Samuel Ramos and Antonio Caso. Together with the early influence
of Jose Gaos, Caso's is a haunting presence in Zea's thought . It is from Caso
that Zea adopts the basic axiological principle of la persona, the integrity and
dignity of whom is to be the normative standard by which the historical
circumstance may be judged . Over and again, Zea returns in his writing to the
problem of establishing an active mediation between philosophy and history,
a mediation which is aimed at the liberation of la persona, at the
emancipation, that is, of Latin America from colonial domination .
I

Philosophy, History and America
For Zea, philosophy is an "instrument" to know a concrete, substantial
reality.' The "something" which philosophy confronts is human action and
our consciousness of it, the primary components of history . All philosophy is
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of and in history ; it is always written from a certain angle of vision, from a
particular historical circumstance . But if all philosophy is unavoidedly
political, is all thought about history, about the human situation,
philosophical? With Gramsci, Zea proposes that while all reflection about the
human condition contains a philosophical element, it is not thereby
philosophy. In Zea's thought, philosophy refers to that type of self-conscious
inquiry which provides a systematic and general framework of concepts, a set
of propositions, for interpreting the human reality . In the philosophical
regime, concepts are to be interlinked in such a way that they provide the basis
for interpreting the significance of previously isolated historical phenomena .
Yet is this conception of philosophy not similar to the classical position which
would have it that the philosophical utterance is universally valid. In
opposition to this viewpoint, Zea denies the imminent universal validity of
philosophy, holding, instead, that philosophy's task is to interrogate the
concreteness of historical experience. While the local is the point-ofdeparture, and not the goal of philosophy which is, after all, simply to
philosophize, it does provide the "angle of vision" from which philosophy is
always developed . To say that philosophy "must" confront historical
concreteness is to use "must" in the sense of "inevitable" . Zea summarizes his
attitude towards the birth of philosophy as follows : "What then is our
situation from the point of view of what we are? What is our being? Here is the
task for philosophy . From the response to this question will rise our search for
[American] philosophy" .5 For philosophy to be philosophy it must achieve
self-consciousness ; thought which does not recognize its own circumstances
does not reach self-consciousness . Although philosophy may not always
reflect on its circumstances, it must, nevertheless, reflect its historical
experience . But if philosophical inquiry is perspectival rather than definitive,
how is it to be evaluated? How, in other words, is Zea to overcome the dilemna
of historicism : if all philosophy is true only in a relative sense, then one's own
philosophical perspective must be valid only for a given circumstance? Zea
would respond to the historcist dilemna by noting that all individuals,
including the philosopher, are born into circumstances not of their own
making . But to live is to act and through action we are committed . Our
circumstances, by virtue of existence, oblige us to take a position. We are then
presented with possible choices by the human situation. Death is the only exit
from choice . But choice of a path makes us responsible for our actions, to
others as well as to ourselves, for existence is inherently social . Commitment
and responsibility are thus unavoidable . And, of course, it is only in a
condition of freedom that authentic responsibility can be realized . The philosopher's task is, in providing an interpretation of the human condition, to
assume responsibility for this interpretation, for its strategies and proposals,
and for the consequences which follow from acting on it.b
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The concepts of commitment, responsibility and freedom have as their
common reference the dignity, the integrity and welfare of "the person" . The
realization of the value of "la persona" is the normative possibility of all
historical action . Zea argues that there is an ultimate value in history and that
is history itself, or existence, for without existence [which means the existence
of the person] there can be nothing else. But existence is inherently coexistence : there can be no history of "one", only of one among and within the
many. This is the condition of existence . The principle of life, then, must be
taken as a given of history for without it, all the rest is nonsense. All history
presumes the principle of life, which, for 2;ea, means the life ,of each person .
Thus philosophies can be evaluated in terms of whether and to what extent
they have self-consciously assumed their commitment, have established
responsibility for their vision, and promoted freedom. The reference for all
these, the evaluative standards for each, is the extent to which they in turn
have promoted the dignity, welfare, and integrity of the person . Who is to
judge this? Zea answers : the community of which one is part. Philosophy must
submit to the judgment of the community .'
Domination, Philosophy and the :Latin American Situation
If philosophy is a response to the historical circumstance what then has
been the situation in America, particularly in Latin America? Zea states that
"the philosophical-historical interpretation of the relation that, from the
cultural point of view, Latin America has had with Europe or the Occident is
what will provide the origin of a philosophy which is American" .8 But what
has been the form of this interpretation? Zea argues that the different
accountings of this relationship must be analyzed with regard to their
historical development, and for this the history of philosophical ideas in Latin
America must be placed in context . In Latin America, the history of ideas is
opposed to that which has developed in the European experience. In the
European idiom, the history of ideas is of the making of the European self, of
the absorption and assimilation of philosophical tendencies around the
creation of a distinct Euro-centered history . The history of European
philosophy is an ongoing dialectic among the masters .
But in Latin America, the philosophical situation has been quite different.
Until late in the nineteenth century, the history of ideas in Latin America was
preoccupied with understanding the European influence - under the regimes
of Platonism, Thomism, historicism - in Latin America ; for none of these
reflect the American reality . For Zea, this amounts to a history ofthought and
not of philosophy because philosophy is an original expression of the
historical circumstance . While European philosophy might be envisioned as
proceeding dialectically through stages of assimilation and absorption, the
history of Latin American thought proceeds by the juxtapositioning of ideas. In
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Latin American thought, adaptation took place but little absorption .9 The
result was an accumulation of problems, not solutions . In Zea's viewpoint,
each stage of Latin American history was denied by succeeding generations of
thinkers, rather than being accepted as having been, having existed as the
context from which the present reality developed . In other words, Zea argues
that Latin American thought tends to reflect its circumstance, but not on
them. Latin American thinkers refused to accept their history, their
circumstances. They attempted to ignore the "backwardness" of their societies
as compared to Europe. For Zea, it is only with the development in the
twentieth century of an awareness of dependency and marginality in Latin
America that an authentic philosophy emerges . In a short book entitled
America Philosophy as Simply Philosophy, Zea emphasizes that for a good
deal of its history, there was no distinctive Latin American philosophy . The
authenticity of Latin American philosophy develops when it begins to assess
its circumstances from the perspective of the colonized, when it becomes selfconscious of the dependency relation. And with the emergence ofan authentic
Latin American philosophical voice comes an understanding that the reality
of American is not European, that philosophy in Latin America must find its
own way . For Zea, to write a history ofthe dependency relationship is really to
contribute to a global philosophical project. 10 The philosophy of the history of
the dependency relation is the opposite vision of a philosophy of history of
domination ; the reality is the same but the angle of vision, what it means for
the dependent and the dominant, is quite different .
University of California,
Los Angeles
Notes
1 . Leopoldo Aguilar Zea, like his working-class parents before him, was born in Mexico City on
June 30th, 1912, two years after the Mexican Revolution began. He received all of his formal
education in the Capitol, finally attending the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico
(UNAM) and receiving a bachelor's degree in 1936 . He subsequently divided his time between
the study of law and philosophy. With the assistance of Jose Guasi, Zea worked for his
master's degree from 1938 to 1942, and received a doctorate in philosophy and letters in 1943.
Both his master's thesis, Positivism in Mexico, and his doctoral dissertation, The Rise and
Fall of Positivism in Mexico, were subsequently published and have become standard works
in the study of Mexican philosophy, history and the social sciences . After holding temporary
positions in several Mexican universities, in 1944 Zea was appointed to replace one of
Mexico's leading intellectual figures, Antonio Caso, upon his retirement . Zea was appointed
Professor of Philosophy of History on the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters at UNAM, a
position Zea has now held for thirty-seven years . He has also served as the director of that
department as well as of the Center of Latin-American Studies, focusing its energies on the
History of Ideas in Latin America . In 1947, Zea was appointed to direct the work of the
Committee on the History of Ideas in America whose principal task it has been to prepare and
publish a History of Ideas of each nation in America . The first books appeared in 1956 and
new works continue to be published periodically. The original task is now nearly completed
but the committee's work is now focused on updating its earlier publications . The list of
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2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

honors and awards bestowed on Zea in recognition of his efforts and accomplishments are
considerable to say the least, and certainly too long to include here . However, some of the
more significant include his being granted the highest awards of the governments of Italy,
Yugoslavia, Peru, Mexico, including membership in the French Legion of Honor . He has also
served as a cultural envoy of the Mexican government, and has been the founder and director
in universities in many countries. He was invited, for example, at the urging of Arnold
Toynbee, to lecture at Oxford, France (Sorbonne), Germany, Italy, various African states,
several in the United States, and, of course, many in Latin America have invited Zea to speak
to their faculties . Zea's work is very broad in its scope and includes a two-volume analysis of
the major figures in western philosophy, a two-volume presentation and critique of LatinAmerican philosophy, and his two books on positivism in Mexico are considered classics in
the area of the sociology of knowledge . He has published thirty-one books (and another in
press), thirty-three articles in Mexico and an additional thirty prepared for English, French,
or Italian scholarly publications . However, there is a basic continuity in Zea's work based on
the use of the same themes and concepts in his analysis of different issues and concerns . This
analysis is motivated by his belief that a new interpretation of the form and substance of the
human condition in America is the appropriate! task of American philosophy . And Zea's
analysis is not isolated for it is part of the broader effort of a relatively small number of
philosophers in different countries and of different orientations, who have concluded that the
traditional philosophic frameworks cannot provide the understanding they seek . Thus, it is
important to understand that while not part of the mainstream of contemporary thought,
Zea's efforts are not simply idiosyncratic .
All of the information on Zea's background was obtained in several personal interviews
with him during the month of February, 1978, in Mexico City . I wish to express my gratitude
to Vice- Chancellor Wilson of UCLA for providing a grant to travel to Mexico for these
interviews . A fellowship provided by the National Chicano Council on Higher Education has
made this research possible by allowing me to devote the academic year 1977-78 to a broader
study of Zea's work .
Zea's more important works are : El Positivismo en Mexico, Tercera Edicion, Mexico : Fondo
de Cultura Economia, 1968 ; Ensayos sobre Filosofia en la Historic, Mexico : Stylo, 1947 ; Dos
Etapas del Pensamiento en Hispanoamerica, Mexico : El Colegio de Mexico, 1949 ; La
Filosofia como Compromiso, Mexico : Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1952 ; America como
Conciencia, Mexico : Cuadernos Americanos, 19:53 ; America en la Historia, Mexico : Fondo
de Cultura Economica, 1957 ; La Filosofia Americana como Filosofia sin Mas, Mexico : Siglo
XXI, 1969 ; Dialectica de la Conciencia Americana, Mexico : Editorial Alianza, 1975 . I was
fortunate enough to obtain the manuscript of Zea's latest work which should be published
soon, entitled Filosofia de la Historia Americana. In this work Zea has brought together his
basic themes and attempted to synthesize them. Since the pages of the manuscript will
not correspond to the pages of the book, my references to this work will list the chapter and
section where the reference is to be found . Two excellent commentaries on Zea's work are to
be found in Abelardo Villegas, La Filosofia de to Mexicano, Mexico : Fondo de Cultura
Economica, 1960, and Michael Weinstein, The Polarity of Mexican Thought, University
Park : Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976 .
Zea's references to Ortega and Mannheim can. be found in En Torno a Una Filosofia
Americana, Mexico : El Colegio de Mexico ; for discussions of Sarte, see : La Filosofia Como
Compromiso and La Filosofia Americana como Filosofia sin Mas.
The clearest statement of Zea's conception of philosophy is contained in the first essay in La
Filosofia Como Compromiso . See also America Como Conciencia, pp . 13-21, and La
Conciencia del Hombre en la Filosofia, Mexico : Imprenta Universitaria, 1953, pp . 11-32 .
La Filosofia Como Compromiso, p . 37 .
The three concepts are discussed in the first essay of La Filosofia Como Compromiso.
Some idea of Zea's notion of community can be gathered from his discussion in the first two
chapters of El Positivismo en Mexico, but it is not very clearly developed .
Filosofia de la Historia Americana, Introduction, Section l . The following discussion refers
to this entire chapter .
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9. Zea discussed the situation of America in many works . The most extensive analyses are found
in America como Conciencia, Esencia de to Americano, and Dos Etapas Del Pensamiento en
Hispanoamerica, Mexico : El Colegio de Mexico . 1949. The relationship with Europe is dealt
with in America en la Conciencia de Europa, Mexico : Los Presentes, 1955 .
10 . For Zea's fullest account of dependency, see Dependencia y liberation en la cultura Latino
Americana, Mexico : Cuadernos de Joaquin Mortiz, 1974 .
An excellent discussion of Catholic ideology as applied to Latin America is contained in
America en la Hisioria, ch . 9 . For an analysis of the Occidential Colonizer, see El Occidente y
la Conciencia de Mexico, Mexico : Porrua y Obregon, 1953.
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INTRODUCTION TO ANTONIO CASO'S
"THE CONCEPT OF UNIVERSAL HISTORY"
Antonio Caso's The Concept of Universal History, a selection from which
follows this introduction, was first published in 1923 and is representative of
Mexican philosophy in its Golden Age and of Caso's mature thought .
Eduardo Garcia Maynez, who belongs to the generation whose members were
taught by Caso, remarks that for the period between the two World Wars
Caso was "the spiritual leader of Mexican youth ." According to Garcia
Maynez, "when we were young we found in him not only a master who gave us
his wisdom generously, but a philosopher whose life equalled his thought and
who made of his conduct a living paradigm of morality."' Caso, then, was an
integral thinker, as the great philosophers in the Hispanic tradition, such as
the Argentinian Alejandro Korn, the Uruguayan Carlos Vaz Ferreira, and the
Spaniard Miguel de Unamuno, have striven and often have succeeded to be.
Alfonso Reyes notes that Caso's vast knowledge of philosophical ideas and
the logical strength with which he expressed and organized that knowledge
made his university teaching "the pride of our academic world."
Caso is representative in the sense in which Ralph Waldo Emerson used the
term "representative man ;" he is the best and most complete expression of a
form of life: the pensador of the Revolutionary era . The Concept of Universal
History reads more like a lecture than a philosophical treatise, a stylistic
characteristic which marked Mexican philosophy of the Golden Age . Caso
and his great colleague Jose Vasconcelos (lid not, in accord with the integral
tendency of their projects, separate education from investigation . Caso, in
particular ; was known to be a brilliant lecturer, who in his courses on the
history of philosophy would enter into the formative intuition of each system
successively and make old doctrines come alive as though they were being
expressed by those who first enunciated them. He exemplified in practice,
then, the "universal sympathy" and "intellectual love" which he defends in The
Concept of Universal History. This work itself shows evidence of that
sympathy . The first part of it presents with vigor and passion the case for
history's inferiority to the sciences, but then the argument is abruptly reversed
and the claims of history to autonomy and dignity are even more powerfully
defended. The ultimate aim ofthe work is to put each form of spiritual activity
in its proper place and within the bounds fixed for it by rational reflection.
Even philosophy must function within the limits set by intuition, a
requirement which makes Caso's critical project similar to Kant's task of
providing for the self-limitation of reason .
Reyes says, the "new truths" of European and North American thought to the
Mexican intellectual world. These "new truths" were primarily those
contained in the vitalistic revolt against idealism and positivism, particularly
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as expressed by Henri Bergson and William James . But as the selection to
follow shows clearly, Arthur Schopenhauer's voluntarism and the
metaphysics of Plato and Aristotle were also essential to Mexican philosophy
in its Golden Age .
Caso's existential ontology is nowhere more evident than in The Concept of
Universal History . Making his contribution to the debate, which is still lively
in our own time, over the proper definitions of and relations among the
various forms of inquiry, Caso defends the autonomy of both philosophy and
history from the natural sciences and from one another . The essence of the
defense is that philosophy and history touch aspects of Being which cannot be
conceptualized, but can only be grasped by intuition. The sciences live within
a conceptual medium, midway between the philosophical intuition of
ineffable first principles and the historical intuition of irreducible concrete
and unique individuals . The concepts of natural science are abstractions
which allow us to manipulate things around us with relative success, but do
not give us contact with reality . The intuitions grounding philosophy and
history are diverse, leading Caso to a dualism which is only resolved in the
deeds of the living person . Philosophy's intuition is ultimately mystical and
yields a pervasive Being which is too elusive and omnipresent to be grasped by
concepts, whereas history's intuition is ultimately aesthetic and yields an
utterly unique individual which is too rich to be exhausted by concepts . Both
the ineffable and the irreducible, then, are too great to be conceptualized, but
in different ways: The first is too pervasive and the second too distinctive.
Caso installs science and the arts squarely between the ineffable and the
individual, as the two middle corners of a diamond . History, at the bottom
corner, touches particularity and then alludes to it in its descriptions ;
philosophy, at the top corner, touches universality and evokes it in its
argumentation . From history's viewpoint everything, including physical
entities, is historical, because for it reality is concrete individuality . Hence,
Caso's Universal History is universal in the strictest sense .
Caso's dualism is symbolized by his striking use of Mexican national
imagery in which philosophy is depicted as the eagle and history as the
serpent . The eagle soars above the land, gaining some freedom from the spirit
of gravity, but failing to discern the complexity of individual beings . The
serpent crawls along the ground, in intimate contact with each particular, but
unable to unite them all into a totality. This is the ontological analogue of
Caso's famous moral formula of alas y plomo (wings and lead), which
signified that the virtuous individual should combine the wings of idealism
with the lead of prudent realism . With regard to ontology, the complete
thinker must intuit both universality and particularity through diverse acts of
spirit, and have the equanimity of mind neither to reduce one to the other, nor
to reduce either to scientific or logical concepts . Integral thought is not won by
dialectical ingenuity but by remaining in constant contact with all ofthe limits
49

MICHAEL A. WEINSTEIN
of life while holding fast to life's immediate integrity, or as Caso puts it,
"unicity ."
Caso's insistence on the concreteness, uniqueness, and inexhaustibility of
the individual being informs later Mexican philosophy, particularly that of
Leopoldo Zea and Emilio Uranga, both of whom associate the revolt against
cultural imperialism with the defense of individuality . Unfortunately the
extent of Caso's contribution is not often acknowledged, perhaps because in
his youth he did not break completely with Porfirian politics and in his later
years he turned towards a Kierkegaardian defense of faith. In The Concept of
Universal History we find him at the height of his powers, teacher and
philosopher in one, expositor and originator simultaneously - and most of
all a capacious mind and a generous spirit.
Michael A. Weinstein
Notes
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THE CONCEPT OF UNIVERSAL HISTORY*
Antonio Caso
History as Science
Is history a science? - Thinkers (philosophers, historians, sociologists),"
according to Altimira, "can be ranged into three groups with regard to this
problem. Some deny altogether any scientific character to history, others
acknowledge that history, in part, has such a character, and others, finally,
affirm such a character and even attempt to constitute with it a new species of
inquiry ."
No error can be committed - at least it would be inexplicable that it was
committed - if that error was not based in some way on real data which were
susceptible of being interpreted as they were by those who made the erroneous
judgment. Spencer said - and his expression has met with good fortune
since - that there is afund oftruth infalse things . If, with respect to the nature
of history and to its scientific or artistic character, there exist grave differences
of opinion, this condition will probably be grounded in the fact that the very
characters of history are susceptible of diverse interpretations, because,
perhaps, the thing that we wish to define is incoherent in itself and, as John
Stuart Mill teaches, "there is no agreement on the point of the definition of a
thing except when there is agreement about the object of the definition ." But it
may also be the case that though history is coherent in itself it is so complex
that in one of its aspects it appears as science and in another as art, or as art
and science simultaneously, or as science and art sui generis . It could, finally,
be the case that though not coherent on the whole in itself history adds to its at
least relative incongruence a heterogeneity : Then the difficulty of defining it
would explain the discrepancy of opinions to which Altimira refers .
There are great and well-known differences between a work of history such
as that of Herodotus and one such as that of Polybius. Between history as St.
Augustine conceives it and as Fustel de Coulanges understands it the
differences are also obvious . But the differences are not so profound and
decisive that we must consider the poetic works of Herodotus and St.
Augustine's theological works as diverse in their essence from the works of
Polybius and Fustel de Coulanges . Philosophical history is, fundamentally, a
single knowledge . Similarly, the science of Albertus Magnus and Roger
Bacon, and that of Descartes and Galileo, are aspects of the same science, so
long as we make reference always to the entire complex of ideas of the century
*From Eduardo Garcia Maynez, Antonio Caso : Breve Antologia, Mexico : Secretaria de
Educacion Publica, 1945, pp. 55-81 . Translated for the C.J. AS.T by Michael Weinstein .
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which engendered the particular scientific: work and tinge it with the spirit of
the eras which followed and made rectifications .
Consider, then, not the complete content of historical works, but what of
the historic exists in them. Eliminate whatever is conventionally the auxiliary,
contingent, and extrinsic - political and moral speculations, philosophical
and religious reflections, mystical or pedagogical tendencies, etc . -and there
will always remain a sui generis ground which will be, precisely, the object of
the definition of history, whether it be considered as art or science, or as art
and science simultaneously, or as art or science sui generis .
History, at first view, does not reproduce the general type of the sciences .
This is, probably, the opinion of the impartial reader. While physics,
chemistry, biology and sociology reproduce the physiognomic characteristics
of a single ideational family, history separates itself from the common type.
But we submit that this is a superficial opinion . Nevertheless, some deep cause
must sustain it since it is so commonly held.
History, essentially, proceeds ad narrandum, reconstructing and reliving
the past. The sciences, instead of turning their gaze to the past, fix it towards
the future . History sets itself to investigate in the perennial development of life
the life that was, the world that perished, the societies, traditions and customs
that have disappeared . Its object of knowledge does not exist in the present;
time incorporated that object in its passage and converted it into the present
moment, or unmade that object forever .
What kind of science is this, so different from the others, which does not
know in order to predict but in order to relive? How will history be able to
maintain its scientific character when it refers to the past instead of dedicating
itself to the future? What general facts will it discover? What natural
symmetries and oppositions will it make precise, which are valid only for the
past and are limited, in consequence, in universality and are contingent in
relation to the future?
History and the Sciences . - The logical procedure ofthe sciences is deductive
or inductive, but it always implies a general element towards which it is
directed or from which it departs in order to effectuate reasoning . Through
induction the scientific investigator derives from the study of certain facts a
general result that does not admit of restrictions of time or space different
from those of its terms - and if it admits of such restrictions we do not treat of
a true induction but of an apparent induction . We refer, then, to the synthetic
expression of what has been discovered previously, but without any passage
from something known to something unknown and without augmentation of
scientific knowledge . An astronomical, physical, or biological law covers an
indefinite multiplicity of possible cases which will have to confirm that law
uniformly insofar as they are produced . In contrast, what has been called
52

THE CONCEPT OF UNIVERSAL HISTORY
historical generalization is merely the synthetic expression of a certain
people's, individual's, or civilization's previously defined attributes, which
are, in sum, things that will not vary in the course of time. The possibility of
variation is exhausted by the very essence of the historical fact, which is always
referred to, the past.
Deduction, equally, in deriving from a general proposition conclusions
which are less general or particular, does so with a character of uniformity not
only for the real, but for the possible, and without restrictions of place or time.
In contrast, if the historian generalizes deductively or inductively he will do it
always within the restrictions of the definition of his study . He will always
refer to what has been at a certain time and will never again return in an
identical form. The historian will define ad libitum the importance of the
object of his knowledge : he can propose the history of a special individual (the
biography of Cromwell or of Frederick the Great), the history of a city such as
Florence or Paris, or the history of the civilization of Renaissance Italy, but
Cromwell, Frederick the Great, Florence, Paris and Italian Renaissance
civilization are equally individuals, equally unique in space and time. The role
of inductive generalization or of reflections obtained by deduction from some
historical generalization will never be the same as the function of the same
logical procedures in the sciences . History contains rational elements resulting
from a final constructive elaboration . The sciences, as we have said, contain
results which are much less contingent; not simple generalizations, but laws;
not summaries of observations, but uniformities of relations without any
limitations of time and space but those inherent in their formulation ; no aid
from final intuitions, but efforts which fulfill their end by their formulation,
which carry their object in themselves.

Historians ofparticular events. - All historians treat of particular events . An

historian of genius, such as Thucydides, will describe the Peloponnesian War,
revealing the essential and deep rivalry between Athens and Sparta, evoking
the terrible and admirable period, saving from forgetfullness the specific
attributes of men and things contemporary to him (the present always forms
part of the past for the consciousness that perceives it) . It is true that this philosophical spirit will tinge the work with perspicacious moral reflections and
grave political considerations . It is true that he will put magnificent speeches
in the mouths of heroes such as Pericles, but these disquisitions will not form
the ultimate end of his work, although they may abound in it. What will make
of his works always books of history and not treatises of moral philosophy will
be the ultimate synthetic vision, the reconstructive intuition, the achieved aim
of animating situations which are singular in time and space with data first
refined by reason and then organized by the creative imagination .
The innumerable mythological, theological, historical and metaphysical
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allusions that fill The Divine Comedy do not detract from its incomparable
poetic stamp, nor do the noble aesthetic qualities of his style and the magic of
his expression that would appear, at first blush, to be ineffable diminish the
final meaning of Bergson's Creative Evolution . The ultimate aim, which in the
great poet is the freest creation and in the French philosopher is universal
intuition of the elan vital of existence, is, in the Greek historian, ideal
resurrection of heroes and personalities who in reality lived and worked,
engendering an historic epoch which is memorable for humanity. If the
historian, as does Thucydides, succeeds in offering us the illusion of making
those revived Hellenic nations move and develop before our eyes; if their
action is revealed to ourconsciousness as is that of our contemporaries, he will
have realized his design. The revelation of the uniqueness and singularity of
the past is the ambition of history.
Synthesis . - In summary, while the sciences refer to genera, uniformities and
laws, history, even when it uses rational procedures, does not_formulate laws
when it generalizes but simply generalizes as a means to its ultimate end which
is the intuition of the individual.
While the sciences study what repeats itself universally, what occurs one
time and several times and always, history refers to the unique, to what never
comes back again to be what it was.
While the sciences are masters oftime and are developed in order to predict
the future, history sets its gaze towards the past, is confined to it, and
investigates it only.
The concept of science and history. - Various thinkers have preferred to
modify the concept of science in order to make the concept of history fit within
it. Others, in contrast, who were more! respectful of the truth and, in
consequence, are less numerous, have preferred to declare that History is not a
science . 2
In speaking of Hegel Sir Alex Grant said that to take philosophy from
Hegel's Philosophy of History is the same as to take poetry from Shakespeare
- the debt is nearly universal . With even better reason we could affirm,
suppressing all limitation, that it is a universal debt to take philosophy from
Aristotle . We recur for the discussion of our theme to the Stagirite and
interrogate his concept of science first and then his concept of history .
Aristotle was the direct opposite of a recalcitrant Cartesian, a sworn enemy
of erudition and philology . We do not recur, then, to a violent and a
prioristic philosopher, to whom the tradition has little importance, but to the
one among all the Greeks who was the first: historian of philosophy . That is to
say, we recur to a great philosopher who was also an illustrious historian .
"Aristotle," says Boutroux, "dedicated himself to profound historical studies
in all the domains of science ."3
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Philosophy is, for Aristotle, knowledge ofthe universal and each science is a
partial philosophy which is restricted to a certain object of knowledge . But
without an element of generality there is no science . Aristotle declares,
essentially, that there is no science of the particular as particular.4
With respect to history the Stagirite teaches : "The true difference (between
the historian and the poet) resides in the fact that one refers to what has been
and the other to what would have been able to be. This is what makes poetry
something more philosophical and serious than history, since poetry is
occupied more with the universal and history more with the particular . The
universal, in general, is the whole of words or of deeds which probably or
necessarily concern a given character, and the aim of poetry is to fit
appropriate names to the generalities . The particular is, for example, what
Alcibiades has done or what he has suffered."5
Putting together in the form of a syllogism both ideas we will have as the
major premise that there is no science of the particular, as the minor premise
that history knows the particular, and as the conclusion that there is no science
of history.
It is true, as Altamira wishes to say, that the notion of science which
Aristotle had is not precisely the contemporary notion (the concept ofscience
is one of the most disputed points in the philosophy of our time), but whether
we consider that concept as it appears in Greek intellectualism, in Emile
Boutroux' philosophy of contingency, or in the contemporary pragmatism of
James and Le Roy (which affirms the contingency not of laws, but of the very
scientific facts) it will always be true to say that without an element of
generality there is no science. That is to say that history, if it was knowledge of
the particular, would have no right to be counted among the group of the
sciences as a species of the common gender .
Who will fail to admit that without types, genera, formative ideas,
uniformities, or values science is impossible? Who will be able to speak of a
science ofthe particular without perceiving immediately the contradiction in
the expressed terms? Though the Spanish historian previously cited would
desire it, the mere vicissitudes of the concept of science do not affect the
general problem that Aristotle resolved so clearly and so philosophically : At
any time and in whatever philosophical system one investigates or even
chooses by chance, science is impossible without a substratum of universality
(even when it is not necessary as Aristotle thought it to be). The antithesis is
indisputable and profound, and the conclusion of the proposed syllogism is
perfect: history is not science .
Of the four great forms of intellectual activity - philosophy, science, art,
and history - philosophy and science always refer to things that are not
individual, universal, or general ; art refers to absolute and possible
individuality ; and history refers to the particular and real, never to abstraction
or generality.
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The greatest of the philosophers also teaches, in the paragraph cited, his
preference for poetry over history, because `poetry is occupied more with the
universal and history more with theparticular."On this point the genius of the
Stagirite is not contradicted . The philosopher is one who knows how to find in
the universal the explanation of the individual and in the necessity that he
intuits the contingency that is given to him in experience. The poetry of a
Shakespeare, by creating eternal types of human passion, such as Hamlet,
Othello, and Lear, comes closer to philosophical intuition of the universal
than the supreme historian such as Tacitus who only succeeds, by referring to
some notable living personality (Caligula, Nero, or Domitian), in
underscoring contingent and historical evil, which is less real and less
perverse, within its essential particularity, than the vividly real, which is
intuited aesthetically through innumerable experiences by the creative genius
of the artist .
The thought of Schopenhauer on history as science. - Other great thinkers
have followed Aristotle's example and have denied to history the character of
science . Schopenhauer, as we are going to see immediately, shares Aristotle's
judgment, and we should point out in passing that the German philosopher,
as well as his Greek counterpart, were men who were amply gifted with the
form of universal sympathy which, according to Hoffding, is the historical
sense. The philosophical system of Schopenhauer has greater psychological
than logical unity .
Poetry contributes more than history, according to Schopenhauer, to
knowledge of human nature: "In this sense, we have to expect from the first
more true lessons than from the second . Aristotle recognized this when he
said : Etres magis~philosophica et meliore poesis est quam historia.
"History cannot aspire to place itself in the same rank with the other
sciences, since it cannot claim for itself the qualities that distinguish them . It
lacks the fundamental character of all sciences, the subordination of known
facts, in place of which it can only offer us their coordination . There is not,
then, system in history as there is in any of the sciences . History is a type of
learning, not a science, since in no manner does it know the particular through
the general, but is obliged to take the individual fact directly and drag it, so to
speak, along the ground of experience, while the sciences fly above because
they have acquired vast general notions through which they dominate the
particular and can, at least within certain limits, embrace in a glance the
possibility of the things belonging to their domain so that they can
contemplate with tranquility even the eventual and the future . The sciences,
since they are systems of general notions, treat only of genera; history always
treats of individual things, which means that if it were conceded a scientific
character it would be a science of individuals, which implies contradiction .
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Also, one draws from the preceding that all the sciences without exception
treat of what always exists, whereas history relates what has existed but one
time and will never exist again." 6
The concept implies, in truth, a certain indisputable inferiority for history,
but also a constant superiority . The sciences soar over the ground of
experience and history drags along . Let us accept the metaphor and continue
the allegory. But by flying the sciences take for themselves no more than
abstract aspects, that is to say, ideals, and, therefore, irreals. History, dragging
itself along, encounters the real individual, describes it, and delivers it to us as
concrete and unique intuition . To soar will imply advantages, but we must
confess that dragging along also has them, if we treat of grading the
importance of both forms of knowledge. In the world there are no
astronomical, physical, or biological facts . There are beings, natural systems
as Bergson would say, historical facts which, compared among themselves,
show common attributes which are the object of scientific laws. History, by
dragging itself along, pervades and receives reality itself, whereas the sciences
do no more than soar and see above it. The eagle, on his summit, does not
distinguish everything; the serpent, in contrast, by limiting his horizon feels
the earth with the crawling body. Philosophy is the eagle and history is the
serpent . Both are sacred beings .
In summary, in history there is serial coordination but no system and no
formation of hierarchies of notions as there is in science and philosphy .
History is a learning, not a science . It is, perhaps, a form of irreducible
knowledge, even when it participates in the character of science and of art.
The characters ofhistoricalfacts, according to Meyer and Andler . But it is not
sufficient to affirm the particularity or individuality, the singularity or
uniqueness of the facts which constitute the object of history, or to affirm
history's character of pastness. It is necessary to define these characters,
complementing the philosophical teachings of Aristotle and Schopenhauer
which negate the scientific value of historical knowledge with the
contributions offered by contemporary professional historians .
"The essential affirmation of the study of descriptive history," says Andler
(summing up the conclusions of the famed historian Edward Meyer), "is that
the object of this science is formed by individual facts . This does not mean that
one treats only of facts which occur in individual human beings . Groups,
peoples, and civilizations are collective individuals which have their own
particularity. There are not two centuries or two actions which are the same.
History has for its object the tracing of existing differences between these
particular structures of men or of human groups which it describes as they are,
changing and active, but irreducible ."
Meyer deduces highly important consequences from this fundamental
concept of the object of the historical disciplines :
I. - In the first place, general causes are not the resource of historical
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investigation . Such causes exist, but they are not to be defined in historical
inquiry . The action of general facts, whether psychological or economic,
provides only limits and does not explain the particular phenomena studied
by the historian . Such facts are not sufficient to achieve the prediction of
particular events which develop in the closed domain limiting the general facts
themselves.
II. - Besides, "the states ofpermanent things are not history . Nothing such
as the existence of the Alps has predetermined the historical existence of the
peoples of Central Europe: the histories of Switzerland, Italy, Germany, and
France are not intelligible except in light of the existence of the Alps, but the
existence of the Alps does not belong to history . Historical facts are those
which change and work through their change : peoples who are not civilized,
whose social state does not change, are not historical peoples . They are as
isolated and immobile blocks of granite around which the tide of peoples
flows. Inorganic and uncivilized masses can throw themselves precipitously
against evolved civilizations, as did the Huns and the Mongols who assailed
Europe and who operated mechanically as projectiles ."
III . - On the other hand, collective facts are not historical facts. The
destiny of the multitudes cut loose in one of Caesar's battles has no
importance . The strategic and tactical plan which gave victory is the fact
which merits attention . The masses are the substratum ofhistory, the material
on which events are realized and institutions are carved . Material is not
interesting except with regard to the form that it takes, and this form is an
individual work .
IV . - As far as history is extended, it will never escape from the bounds of
particular facts . Particular life is of a civilization such as that ofthe Western
and Eastern peoples of the Ancient Era. History is never a science of the
general. Not only is it difficult to discover the laws of history; it is
-contradictory to search for them. 8
When history is conceived as description of the unique, irreducible, and
past individual, whether one treats of men, peoples, civilizations, or races, one
sees clearly in what manner its object is appropriately distinguished from that
of the sciences . The sciences study universal recurrences, oppositions and
adaptations which are reducible to generic uniformities ; similarities,
contrasts, and symmetries - all that falls under the dominion of the rational
act, that is formulated in ideas or notions that generalize attributes, in
judgments that compare ideas, in reasonings that compare judgments or
that result from elementary reasonings. History, which utilizes abstract
scientific notions that limit or circumscribe its own field, is the learning which
drags itselfalong so that it can better touch its object . It is referred to what in
logic are called the lowest species, that is to say, to real beings, to facts that are
not selected by analysis, to entities that do not appear at the behest oftheories,
to what is not an object abstracted from life, but to the life itself from which all
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objects have been abstracted, always individual, singular, irreducible,
different .
The Concept of Universal History
History and poetic creation. - In order to study the nature of history it is
necessary to recur, rather than to the disquisitions of philosophers, to the
works of the historians themselves . They are the ones who best can indicate to
us the essence of the activity that they practice .
We will recur to the masters of the historical genre and we will see how their
labor is not only an effort of criticism and documentation, but is even more a
poetic creation or at least has much of the artistic in it.
It is true that today history is not written with the end of moralizing or
delighting, even when it is true, on the other hand, that no one was ever
moralized by history and that, written by Xenophon and Plutarch, it delighted
all men . It is true, also, that history has been strengthened through the
centuries with the riches of a more detailed erudition . Otfried Muller has been
able to call philology the "integral and_full perception ofancient intellectual
life," and his definition is worthy of his heroic life consecrated to the
perfection of historical knowledge . Nevertheless, far from being capable of
reduction to mere erudition, respected for its completeness, history is an
organic and aesthetic attempt at reconstruction of the past. Only the one who
reconstructs the life that was the world that was once made and later dispersed
in the sempiternal evolution of things merits the name of historian . The object
of history is what happened once in time and space and will never return as it
was, whether one treats of humanity, of animal or vegetable species, or,
finally, of the planet itself, a great historical being which made all history
possible . History's objects are unique beings among their kind, unique among
men, peoples, races, and civilizations, always personal and individual, always
different .
Biography and history . - The word biography has been reserved for the
history of a human person. Biography is always history . That is to say, it is a
faithful portrait of a unity, whether one treats of a being or of a nation . The
great historians are those who, besides possessing the unavoidable
accomplishments of erudition and criticism, know how to restore and revive
the matter of their investigations .
The historical work begins with a critical and scientific preface . Sources are
discussed, documents are assayed, and witnesses are tested before the tribunal
of "pure reason." But this effort is not sufficient. It is necessary to follow the
historical work further until it achieves its ultimate end.
When the facts have been tested scrupulously and the documents speak with
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clarity the most admirable work has not yet begun. It is necessary to complete
the investigation with an intuition of the whole.
Suppose, in order to use a metaphor which perhaps illuminates the
doctrine, that the historian is as one who had to construct a solid body with
data which, diminished and dispersed, lay in museums and ruins, in libraries
and archives. Suppose that the solid which had to be constructed was a
pyramid . But now imagine that despite having calculated and designed the
geometrical construction one had not yet had the immediate and luminous
intuition of the total pyramid, that one had not seen in the mind the
conjunction of the sides of the pyramid in a single point . Despite all the effort
of criticism, the geometrical solid could not be constructed .
The historian and the geometer. - As it goes with the geometer, so it goes with
the historian . It is necessary to intuit, to project consciousness towards an
ideal point on which the whole converges as do the sides ofthe pyramid in the
illustrative metaphor. If one divines the point of convergence, if one has the
artistic genius necessary to sympathize mysteriously with the character of a
people or of a man of genius, one achieves ipsofacto historical creation . If one
remains indefinitely in an attitude of bare and incomplete criticism one is not
an historian .
Now, this final effort is essentially artistic . It is achieved only through
intuition . It is fulfilled only through poetic genius .
Why does the story of Joan of Arc told by Michelet or the biography of
Frederick the Great written by Carlyle captivate us? Why do we always prefer
a few pages from Titus Livius to a repertory of facts about the Roman
Republic, or the severe and elegant style of Tacitus to all the information
about the crimes of the Caesars? Because criticism is not intuition and
voluminous chronicles do not revive the past. Because history is always art,
the profound art of evoking over the dust of the centuries the soul of the
centuries .
Common wisdom says that history repeats itself. This is not true. History
never repeats itself. Neither the genius of Greece nor the majesty of Rome will
ever be reborn from their venerable ruins. Themistocles will never return to
lead his generous and triumphant hosts . The heroes who once lived will never
return again . There is a fund of eternal renewal in the universe. Jesus
expressed the mystery of the perennial youth of creation: "My father still
works."
Bacon's conception . - It is difficult to characterize better than Bacon did the
appropriate rank and universal extent of history : "The most exact
classification that can be made of the human sciences is drawn from
consideration of the three faculties of the soul which are the sites of science .
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History refers to memory, poetry to imagination, and philosophy to reason ."
"The proper object of history is constituted by individuals, inasmuch as
they are found circumscribed in time and space, because though natural
history seems to be occupied with species, nevertheless, if it treats of species it
is only because of the similarities that natural things show when they are
comprehended in this way . Such similarity leads to the belief that he who
knows one individual knows them all, a belief which induces to confusion . If
one sometimes encounters unique individuals within their species, such as the
sun and the moon, or finds certain aspects that separate individuals from their
species, one still does not have the least ground for excluding them from a
natural history . There is no more ground for excluding individuals from a civil
history . Now, all these concerns have to do with memory ."
"History is natural or civil. The divisions of natural history are drawn from
the state and condition of nature which can be found in three different states
,
and under three types of regimes ."
"Either nature is free and develops in its ordinary course, as in the heavens,
the animals, the plants, and all that is presented to our view; or nature by
virtue of the evil disposition and resistance of rebellious matter, is thrown
outside of its bounds, as in the case of monsters ; or, finally, it is, through
human art and industry, constrained, modeled, and in certain mode
rejuvenated, as in the case of artificial works."
"The deeds of man are related in civil history. Without doubt, divine things
do not shine in natural or civil history, so these things also constitute a species
of history which is commonly called sacred or ecclesiastical history . In our
opinion the importance of the arts and letters is great enough to warrant a
special history for them, which in our plan is comprehended together with civil
and ecclesiastical history."
By considering the precise and prophetic concepts just drawn from De
Dignitatis et Augmentis Scientiarum one will see how Bacon achieved the
formulation of a complete concept of universal history, in the sense that his
knowledge cannot be confined within the domain of the human but has to
include the study of the entire universe, as much in its typical forms as in its
exceptional aspects (the history of monsters) . That is to say, for the great
philosopher history refers to the totality of existence, as do the sciences and
philosophy, only its viewpoint is the consideration of the individual and not of
the generic and common .
Generally, when we think of something historical we reflect on human
history and especially on political history. Nevertheless, neither is all history
political nor is it even simply human. The stars have their history as do the
animal and vegetable species. The concept of universal history must include
human and nonhuman history ; that is to say, it must be the total history of the
universe.
"All energy tends to be degraded into heat and heat to be spread uniformly
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among bodies." This great cosmological law is the foundation of history . If
physical laws were reversible as are pure mechanical laws, the principle of
eternal recurrence or orbital return, which the Stoics conceived and which
Nietzsche formulated in his Zarathustra, would express the transformations
of the universe, because time is infinite and within its infinity the possible
transformations of matter and force would be exhausted without fail. By
reproducing one of the combinations of events all ofthe others would follow
identically in their rigorous order by virtue of the law of causation . As Marcus
Aurelius said : "The things of the world are always the same in their orbital
revolutions, from above to below, from century to century ."
The principle of Carnot and Clausius. - The great law of Carnot and
Clausius, the principle of the degradation of energy, introduces historicity
into existence and nourishes and sustains it constantly . If only the first law of
energy, the principle of conservation, operated, history would not exist, and
purely mechanical and essential reversibility would make of cosmic facts
phenomena without history, pure mechanical or geometrical relations . But
Carnot's law makes time a real factor, an active dimension of universal
existence .
"A pendulum which moves in the atmosphere from A to B," says Boutroux,
"must overcome a resistance, but in order to overcome it will produce an
amount of work and by working will lose part of its energy. If, then, the
direction of movement is changed the pendulum will not return to its original
point because it will have lost energy both in its initial and in its reverse
motion. It can be established as a universal rule that whenever there is work
the original quantity of energy is irreparably diminished with the production
of heat."10
That is to say, physics, with regard to mechanics and pure geometry, is a
new science which takes into account and considers in its study not only the
quantity but also the quality of forces . Heat is of an inferior quality to work.
Boutroux adds: "Physical laws cannot be reduced to those of mechanics ."
Existence has probably been developing through a constant change in
potential, which implies a constant qualitative transformation . The quantity
of energy has remained the same, but its quality has been degraded . Without a
fall in cosmic potential work would be impossible. Hence, the degradation of
energy means an irreversible and real succession of phenomena or, in other
words, an historical order . To summarize : Nothing is lost and all is
transformed through the irrevocable order which is history.
Astronomical history . - The solar system bears witness to the enormous
drama which drew the sun and the planets from the primitive nebula, casting
them into their trajectories through space . The ring of Saturn, the moons of
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Jupiter, the melancholic little world that lights up the nights of our globe are
remains, testaments of a history that they reveal in their sempiternal
revolutions .
At the beginning everything was submerged in a primitive and incoherent
homogeneity. The acts of the cosmic drama are patiently deciphered by the
astronomers and reveal to us the various dynamic moments of the Creation .
There was a planet, between Jupiter and Mars, which broke, perhaps, into a
thousand irregular fragments, forming asteroids which are as obedient as the
stars themselves to universal gravitation .
Chemical and geological history. - The different chemical elements are
probably also data for a chemical history. The new scientific spirit seems to
fulfill the fantasy of the old alchemists . By submitting some chemical
compounds to radiation from the marvellous simple body, Sir William
Ramsay finds evidence that guarantees the possibility of some elements being
transmuted into others . Ozone, which is merely non-electrified or allotropic
oxygen, evinces different properties from those of the famous element
discovered by Lavoisier.
Geologists show the dramatic shifts in the earth's history through the
superposition of its strata . Flora and fauna which are specific to each layer are
analyzed by paleontologists and naturalists . Just as an historian knows how to
reconstruct a civilization from excavations in the venerable Hellenic or Latin
soil that yield only a few remains of its immortal monuments, so Cuvier could
reconstruct, with a bone or a vertebra, the complete skeletal form of the great
antediluvian animals.
Natural history. - The exemplary works of Lamarck and Darwin opened up
magnificent historical perspectives to science. One could then conceive that
the most distinct and diverse species could grow one out of the other. Man
himself, once isolated as an Olympian from his brothers, began to
acknowledge the immense accumulation of qualities and attributes that link
his existence to universal life . Just as is the case with the simple bodies of
chemistry, the organic species are unstable and historical . At one time there
were neither chemical nor biological laws . Only at a certain historical moment
does the magnificent complexity of attributes which are analyzed today by
chemists, naturalists, physicists, and biologists begin to develop.
Evolution is universal and not only human. Time has worked on all things
and has exerted its action on them . History is not peculiar or exclusive to men
and human societies. Insofar as anything is within time, far from remaining
unalterable it is linked with other things in an incessant transformation . The
very orbits of the planets are not identical over successive revolutions . An
eternal register is open on life and the world and in it are inscribed all of the
events, whether mournful or fruitful, human or nonhuman . The only thing
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that never changes is the law of eternal change . To exist is to be transformed
or, in other words, to have a history .
Science, History, Art and Philosophy. - In light of the preceding discussion it
appears that the appropriate field for the historian is as vast as that of the
learned man or of the philosopher . Science is prediction, generalization
towards the future, "anticipation of experience." Its sphere is the future as
intimately linked through the present with the more remote past. Philosophy
investigates the intimate nature of things, final and ontological causes, the
being which is hidden in everlasting change, the essence which is veiled
through interminable evolutions . History turns its view to the past. It leaves to
metaphysics the eternal present and to science the constant future, and applies
itself to examining the register of time for the world that was made and the
reality that was actualized . The historian is an incorregible romantic . He
applies himself humbly to learning how life unfolded on earth, how the globe
became separated from its origin, how each concrete being came forth from
the imperceptible in the course of time.
The scientist is the heroic one, the philosopher the holy one, and the
historian the poet. The first symbolizes the ambition which anticipates reality,
the second the mystical peace in changeless being . The historian gathers with
his pious hands the works of the centuries and with the dust of the ages
reconstructs extinct civilizations, species and celestial bodies. Time, invincible
and indifferent, gives to everything its reason and takes from everything its
illusions .
History as an Irreducible Form of Knowledge
Philosophy and its object . - Unlike the sciences which investigate laws,
philosophy investigates principles, that is, synthetic intuitions of the world.
To order first principles, as Spencer said, is to philosophize . We see clearly,
then, the end of metaphysics . The sciences offer abstract analyses of being, but
existence is concrete . If we had to content ourselves with the collections of
efficacious and coordinated abstractions that are called geometry, algebra,
astronomy, chemistry, etc., our knowledge would remain permanently
truncated ; it would be knowledge for action, not for knowledge itself.
Scientific formulae are the ideal and practical designs of life, not life itself.
Philosophy is initiated with a primary intuition - Plato's idea, Aristotle's
potency and act, atoms, monads, Schopenhauer's will, Bergson's elan vitaland with data elaborated by science, historical descriptions, and artistic
creations . It then develops its synthesis and delivers to consciousness the
various supreme approximations of the spirit to reality : Platonism,
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Aristotelianism, monadology, idealism yesterday and pragmatism or
transcendental phenomenology today.
History, like philosophy, has a universal scope . While things are being they
do not concern history . As soon as they no longer are they will belong to it.
History does not have to demonstrate any principle. Like Newton it does not
make hypotheses . It does not know whether or not the world exists as a
totality. That might be a plausible theory, but in the end it is only a theory.
God and the soul are treated by history as they were by Kant as ideas of pure
reason . In contrast, plurality is its object and difference its preoccupation .
Philosophy argues that existence is creation and evolution . History knows
about concrete creations and realized changes . Philosophy says: "All is
imagination or memory, inheritance or abrupt variation, repetition or
originality ." History only perceives unities which are never repeated, even
when they always tend to repeat themselves.
The mission ofhistory . - "The living organism is a thing which lasts. Its past
is totally prolonged into its present and remains actual and active there. If this
were not so could we understand that the organism passes through definite
phases and changes in age, that it has, in sum, a history? Wherever something
lives there is a register open in which time is inscribed ."'
The mission of history is to read the register ofwhich Bergson speaks, but it
is not easy to decipher the sometimes enigmatic characters of the living text.
One must reconstruct the past, severing it from the present, without ever
abstracting in order to generalize . One must make an approximation to each
singular life with that form of spiritual approximation which is so different
from pure reason: the. intuition of the concrete individual .
I

The difference between Philosophy and History . - We do not identify, then,
as Croce does, history and philosophy . 1 z They both have in common the
investigation of concrete entities - metaphysical principles or singular things .
They are also in agreement in considering time as real duration, not as a
vacant model of existence . But in other respects history and philosophy differ .
To philosophize is to strain towards universal explanation, whereas to do
history is to describe indefinable unities . The difference is obvious and
unvarying .
To define an object of knowledge is to reduce it to genera, to think of it in
relation to a gender, as a species or gender included within a wider one (dictum
de omnite et nullo). Now, the indefinable is the historical. Thus, as Croce
himself says, the thesis of descriptive history, of historiography, is true.
Description is an intellectual operation which, grounded in the intuition ofthe
individual, serves as a complement to generalizing and defining intelligence .
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Scientific analysis reduces each real being to groups ofgeneral formulae which
define attributes, but a being is not a group of attributes; it is an individuality
(singulare quid) from which reason selects attributes, that is to say, common
aspects which do not have history . Only durable concretes have history - a
sun, a planet, an animal, a man, a people, or better put, the Sun; the Earth;
Bucaephelus, Alexander's horse; Plato of Athens ; Dante Alighieri; England ;
Holland ; Roumania; New Spain; Medieval Civilization; the Indo-European
Race: everything that will never be exhausted of attributes, despite the
unremitting erosion of analysis, because it exists, really, within its own
unicity.
Philosophy and history, both of which are intuitive, express what is
undefined and indefinable by the sciences. Neither the supreme genera nor the
lowest species of the logicians are susceptible of definition.
When it attains to ultimate notions reason confesses its essential limitation.
It is powerless to explain these notions and yet it presupposes them as the
principles of all explanation .
The same situation occurs when reason encounters the other limit of its
sphere of action . Individuals and historical events, which would imply the
conjunction of infinite genera, infinite laws, infinite uniformities and
symmetries, are also indefinable by reason . Neither the simple nor the
complex, neither the universal essence of things nor their incomparable
individual character, neither universality nor individuality is the object of
knowledge for pure reason, the tireless elaborator of generalizations and
abstractions.
Such are the limits of pure rational knowledge: philosophy, which is
intuition of the universal, and history, which is reconstruction of the
individual, of the unique, of the incomparable realities which existence
deposited in its continuous overflowing . Between these two disciplines fit all
of the sciences and all of the endeavors . The genius of Plato and ofThucydides
define the eternal summits of intelligence from which one discerns from a
distance the hidden and ineffable infinite which religions sometimes evoke or
humanize with the splendor of their myths and their pious and comfortless
impotence .
The difference between History and Art. - History and art, which are
grounded in essentially identical intuitions, differ from one another from
various viewpoints. History is intuition of the individual-concrete-real; it
studies what has been but once in time and space . Art treats of the individualconcrete-possible . It does not matter to the artist whether or not a given fact
has occurred, whether the complex of circumstances has worked in this way or
another. So long as the fact was possible within the conditions . determined by
the artist himself he will be able to create beautiful works by giving us his
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intuition of reality . Reason and its determinations arefor the artist but a limit
to his action . For the historian they are a constant element in hisendeavor, an
integral function of his activity . Thus, Croce has referred correctly to the
logical elements of historical judgment . The historian afortiori is confined to
narration of the event. He lets us know his particular intuition of something
that was for one time and will never again be present under the same
conditions and with the same aspects .
But, knowledge of the individual which has been real also falls within
knowledge of the possible individual ; at least reason conceives of the first
intuition as a species of the second . Thus, the artist can treat of what has been
and of what would have been able to be in the same work of art ; that is to say,
he can mix historical and artistic intuitions in the same representation of
reality . This hybrid genre, formed jointly by history and art, includes the epic,
the ballad, the novel, and the historical drama. However, what there is of
historical reconstruction in the work of art, even when it is better and more
exact than what can be found in some genuinely historical works, is
subordinated to thefinal end ofthe work, which is aesthetic and not historical .
The opinion of Aristotle and Schopenhauer, who see something more
profound in art than in history, seems to be unquestionable . But this does not
mean that we should deny to historical knowledge its indisputable necessity.
But whereas the historian does not offer us more than an aspect of reality (the
aspect that reality effectively had in a determinate space and time), the artist
shows us the greater number of individual aspects, condensed in a
psychological moment ; that is to say, he gives us the fundamental
characteristic of reality . His mission is to destroy those generalities of the
common life and of the social milieu in which the historical occurs in order to
extract in all of its transparent purity and virgin meaning the necessary
symbol, the absolute expression of the real and contingent individualities of
history.
The activity of the artist differs, then, in two essential respects from the task
of the historian . The end ofhistory is not the same as the end of art, and if both
are disinterested activities of the spirit, this similarity should not lead to their
confusion : History presents distinctive and different characteristics from
those ofart and, thus, is able to demand its autonomy as an irreducible form of
knowledge .
The historical sense. - The historical sense, according to Hoffding, is a form
of universal sympathy . Perhaps it is the supreme form of human sympathy. To
know how to interpret in luminous syntheses the successive crises in the life of
the species is not merely to understand but to love; to love intellectually as
Spinoza and Socrates loved, and as those have loved who in the limitless
development of thought have succeeded in unifying in a single act of
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consciousness knowledge and emotion, representation and will, the precise,
geometrical logic of pure reason, and the vital logic of instinct and sentiment .
Historical truth, which like metaphysics is quintessentially human, is
engendered only within the harmony of ideas and intuition, within the
intimate coherence of spirit.
History has to be written Platonically, by philosophizing with the total
spirit. Only so is new life infused into -the inert, do extinct institutions and
beliefs rise up again, does the motley mass of men and things evoked over the
ruins consecrated by the veneration of peoples recover vivacity . Only so does
the vast treasure chest of relics which humanity has deposited on the planet in
fulfilling its constant destiny - its perpetual death and its perpetual
resurrection - become dynamic again .
History is a creative imitation, not an invention as art is, or an abstract
synthesis as are the sciences, or a philosophical intuition of universal
principles .
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THE ETHICS OF CHARITY : ANTONIO CASO'S
DEFENSE OF CIVILIZATION
Michael Weinstein and Deena Weinstein

The myth of the philosopher as permanent resident of the ivory tower
serves a dual purpose in society. It preserves the philosopher's autonomy of
inquiry from the powers that be and it allows the powers that be to exercise
their control unencumbered by philosophy . That the tower is a myth seems
clear from various perspectives . Outside the tower, in the social world, is both
the source of the philosopher's problematics and the philosopher's raison
d'etre (or raison dWrire) . The independence of the ivory tower is also
questionable when one notes the profusion and profundity of philosophical
analyses at times of rapid and unsettling societal and civilizational changes,
such as those in fifth century Athens or in Mexico at the turn of the present
century .
At no time as much as in the twentieth century have the barriers between the
ivory tower and the other social institutions been so permeable . The problem
of the relationship between philosophy and a deep concern for the future of
civilization engendered a corpus of work which may be termed crisis
philosophy and is exemplified in such writings as Karl Jaspers' Man in the
Modern Age, Gabriel Marcel's Man Against Mass Society, and Georg
Simmel's The Conflict in Modern Culture, among many others . Crisis
philosophy,- emerging throughout the world in the first two decades of this
century, appeared in Mexico as the criticism against the positivistic ideology
which was sustaining the waning Porfirian dictatorship . Mexican positivism
was based on the principle that both political and ideological diversity could
be eliminated by scientific methods, by technocratic administration and an
educational system founded on Comte's positive philosophy .z The attempt to
dispense with both politics and metaphysics (questions of what is ofvalue and
what is real) began to be attacked by the very children of those who had
instituted the system . A group of the more brilliant sudents educated in the
positivistic mode decided to enrich what they judged to be their deficient
education with independent study of the philosophical classics, which they
undertook by forming their own school, the Ateneo de Juventud . Among
these students were Jose Vasconcelos and Antonio Caso, who were to become
the founders of contemporary Mexican philosophy . Neither Vasconcelos nor
Caso ever severed the bond between philosophy and politics which was at the
root of their original criticism . The formation of the Ateneo was a selfconsciously political, as well as an intellectual, enterprise, although it was not
explicitly a challenge to the regime's right to rule. The positivists had already
I
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breached the walls of the ivory tower by their program of scientific education
for scientific administration . The young; Mexican critics did not attempt to
rebuild the walls but rather brought speculative thought to bear on the public
situation .
The criticism forged by the Ateneo was rooted in the philosophy that was
becoming dominant in the Western world - vitalism . Vitalist thought was a
part of the./in du siecle reaction against the restrictive systems of idealism and
naturalism, both of which had tried to demonstrate that historical
development is rational . Vitalism questioned the principle of a rational basis
of society, or, indeed, of life itself, and, thus, undermined traditional
justifications for civilization and created, at least, an intellectual crisis. The
critics of the regime, by embracing vitalism, were confronted not only with the
problem of replacing positivistic rationalism with some other principle, but of
building a public philosophy without a rational principle at all. The history of
contemporary Mexican philosophy can be understood as the attempt to
grapple with this problem and to resolve it.
Antonio Caso, the most influential Mexican philosopher during the first
half of the twentieth century, was conscious of the crisis caused by vitalism . In
his published work, which spans the period from the years immediately
preceding the Revolution of 1910 through World War II, he attempted to
determine some basis beyond life itself to ground and explain life, and to
provide principles for the conduct ofsocial relations . The following discussion
will examine Caso's response to vitalism, his effort to defend . a nonrational
ground for civilization and social relations, and, particularly, his attempt to
create an ethics based on charity . We will argue that his project never succeeds
in overcoming its vitalist roots, that his ethic disguises the quest for an
ontology, and that his denigration of reason destroys the possibility for a
public philosophy .
Vitalism and the Anti-Vital

Caso's greatest work, Existence as Economy, as Disinterest, and as Charity
(La Existencia como Economia, como Destinteris y como Caridad),
exemplifies the mood or mentality of crisis that has characterized so much of
contemporary Western philosophy . Caso initiates his inquiry into the
fundamental attitudes of human beings towards their existence with an
observation of the character of the present era, arguing that the "systematic
exaltation" of life above charity, which is a hallmark of the moral
consciousness of our time, is really a glorification of "force, unscrupulous
domination, and Life without law ." 3 Hence, he asserts that "our time is one of
the most bitter in the history of the world." Caso's life project as a philosopher
can be understood as a continuing attempt to determine a ground for our
existence beyond life, to find a basis for overcoming force and domination, to
70

ETHICS OF CHARITY
give Life a law transcendent over it, and, so, to dispel the bitterness of the time.
He is, then, primarily a public philosopher, who intends to explore the inner
dynamics of Western civilization, to diagnose its failure by exploring the full
range of human possibility, and to move beyond the failure to a new and
critically defensible ground for an ethical public situation. Although his
thought is directed towards the inner world of the person, towards how
human beings make themselves objects of their own existence and determine
it, his thought is not enclosed in the ivory tower, but is given principle by the
implicit understanding of the philosopher as the guardian of civilized life.
Caso's philosophy is determined by two general and unanalyzed terms,
experience and existence, within which the possible attitudes of persons
towards their own possibilities are articulated. He observes that "the
philosophy of our time has to be based on experience, but on all experience :
on that of the laboratory and on that of the pew ."° And then he adds:
"Philosophy is the explanation of existence ." 5 Implicit in Caso's choice of
categories is an understanding of philosophy which later in the twentieth
century would be identified with the existentialists .6 Human beings, for Caso,
are existence, always active, always having to take up a stance or attitude
(actitud) towards themselves and their deeds . The content upon which their
determinations are made is experience in its totality, all of that which appears
regardless of whether it is conventionally distinguished as external or internal.
Within the field of experience, which is given form by the active response of
the person, philosophy is the special activity of defining the fundamental
possibilities for existence, the categories of possible response . In its most
general form, then, Caso's philosophy is what has been called "existential
ontology," although Caso developed his system independently and at the
same time as Jaspers articulated the first self-conscious European
existentialism .
Existential ontology is generally structured by a distinction between orders
of existence (what Caso calls actitudes) on the basis of their "authenticity" and
"inauthenticity," or whether they actualize the human being's essence or
falsify it. Such is the case for Caso's system, even though he does not use the
terms authentic and inauthentic . The three basic attitudes towards existence
defined by Caso, economy, disinterest, and charity, are contrasted according
to how fully they actualize the true possibilities ofthe human being . The root
problem of existential ontology is to ground the authentic possibilities in an
interpretation of being and to demonstrate how the inauthentic possibilities
arise and are related to them. Heidegger, for example, in Being and Time,
defines Dasein's "ownmost possibility" as being-towards-death and attempts
to derive all other "inauthentic possibilities" from Dasein's "flight" from its
ownmost possibility into the "chatter" of the They-self, which is merely an
alienated or deprived ("privative") mode of resolute choice in the face of
Nothing. In contrast, Sartre defines the authentic pour soi as absolute self71
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determining freedom and derives inauthenticity ("bad faith") from a flight
from self-responsibility into the congealed and defined realm of the en soi.
Characteristic of all existential ontologies is the separation of authentic
existence from any rational principle and the identification of reason with
inauthentic existence . This separation raises the question of how it is possible
to know that a certain mode of existence is authentic and may account for
why each existential ontology interprets the basic categories differently,
making each existentialism appear, to an outsider, as merely the product of
personal self-expression . Authentic existence is always defined in terms of a
notion of freedom, but each existentialism has its own interpretation of
freedom, which is radically opposed to the others .
Caso's existential ontology is distinguished from others by its strong
dependence upon vitalistic metaphysics . The three attitudes towards
existence, economy, disinterest, and charity, are distinguished from one
another on the basis of whether they are immanent to or transcendent over
life. Unlike most European existentialists, who were critics of idealism and,
therefore, initiated their reflections with a critique of consciousness, Caso
attacked vitalism and, thus, began by interpreting the category of life. In
general, Caso's starting point bound him to a dualistic ontology, which would
frustrate all of his efforts to ground civilization anew in a coherent idea ofthe
person . The European existentialists were monists, for whom inauthenticity
was, in essence, a "privative" mode of consciousness . For example, Heidegger
interprets us as "falling" beings whose vocation is to lift ourselves up into the
truth. For Caso, on the other hand, we are fallen beings, who are immersed in
life and who must transcend our estate heroically rather than merely recover
ourselves . Existential ontology, then, is a critical philosophy, which is affected
in its results by its original object of criticism .
Just as Heidegger began Being and Time with an analysis of our "falling"
existence, what he called "everydayness," Caso begins with a description of
our fallen existence, existence as economy. According to Caso, life is ruled by
the principle of economy : maximum advantage with minimum effort . Unlike
many other vitalists, such as Simmel, Bergson, and Ortega, Caso defines life
morally, claiming that "vital energy," which is an original and irreducible
reality, is "conscious or unconscious egoism ."' Life, for Caso, is discontinuous
with any other order of existence, having its own "immanent finality" which is
defined as the monopolization (acaparalniento) of all which is not itself.
Within this concept of monopolization is summarized all of the various
nineteenth century biological and utilitarian interpretations of existence,
from the egoism of utilitarianism to the Darwinian struggle for survival .
Biologists would not accept such a definition which intermixes the conscious
and the unconscious . However, Caso does not claim that egoism is conscious
life, but that unconscious life is unconscious egoism .$ Even play is merely, for
Caso, a preparation to do battles with future adversaries .9
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Caso's interpretation of life contains the problem of how he is able to know
the principle of the unconscious . 10 Critiquing his inability to solve this
problem, however, is not our major concern . Instead, our interest is focused
on his interpretation of life, which is defined in such a way as to allow no exit
from it, except by some movement or act of existence which discloses a mode
of being antithetical to life. Life can only be transcended in a way entirely
antithetical to itself. This means that Being has to contain at least two separate
realities ; that Being has to include life within itself rather than to be
coextensive with it. Transcendence of life cannot be performed by any act of
rational thinking because Caso identifies reason with science and science with
economy . Therefore, in Caso's terms, reason is merely an extension of egoism
and, thus, does not surpass existence as economy . The first attitude towards
existence, then, is not voluntarily assumed, but is a stance which each
individual must adopt by virtue of being alive and of being continuous with all
forms of life.
The move beyond life must involve the rejection of either one or both ofthe
components of the principle of economy : maximum advantage or minimum
effort . Such a rejection could proceed in any ofeight possible ways, depending
upon the possibilities of modifying advantage and effort by maximum,
minimum, or indifference, each combination yielding a uniquely
determinable principle. Caso, however, does not discuss nine attitudes
towards existence, but only three . An understanding of why he excludes the
six other possible principles without even mentioning them will be explored
later in our critique of his system . For the present it is merely necessary to
describe how he proposes to transcend the vital economy, first by appealing to
existence as disinterest and second to existence as charity .
Existence as disinterest is the realm of aesthetic experience and transcends
vital egoism according to the principle of indifference to advantage and
maximum effort . Caso asserts that "art is innate disinterest which life does not
explain ; it demands an enormous effort and its result is useless ."~ The world
of art is not only anti-vital but anti-rational, because "to think is to relate, to
utilize," while the contemplation of beauty is exhausted by an intuition in
which "the subject is the object ." Caso is primarily concerned with existence as
disinterest in reference to its function as a mediation or intermediate sphere
between "vital egoism" (economy) and "heroic altruism" (charity): "Good and
evil, combat, triumph, and defeat ; all of them can be viewed with disinterest by
art ."1 z The first step beyond life, then, is the ability to contemplate its
dynamics with detachment and to find satisfaction in its expressions for
themselves and not for any ulterior purpose . This step, however, is not
spontaneous, but requires great effort .
The step to charity requires one further modification ofdisinterest, in which
maximum effort is retained and indifference to advantage is replaced by
minimum advantage . For Caso, existence as charity is the complete negation
I

73

WEINSTEIN
and reversal of vital egoism, a movement of conversion in which goodness,
love, and sacrifice are identical : "The equation of goodness is expressed by
saying : Sacrifice = maximum effort with minimum advantage."i 3 Existence as
charity, or sacrificial love, is also the "ownmost" human possibility, the
perfection of human existence, because the charitable act leaves "nothing in
potentia," but expresses the completeness of personality actively. In
opposition to Heidegger and Sartre, who define authenticity in terms of selfcontrol, Caso defines it as fulfilled self-deliverance, not to an object outside of
the self, but to the selfs own act. In charity the division between subject and
object is not overcome by the absorption of subject into object, as it is in
disinterest, or by the absorption of the object into the subject, as it is in the
vital economy, but by the absorption of subject and object in a self-giving act
which cannot be reasoned, but can only be grasped intuitively in the process of
its realization . Existence as charity, then, does not contain a rational ethic, the
principle of which can be made a maxim to regulate conduct, but is, itself, the
source and actualization of goodness.
Our brief sketch of Caso's attitudes towards existence is sufficient to define
the structure of his ontology . The first great division in the ontology is
between the vital economy and the two orders of the anti-vital, disinterest and
charity . Both orders of the anti-vital are united by their reversal of the law of
the conservation ofenergy ; both substitute maximum for minimum effort and
exclude the possibility for indifference towards effort expended . In essence,
the law of conservation is the principle of instrumental reason, or efficiency,
and, so, the anti-vital is primarily the anti-rational . Within the sphere of the
anti-vital, disinterest and charity are differentiated by their-negations of
maximum advantage, aesthetic activity being indifferent to advantage and
charity seeking its minimization . Interpreted dialectically, disinterest
transcends the moment ofvital egoism by surpassing evil through neutralizing
the categories of good and evil in pure contemplation of an object, while
charity reunites the purified existent with life in an act reversing life's dynamic.
In this sense, Caso inverts the dialectic of idealism, which moves from
intuition to self-conscious reason, by uniting reason with life on the level of the
unconscious and identifying the transcendence of life with an intuition
available only in the process of activity . For Caso, then, freedom is opposed to
reason, while for the idealists freedom is the manifestation of reason in the
world . Caso accomplishes his inversion by narrowing the definition ofreason
to include only the conservation of effort and by determining conservation by
advantage . Hence, reason, even as conservation, can find no object beyond
that which life presents to it. Goodness and beauty, then, are not only ultrarational with respect to their objects (reason is incapable of defining ends), but
also with respect to their operation or constitution .
As was noted above, the peculiarity of Caso's ethic is that charity does not
provide any principle by which self-conscious actors can regulate their
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conduct . Existence as charity cannot be compelled nor can there be any
obligation to actualize it. We may surmise, then, that Caso's theory is not a
traditional ethics at all, but an attempt to construct an ontology in which the
supreme mode of being is goodness. Although he begins his reflection by
revealing an ethical crisis, his definition of life as essentially egoistic deprives
ethics of any autonomy and makes goodness dependent not only upon the
overcoming of evil, but upon the transcendence of life itself. Yet, for Caso,
rational cognition is incapable of attaining to any mode of being beyond life
and, so, the transcendence of life becomes equivalent to the transcendence of
evil, either through indifference to advantage or through its minimization . In
other words, the modes of being beyond life are guaranteed not by knowledge,
but by beauty and goodness. Particularly goodness, which is the essence of
civilized existence, must be the unsupported guarantor of civilization by
providing it with an ontology . In Heidegger's terms, Caso is a "moral
existentialist," who makes goodness do the work of ontology. The great
problem of moral existentialism, however, is that it must make two dubious
and connected claims : A) life is rational, and B) all transcendence of life,
which implies the transcendence of reason, is either indifferent to good and
evil, or is good in itself . It is clear now why Caso did not explore the six other
possible principles implied by his category system, particularly those four
which modify indifference to or minimization of advantage by indifference to
or minimization of effort . For example, indifference to advantage with
minimum effort, or apathy, is anti-vital, but not anti-rational (in Caso's
sense), and it has also been traditionally defined as the essence of evil.
Similarly, Caso could not admit to the modification of maximum advantage
by indifference to or maximization ofeffort, because to do so would have been
to acknowledge that egoism need not be instrumentally rational, but might
also be neurotically compulsive .
Caso's development of the attitudes towards existence, then, is incomplete
in essential respects. Rather than making the traditional intellectualist and
dogmatic claim that knowledge is virtue, Caso makes the anti-intellectual ist
and equally dogmatic assertion that pure activity, or what one might term will,
is virtue. Such an assertion, however, far from resolving the crisis of
civilization posed by vitalism, merely intensifies it. Charity, defined as
complete self-deliverance in a pure act, is only good, as Kant noted, ifthe will
is good . Yet Caso has no standard for determining the goodness of the will
apart from the actualization of the pure act. He can only argue that pure
activity and charity are the same because he has previously equated rationality
with evil (an act is evil if and only if it is rational). If either irrational evil or
rational good are possible, then his system is false. We may note, to anticipate
ourselves, that civilization is most directly undermined by irrational evil and
most effectively secured by rational goodness.
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The Dialectic of Charity
Taking account of the weakness in Caso's attempt to construct an ethical
existentialism, we may proceed to analyze how he attempts to make existence
as charity function as the supreme ground of an existential ontology . Having
demarcated the transcendent realm of existence as charity, Caso offers an
interpretation of the two other Christian virtues, faith and hope, in terms of
charity . According to Caso, neither faith nor hope is intelligible without
having presupposed the intuition of charity . He goes so far as to argue that we
are "the authors of the supernatural world (that which is superposed to the
natural) and coexistent with it."1' Interpreted radically and literally this
assertion means that the anti-vital realms of being do not exist in any sense
until we bring them into being by contemplating beauty or acting charitably .
Such an interpretation, however, would leave the realm of the anti-vital
groundless and, so, Caso introduces the idea of multiple "orders" of being,
which are independent of each other, but which are also in mutual struggle, a
conception which creates the problem of how relations between autonomous
realms of being are possible . Caso does not solve this problem, but resorts,
instead, to the notion that charity, a radically personal act, is grounded in a
cosmic process of individuation presided over by God, who is not a formula, a
law, or a supreme category, but a person, an "Individual Being." Hence,
Caso's final position, in apparent contradiction to his original description of
the attitudes towards existence, is to defend a theistic existentialism .
Having based his theism on the intuition ofcharity, Caso argues that faith is
absurd if it is conceived of as anterior to experience. Faith, for Caso, is a type
of nonrational knowledge which can have no basis but the pure act of radical
conversion : "Whoever puts faith before charity proceeds in the same way as
one who places reason before action . Reason can be deceptive ; it is constantly
deceptive . But life and the good never deceive ; they are ."'s Hence, just as
reason is an immanent extension of life, so faith is an immanent extension of
charity. Faith is merely the belief that the person is grounded in a supernatural
being, whose existence is supported by the experience of our ability to reverse
the law of life. Hope is at yet a second remove from charity . It does not ground
itself, but is derived from "something else which sustains it and communicates
its reality ."
Existence as Economy, as Disinterest, and as Charity was first published
before World War I. Its defense of a nonrational and intuitive ground for the
good and for being betrayed an optimism which was to vanish from the
mainstream of Western thought in the 1920s. Caso returned to the problem of
the relations between the theological virtues in a later work, The Peril ofMan
(El Peligro del Hombre), written during World War II. The rise of totalitarianisms, some of them based explicitly upon irrationalist claims, and
mechanized warfare had chastened his earlier optimism and, so, he undertook
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a reinterpretation of faith, hope, and charity . Caso believed that civilization
was in danger of being destroyed by rampant collective egoism and needed a
firmer ground than intuition could provide . Yet he did not alter his antirationalist position, believing, instead, that his original diagnosis of the crisis
had been most horribly vindicated . He continued to believe that the vital
economy could only be transcended by an act of conversion, but this time he
appealed to faith in Christianity, not to what he once considered the essential
Christian experience, charity. He argued, reversing his previous discussion,
that "what we are most intimately is our belief, our faith ."i6 He identified three
possible commitments for contemporary philosophy, Marx's messianism,
Nietzsche's glorification of life, and Kierkegaard's Christianity, choosing the
last as the only one which could renew civilization . He further argued that
faith is self-grounded in the will to believe and the "love of love" : "Faith comes
with the will to believe, neither before nor after it." Love or charity is now the
mediator between the supreme theological virtue and hope : "Hope is
grounded in love, but love is not grounded in nothing ."" Caso concluded The
Peril of Man with Kierkegaard's either/or: "Despair or believe."
The shift in Caso's ordering of the theological virtues from Existence to The
Peril of Man not only indicates a pessimism, which is intelligible in terms of
the twentieth-century public situation, and a desperate effort to secure
civilization by a return to tradition, but also reveals the ultimate intention of
his philosophy . In his two discussions of the theological virtues charity and
faith change positions, but hope remains as the resultant of their operation .
We may surmise that Caso's entire philosophical effort was motivated by a
profound desire to secure, through thought, some grounds for hope that the
person is sustained by a higher reality in a society which was not only
characterized by rampant individual and collective egoisms, but which
legitimated those egoisms in its philosophies . His first attempt to ground hope
was accomplished by identifying beauty and goodness with the transcendence
over life, while his second effort grounded transcendence over life in a
traditional faith . In neither case did he give up his fundamental belief that
reason is the immanent extension of life or, in other words, that all reason is
instrumental reason serving vital goals . The difference between his first and
second discussions, then, is not fundamental . He concluded from the bitter
experience of the first half of the twentieth century that charity was too frail a
support on which to rest civilization . Yet he had written Existence decades
earlier just because he had judged that faith had crumbled under the onslaught
of positivistic models of public life and could only be renewed if it was given a
basis in experience . If anything, the prospects for a revival of Christian
civilization were dimmer in World War II than they had been before World
War I, so we may conclude that The Peril of Man was either a work of
desperation or a pragmatic appeal for the benefits of the Christian
commitment . That it was the former and that Caso had always nursed a
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hunger for hope as deep, though disguised, as Unamuno's "hunger for
immortality" is evidenced by his final words: believe or despair . He does not
say "believe or disbelieve," or "hope or despair ." For Caso, the crisis of our
time was the failure of hope that we can transcend life, that there is any ground
for belief that we are more than intelligent animals, that there is any belief to
sustain the intrinsic value of our charitable acts. In a sense, then, the hidden
primacy in Caso's philosophy is the primacy of hope, the virtue which is
always vindicated by his philosophy, but. which he discussed only briefly . If
Heidegger philosophized to make a clearing for Being, Caso philosophized to
make a clearing for hope and, so, like Heidegger, for himself.
The Ethics of Charity : Personal and Public
From the standpoint of ontology, Antonio Caso's theistic and moral
existentialism suffers from the weakness of all such systems . Tied to the
philosophy which they criticize, existential ontologies must either invert their
object of criticism, be it idealism or vitalism, or remain within its categories .
Yet their ontological failure does not negate their contributions altogether . In
the twentieth century existentialism has functioned to defend and vindicate a
range of significant human experiences which are not acknowledged by such
rationalist doctrines as idealism, positivism, pragmatism, Marxism, and
phenomenology. Heidegger's "care", Marcel's "fidelity," Buber's "I-Thou,"
and Abbagnano's "possibility of possibility" all direct the person to
phenomena and "attitudes" which are essential to a full and self-reflective
existence . Caso is, of course, in this great existentialist tradition, which seeks
to reformulate experiences which were central to an earlier religious era of
Western civilization and to carry them forward into a secular society which is
oriented, in its public life, towards restricting the range of significant
experience to overt behavior. Although Caso was unable successfully to
defend an ontology in which charity revealed a higher reality, the experience of
charitable action can nonetheless be made actual and is one of the most
important possibilities of human existence .
Existence as charity is, in fact, a particularly central human possibility
because it touches the core of the self. Following Caso's spirit, though not his
attempt to formulate an ontology, we may note that the experience of the self
in the twentieth century has been one of profound alienation . As sociologists
such as Erving Goffman have observed, in our everyday lives we seek to
"present" a "self' to others in order to defend ourselves from exploitation by
them and, if possible, to take advantage of them. Hence, if Caso's notion that
egoism is the law of life is dubious, at least it seems to be a general feature of
our social existence . Exploring the self even more deeply, we find yet another
ego which manipulates and constructs the self presented to others, but which
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also does not seem to be our "own" in some indefinable way . We are capable
not only of perceiving the insincerity of our superficial and social self, but we
are also able to feel an insincerity ofourselves towards ourselves . And, finally,
there are moments in which the apparently ungrounded judgment that we are
insincere towards ourselves, that we are merely using ourselves as means to
some ulterior end, is vindicated, not by a rational cognition, but by an action
in which we suddenly overcome all of the distance which separates us from
both our conventional self-images and our social presentations, and unite
ourselves to the other in a spontaneous act of self-expression which is also an
act of love and of free sacrifice . Whether such a self-giving yet self-fulfilling
act is called generous or charitable, those who have experienced it
acknowledge is as a supreme intrinsic value which, as Caso observes, can
neither be coerced through social control nor obligated by a rational ethic.
The generous or charitable act is, perhaps, the closest that it is possible for
human beings to approach the abolition ofself-alienation. A fully expressive
act which does not include love still demands the separation of the self from
others and, therefore, from that component of the self which is lodged in the
others' perceptions of the self, what William James called the "social self."
Although charity may not be a "pure act," it does seem to be the most
complete act of which we are capable .
As Heidegger observed there is an irreducible pettiness which characterizes
everyday life and which insures that persons remain alien to one another in the
"They." Charity overcomes the "They-self" by presenting the self to the other
as an end-in-itself at the same time that the other is treated as an end-in-itself.
Charity, then, drives the Kantian maxim to treat others as ends-in-themselves,
never merely as means, one step deeper to its root oftreating others as ends-inthemselves by making oneself fully manifest as an end-in-oneself. Charity
cannot be obliged and is, therefore, not a conventional ethical category,
because obligation, whether hypothetical or categorical, demands the
separation of ajudging self from an acting self, while charity is the abolition of
all such separation.
The difficulty in Caso's philosophy, then, is not the category of charity
itself, which he defines with greater lucidity than any of the other
existentialists, but with his use of the category to ground an ontology which
might justify faith and hope. Remaining strictly within the bounds of
descriptive phenomenology, if charity has any ontological significance it is in
the demonstration of our ability to unite ourselves to others by uniting
ourselves to ourselves, in the supercession of the conventional dualism
between self-realization and the realization of the other . Considered
phenomenologically, however, charity implies neither faith nor hope. As Caso
noted, it merely is, in and for itself. The most that can be gained from the
intuition of charity is a later commitment to apply reason to seek the
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circumstances and contexts which are favorable to its actualization, and to
create a character which will infuse future charitable acts with intelligence .
Caso, of course, did not draw these implications from the intuition ofcharity,
because he believed that reason was enslaved to egoism . Hence, for him,
charity could not be intelligent . This, of course, was his greatest mistake ; the
surrender of reason to his foes. As Marcel noted, just because we cannot count
on ourselves being charitable, the basis of morality in personal relations is a
"secondary reflection," in which we become aware of our partiality and
selfishness, and attempt to rectify it . Both egoism and charity, as well as the
many concrete models of being-towards-others which lie between them, are
neither rational nor irrational, but are, in principle, capable of being infused
with reason. Most fundamentally, then, Caso used charity as a means to
defend faith and hope, because he was unable or unwilling to use reason as a
means to defend charity .
For our phenomenological interpretation, charity is a personal and not a
public perfection ; it cannot serve as the basis for justifying civilized life, but is,
instead, the ethical consequent of civilization and not its ground. The ground
of civilization is the respect for persons as ends-in-themselves, not the
perfection of persons, which is a personal or intimate concern . Civilization
can create the moral conditions for intimacy and individuality, but it cannot,
even in Caso's terms, make intimacy and individuality its direct object . The
question, then, arises of why Caso undermined his own project of vindicating
civilization by trying to make a personal perfection the basis of a moral public
situation, or, in other words, why he denigrated reason and deprived it of any
rights in the realm of ethics. Caso, who was the most influential Mexican
philosopher in the post-Revolutionary period, may be held at least partly
responsible for the fact that the Mexican Revolution had no coherent public
philosophy and for the continuing alienation of Mexican philosophers from
their public situation .
Just as the French philosophes prepared an intellectual climate favorable
to the Revolution of 1789, so the young critics of the Ateneo delegitimized the
ideology of the Porfirian regime and helped to create a climate of opinion
favorable to the Revolution of 1910. Yet there was a decisive difference
between the two intellectual movements, which is explained by the moments
of Western history in which they appeared . The philosophes were
progressives and rationalists, attacking a traditional Christian culture in
which political rule was supported by religious myth. By the time the Ateneo
appeared rationalism had begun to show some of its disastrous public consequences and nowhere more than in Mexico were those consequences more
apparent . We may observe that the Porfirian regime was, perhaps, the earliest
example of totalitarianism in the West, imperfect because ofthe relatively low
level of Mexican industrial development, but nonetheless totalistic in its
program of substituting "scientific" administration for politics and of
80

ETHICS OF CHARITY
constructing an educational system based on Comte's positive philosophy .
The Ateneo, then, was a reaction against positivism and also, by implication,
against the positivist glorification of scientific reason. The Ateneo's reaction
took the manifest form of re-education in the classics of Western civilization,
but Caso's philosophy indicates that its latent intent was to temper secularism
and modernization with the Christian values of a previous period of Mexican
history . The young critics, then, were neither progressives nor reactionaries,
but intellectuals who perceived the costs of modernization and attempted to
minimize them by grounding traditional values in new philosophies, just as
the German idealists had attempted to purify Protestantism in the early
nineteenth century .
Caso and also Vasconcelos failed in their attempts to construct a public
philosophy out of a purified Catholicism, and in their later years they both
became reactionaries, returning to Christianity as the only buffer against
modern egoism . Their failure and their return to tradition can be understood
in terms of their original reaction against positivism . Their positivist
education had taught them that the only proper use of reason was scientific
and their experience of the public situation had taught them that science was
merely a tool for rapacious egoists. They never questioned these lessons of
their youth and, so, never did surpass their teachers . Their rebellion was
moral, not intellectual, in the sense that they accepted the positivistic dogma
that reason is only scientific, but declared, against their elders, that reason is
evil . If they are to be blamed at all, it is not for their original anti-rationalism,
but for their failure to subject the positivist interpretation of reason to
thorough criticism in their maturity. This failure was, perhaps, responsible for
the collapse of Mexican philosophy into warring schools, imported from
Europe and North America, in the post-Revolutionary period, and the
consequent absence of any public philosophy in twentieth century Mexico .
However, blame should even be tempered here if we consider the situation of
philosophy in the contemporary West. There has, as yet, in the twentieth
century been no effective defense of practical reason which can limit
naturalism and positivism. Heidegger, James, Sartre, and Camus, only to
mention a handful, did no better and sometimes did worse than Caso. A
public philosophy for the twentieth century has not yet been written and the
great question of political philosophy is whether it can be written or whether
the supreme possibilities of human existence can only find a personal defense .
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THE THERAPIST AND THE LAWGIVER :
ROUSSEAU'S POLITICAL VISION
Rick Matthews and David Ingersoll

The Hand that inflicts the Wound is alone the Hand that
can heal it .
Hegel
With the recent observance of the two hundredth anniversary of the death
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau it is not surprising that we are witnessing a
resurgence of interest in his thought . More profound than a mere celebration
of such an event, however, is the fact that Rousseau still speaks to us with a
vividness that few since him can command. He, perhaps more than any other
political philosopher epitomizes in both his writing and personal life the
ongoing struggle of modern man attempting to achieve a meaningful life in a
society that appears increasingly complex, alienating and de-humanizing.
Rousseau captures the essence of this struggle because he is both attracted to
and repelled by modernity in all of its manifestations .
Paris, the symbol of modernity, is both loved and hated by Rousseau . He
can speak in lyrical phrases of the simple, happy existence ofthe noble savage,
or of an historical golden age existing prior to the dawn of modern alienation.
He can even advocate policies for the prevention of the "progress" that leads
to modernity, as in his proposals for the constitutions of Corsica and Poland .
He can do this realizing all the while that progress and modernity are
inevitable. Not only are they inevitable, but they are ultimately desireable, for
it is from the base of the modern condition of alienation that individualized
human beings can realize the potential of their species. As Gustave Lanson
stated Rousseau's dilemma : "How can civilized man recover the benefits of
the natural man, so innocent and happy, without returning to the state of
nature, without renouncing the advantages of the social state?" , Similarly,
Marshall Berman has poignantly captured the paradox of modernity ". . . in
which the potentialities for the self-development of men had multiplied to
infinity, while the range of their authentic self-expression had shrunk to
nothing ."
Given the nature of the problem it is not surprising that Rousseau's writings
have generated a wide range of interpretations as to what message or messages
he was attempting to communicate .3 Rather than search for some type of
authoritative resolution of those conflicting interpretations it seems more
appropriate to view his works as representing an ongoing struggle with a
terribly complex series of problems . He was, we think, attempting to engage
83

R. MA TTHEWS and D. INGERSOLL
all of us in a dialogue concerning the seemingly enigmatic existence ofmodern
man .4 This is an attempt to participate in that dialogue.
In what follows we will argue initially that Rousseau consistently pursued
political remedies for the dilemmas of modernity . This is in spite of his
personal longing for individual isolation and his rapturous descriptions of
unsocialized primitive man. Second, we contend that he advocated two types
of political remedies, often proffered in a somewhat confusing manner but
nonetheless clearly articulated and differentiable. One remedy, modeled on
Sparta, is in effect the political representation of Rousseau's longing for the
childlike innocence associated with natural man. The other involves his
attempt to posit the way towards a solution to the problem ofmodern man as
epitomized by the cosmopolitan, alienated Parisian. We shall pursue these
two "models" by an examination of two contrasting styles of political
leadership that are exhibited throughout his works. These two conceptions of
the role of the leader (hereafter referred to as "the lawgiver" and "the
therapist")5 provide the basis for the two analytically as well as historically
separable ideas of community . Finally, we will argue that Rousseau knew that
his "Spartan solution" was inevitably temporary ; that despite the anguish and
struggle it entailed, therapy and the Moral Community were the sole solutions
to the dilemmas of modern man.
Political Solutions
For all of his famed individualism and his occasional attempts to withdraw
from the complexities of, his society, Rousseau realized that men were
necessarily tied to one another in a social and political context . Even in the
First and Second Discourses, where he was strongest in his condemnation of
the inequalities that social organization and modernity had produced,
Rousseau knew that ". . .for men like me, whose passions have forever
destroyed their original simplicity, who can no longer be nourished on grass
and nuts . . ." a solution to the dilemmas of modern life did not lie in a return to
a more "simple" atomistic mode of existence .f3 The concept of the general will
of the Social Contract, the society of Clarens in Julie, and the proposed
constitutions for Corsica and Poland, while they may differ markedly in their
character, all reject the possibility of a non-political solution to modern ills.
Each of these is a model ofa potential society ; each required the conscious use
of political decision-making to bring it about .
It is well known that Rousseau was enamored with the idea of citizenship,
preferring to be called "Citizen" over all other forms of address . Indeed,
Diderot could invoke his rage by chiding Rousseau for withdrawing from the
complexities of Parisian life to lead a temporary "hermit-like" existence while
continuing to insist on being called "citizen" .' The point is that in spite of
personal misanthropic tendencies that surfaced periodically throughout his
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life and which led him to retire as best he could from political and social
contact, Rousseau ultimately knew that the only solution to modernity lay in
acts of political will. Even his model for authentic man, the carefully nurtured
Emile, while he might be able to subsist in an inauthentic society, could do so
only as an "amiable stranger", incomplete, stagnant, and stunted in his growth
for lack of a polity oflike-minded men . "Emile is not made to live alone, he is a
member of society, and must fulfill his duties as such. He is made to live
among his fellowmen . . ."8
Given this, it is not surprising that some of the most apparently
contradictory aspects of Rousseau's thought are to be found in his political
prescriptions . On the one hand, we are presented with the aforementioned
model of Sparta : a simple, relatively primitive, agricultural community which
is and should remain isolated from commerce with the external world; a
society composed of unsophisticated, selfless citizens who lack any
conception of their individuality . The Spartan model remained with him
throughout his life, manifesting itself in many forms - the society of Clarens
with its rigid role differentiations and the constitutional projects for Corsica
and Poland being only several examples . On the other hand, in the Social
Contract and elsewhere, we are presented with the model of an association of
self-willing individuals, binding themselves to one another to produce a moral
community governed by the general will. Such a community requires a
continuing process of self-definition, an absence of either social stratification
or rigid role differentiation - quite different, it would seem, from Sparta.
These and similar conflicting tendencies in his thought have led students of
Rousseau into misleading debates over the fundamental nature of his political
teachings. He is seen by some scholars as the advocate of highly authoritarian
regimes, perhaps even as one of the earliest spokesmen for a sophisticated
form of modern totalitarianism . Berman argues that Rousseau eventually
abandons his quest for authentic politics, indeed, offers us "escape from
freedom". In contrast, he is and was viewed as the intellectual father of the
French Revolution, the committed democrat (or republican) who provided a
basis for modern concepts of political and economic equality .
Whatever the word selected to define a system where politics is central in
controlling both the public and private lives of members of the state, there is
little doubt that both of the models in Rousseau's thought require total
political control . Julie and Wolmar legislating for the community at Clarens,
Rousseau himself performing that function for Poland, the general will
"forcing men to be free", all demonstrate that whether man wills it or not,
society permeates the totality of his being; hence, politics must be the central
aspect in the life of modern man if he is to attain moral freedom . Yet to equate
the society at Clarens with the type of association advocated in the Social
Contract would clearly be an error . There are significant differences which can
best be seen through two distinct - but ultimately complementary 85
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conceptions of political leadership that are intertwined in Rousseau's
writings .
The Lawgiver
Rousseau lived in an age that exhibited tremendous social contrasts . In
terms of life style and social-political organization, the discrepancies between
Paris and the countryside were great indeed . Further, the intellectual legacy of
Montesquieu, to whom Rousseau was greatly indebted, was still prevalent.
The notion of cultural relativism was still new and Rousseau was caught up in
it, blending it, however, with an historical perspective . His reading and
personal life exposed him to a wide variety of cultures and institutions, and his
writings are full of examples of the extreme contrasts between living
conditions and life styles . He further insisted that institutions, particularly
political institutions, reflect the proclivities of the people involved with them.
The institutions and practices of Haut Valais, however desirable they might be
in the abstract, were simply not suited for the cities and villages down the
mountain: "One must know thoroughly the nation from which one is building ;
otherwise the final product, however excellent . . . in itself, will prove
imperfect . . ."9 Consequently, Rousseau advocated quite different political
solutions in different situations and called for different methods of
implementation, depending on the historical condition of the potential body
politic . Institutions that might be ideally suited to Corsicans or French
peasants simply would not do for Parisians . In more contemporary terms, the
conditions of economic and social development in a potential polity limit the
range of alternatives. Those areas in the early stages of development require
political rules generated by one man from without - a law-giver .
Rousseau was thoroughly familiar with the idea of the lawgiver or the
"founding father" in earlier political thought, particularly as it was manifested
in the Platonic philosopher-king and the Machiavellian prince . His works are
filled with positive references to the virtues of those persons who, through acts
of personal will, produce stable and enduring polities. Perhaps his praise of
Moses, Lycurgus and Numa is most illustrative .
I gaze out over the nations of the modern world, and I see
numerous scribblers of laws, but not a single legislator.
But among the ancients, I find no less than three
legislators so outstanding as to deserve our special
mention: Moses, Lycurgus, and Numa, all of whom
concerned themselves mainly with matters that out
doctors oflearning would deem absurd . Yet each ofthem
achieved a kind of success which, were it not so
thoroughly supported by evidence, we should regard as
impossible .
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Moses changed a "herd of servile emigrants into a political society" whose
laws endure "as strong as ever" even though the nation "no longer existed as a
body"" ; Lycurgus legislated "for a people already debased by servitude" and
"vice" and "fixed upon them a yoke of iron, the like of which no other people
have ever borne", in order to found the Spartan empire' 2; and Numa,
Rousseau tells us, is incorrectly recorded by historians as "merely an
innovator of rites and religious ceremonies" when, in actuality he, not
Romulus, "was the real founder of Rome" . '3
The achievement of the lawgiver is, then, to produce institutions and
prescribe policies that are well-suited to the particular conditions ofa society
and fit the propensities of its people. Given the general condition ofthe people
he is dealing with in the proposed constitutions for Poland and Corsica, it is
understandable why Rousseau advocated policies that seem to be at odds with
values expressed elsewhere in his writings . The model for these relatively
primitive societies is Sparta, and Rousseau is to be their Lycurgus. Under
primitive conditions with non-industrialized men, he advocates an
agricultural economy, avoidance of urbanization, reasonably strict role
differentiation, lack of commerce with other states, simple art and culture,
appropriate "Spartan" military virtue, and numerous other highly restrictive
measures. All of these are advocated in the name of producing stability in the
state and happiness for its people . Indeed, Rousseau warns Poland and other
similarly situated nations :
If what you wish is merely to make a great splash, to be
impressive and formidable, to influence the other peoples
of Europe, you have before you their example: get busy
and imitate it. Cultivate the sciences, the arts, commerce,
industry . . . Do all this, and you end up with a people as
scheming, violent, greedy, ambitious, servile, and knavish
as the next, and all of it at one extreme or the other of
misery and opulence, of license and slavery, with nothing
in between . '4
The "happiness" involved in the Spartan model is, however, of a very
simplistic nature, to be found only through limitation and lack of knowledge
of alternatives. The people living under those conditions would be happy and
the institutions stable only to the extent they were able to avoid the
complexities of modernity . As we shall argue at another point, Rousseau, in
spite of his advocacy, knew that the stability of the Spartan model was
temporary . For the moment, what is clear is that persons who had been
exposed to modern society with its inequalities, its preponderance of amour
propre, its extreme diversity, could not achieve happiness or a meaningful life
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under the Spartan model: "grass and nuts" are no longer nourishing. One
cannot envision Rousseau himself existing in his proposed Corsican society he knew too much, had been exposed to too many things, was a creation of
modern soceity. Perhaps the best example of such a condition is to be found in
the person of Julie in Rousseau's romantic novel of the same name.
The story is reasonably familiar. Julie, having seen the possibility of a
potentially authentic existence through her affair, with St. Preux, is forced by
society (in the person of her father) to renounce that love and marry the Baron
de Wolmar, becoming mistress of his land and people . She responds to this
denial of her potential self with what Berman calls an "escape from
freedom" . is She and Wolmar jointly become the legislators for the estate at
Clarens, benign despots who use many of Rousseau's Spartan policies to
produce a stable society wherein an unreflective, simple happiness abounds .
And to insure that their children never suffer the pain and anguish of selfdenial, Julie has arranged for them to be educated in the manner of Emile, and
by his tutor. As the returned St. Preux describes the environment, ". . . what a
pleasant and affecting sight is that of a simple and well-regulated house in
which order, peace and innocence prevail, in which without show, without
pomp, everything is assembled which is in conformity with the true end of
man!" 16 Such a society works rather well for everyone except Julie, for in her
love for St. Preux, she had discovered the possibility of a more complex and
meaningful life. All the while she tries to submerge herself in the role of lawgiver, she retains a secret garden, an Elysium, wherein her imagination and
private thoughts have full play. Here she symbolizes alienated and repressed
modern "man", tragically existing, but not living, in a Corsican society .
The project of Clarens fails, not for the general public, but for Julie herself.
St. Preux is summoned back to Clarens, and she is graphically confronted
with the fact that she remains Julie, still in love, and that her project of selfrepression as Madame de Wolmar involved a denial of her potential as a
human being . The important point here is not that the carefully legislated
society of Clarens is a failure, but that it is a failure for Julie, who cannot deny
her ongoing love. Indeed, after her convenient death, the society goes on
lamenting her loss, but with continuing stability and relative happiness .
Clarens, as a partial representation of Rousseau's Spartan model is designed
for the prevalent condition of its "citizens", but it could never work for a Julie
who has experienced the possibility of a truly authentic life. Indeed, one can
argue that Julie must die, for her continued presence as a person who has
experienced authenticity is a threat to the very society she has participated in
founding.
It should be emphasized here that the type of situation resulting from the
acts of the lawgiver is properly described as intensely political . That is,
political authority is extensively used to control the lives of citizens . While
their tacit consent to such arrangements is required, the range of control
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available to the lawgiver is wide indeed. In the Third Discourse, for example,
Rousseau argues for a ban on fine arts and letters, believing, much as Plato
before him, that they were corrupting influences on the people; and, from an
economic perspective, he would legislatively insure men's liberty through the
prevention of ". . . inequalities of fortunes; not by building hospitals for the
poor, but by securing the citizens from becoming poor" 17. It is the ability of
one "citizen . . . to buy another" that creates the ruinous inequality which lies
at the root ofall social decay . ie However, the types of limitations imposed here
are significantly different from those encountered elsewhere in Rousseau's
thought . They are primarily external forms of control through laws and
institutions, and Rousseau realizes that a more effective means of control is
not over men's bodies, but over their hearts and minds. The entire nation must
be infused with a spirit that is established through the use of religion,
education, custom and habit . Indeed, Rousseau prophesies that such a
national spirit will enable Poland to live on even when its territory is occupied
by Russia. 19 This type of control, although total, is essentially different from
the domination produced by modernity . In a closed society composed of men
with non-individualized selves, be it Poland, Corsica, Clarens or Geneva, it is
still possible for the Julies and Jean-Jacques to escape. Rousseau's failure to
return to Geneva before the city gates are locked for the night forces him to
find another society in which to exist. Julie's escape is of a more permanent
nature, but she does escape. Through death, Julie flees from a world that
suffocates her capacity to love, and rushes into a new world where she will
eventually be reunited with Saint Preux. As Professor Shklar succinctly sums
up Julie's end : "Death also is a path to peace ."zo
But in the modern societies of Paris and London there is no exit : the allpervasive, invisible control is.selj-induced. Rousseau was among the first to
understand how the most total domination can be exercised by the individual
on himself - all under the guise of autonomy or freedom . Modern authority
is the "most absolute" in that it "penetrates into a man's inmost being, and
concerns itself no less with his will than with his actions ."z1 And so, when
Rousseau addresses the problem of cosmopolitan Paris and perceives the
possibility of an association of authentic individuals, his prescriptions are
quite different . The lawgiver of Poland is supplanted by the therapist who
induces people to transform themselves and will true community . Clarens
provides an example of external control for purposes ofstability and a kind of
childlike happiness, whereas a moral community for modern man requires the
internal consensual willing of self-defining individuals . Leadership is still
necessary, at least in the initial stages of the formation of a true community,
but it is leadership of a different sort.
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The Therapist
aware,
amour-propre was an inevitable product
As Rousseau was acutely
his
numberless
statements detailing the pain and
of culture per se. In spite of
misery resulting from vanity, he also claimed that the golden age ". . . must
have been the happiest and (most) durable epoch ."22 It seems then that amourpropre, this "relative sentiment . . . which inclines each individual to have
greater esteem for himself than for anyone else, inspires in men all the harm
they do to one another . . .", can be benign as long as it does not become part of
a never-ending, systematically extracted price for mere social existence .23 This
is precisely what takes place with the introduction of bourgeois property
relations. Quoting the "wise" Locke, Rousseau writes : ". . . where there is no
property, there is no injury ." 24 Part II of the Second Discourse, itself an
imaginative chronicle of man's ongoing history of self-estrangement, begins
with the stark recollection of the monumental moment when private property
was instituted, civil society founded and modernity forever established .
The first person who, having fenced off a plot of ground,
took it into his head to say this is mine and found people
simple enough to believe this, was the true founder ofcivil
society . What crimes, wars, murders, what miseries and
horrors would the human race have been spared by
someone who, uprooting the stakes or filling in the ditch,
had shouted to his fellow-men : Beware of listening to this
imposter ; you are lost if you forget that the fruits belong
to all and the earth to no one! 25
As if to console himself over this fateful event, Rousseau laments : "But it is
very likely that by then things had already come to the point where they could
no longer remain as they were. For this idea of property, depending on many
prior ideas which could only have arisen successively, was not conceived all at
once in the human mind."26 The development of the human mind, the use of
language, the forming of hunting associations, the progress of "industry"
beyond the point of meeting the barest biological needs of men, all were
prerequisites to the institutionalization of property relations and the
beginning of modern times. Moreover, pride and "a sort of property" were
also necessary to the creation of modernity . The former first appeared in the
species, then in the individual ; and the "sort of property" Rousseau discusses
are the implements of survival developed by nascent man.2' Although he
acknowledges that quarrels and fights resulted from even these minor changes
in circumstances, they were infrequent and short-lived . More important, in
Rousseau's philogenetic account, these alterations occurred prior to the
creation of the family, which Rousseau describes as giving ". . . rise to the
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sweetest sentiments known to men . . . "28
As long as men were "content with their rustic huts . . . to sewing their
clothing of skins . . [to applying] themselves only to tasks that a single person
could do . . they lived free, healthy, good and happy insofar as they could be
according to their nature . . ." An ontological being, Rousseau knew that man
could not remain in this primitive, albeit noble, condition . The next historical
epoch was far more costly than the first .
But from the moment one man needed the help of
another, as soon as they observed that it was useful for a
single person to have provisions for two, equality
disappeared, property was introduced, labor became
necessary ; and vast forests were changed into smiling
fields which had to be watered with the sweat of men, and
in which slavery and misery were soon seen to germinate
and grow with the crops.z9
The sporadic, random violence of pre-modern society is exchanged for a
constant, systematic, all-inclusive exploitation of man by man, where "smiles"
are now extracted by the sweat of others .
Given the changes in the political milieu caused by this institutionalization
of exploitation through bourgeois property relations - e.g . the use of class
distinctions, increasing urbanization and commercialization - the modern
bourgeois society needs more than a giver of laws to help men return to
themselves. These men are products of alienation which they brought,
however unknowingly, upon themselves. Their alienation is self-induced . So
too must be the cure. Modernity, with its estranged men, needs a leader who
can act as a political therapist, confronting, cajoling, and even coercing men to
find and develop their true selves, because only then can they create a vital,
moral community.
The formulation ofthe therapist's role can be clearly seen in the character of
the tutor in Smile . Here the therapist as tutor shapes, molds and transforms
Smile from a selfless, savage-like infant into a modern, willing citizen-man .
Previous commentators have noted Rousseau's passage in the beginning of
Smile where he appears to be offering his readers a choice between creating
men or creating citizens .
Everything should therefore be brought into harmony
with these natural tendencies, and that might well be if
our three modes of education merely differed from one
another ; but what can be done when they conflict, when
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instead of training man for himself, you try to train him
for others? Harmony becomes impossible . Forced to
combat either nature or society, you must make your
choice between the man and the citizen, you cannot train
both . 3 o
Rousseau is obviously warning his readers that if they attempt to "combat
either nature or society" and train the pupil "for others" as was the custom of
the day, they will have to choose between a man or a citizen, or fail in trying to
create both. But insofar as Rousseau's educational method does not
"combat", but rather integrates or synthesizes nature and society, and thereby
first educates man for himself, and only then for others, Rousseau as the tutortherapist can indeed "train both"! More than just a Thoreauvian recluse, or a
noble savage, or even a zoon politikon, this new being is both for himself and
for others, both natural and social . He is a citizen-man . Emile's education thus
symbolizes on the microscopic level the potential salvation for modern man .
His education describes the path forward toward human authenticity .
From the beginning of his education, Emile's attention is focused on the
building of a sense of self, a sense of Emile. With his first infantile movements
he is permitted, under the watchful eye of the tutor, to "learn the difference
between self and not self . . ."3i Later, at the correct time, Emile experiences the
"only natural passion"; amour de soi, self-love .3z This natural passion is the
fountain for all future human emotions, passions, and feelings of beauty,
justice and community love. This love of self, or selfishness is good in itself.
Allowed to slowly ripen in Emile, this seed can bear the fruit of an authentic,
happy and free man who interacts with other like-minded fellow-creatures in
an authentic community .
A central point of Emile's developing self-love is the fact that the tutor
provides the necessary breathing room for Emile to grow, to age, to mature
naturally . Like the personae of "the legislator" in the Social Contract (but
unlike the legislators of the Spartan model) Emile's tutor must play god; he
must create a natural asylum, an incubator, outside the clutches of society
where Emile is allowed to mature before he is ultimately returned to society .
Rousseau is concerned with first creating "a grown child", for only then is "a
grown man" possible . 33
Nature would have them children before they are men . If
we try to invert this order, we shall produce a forced fruit
immature and flavorless, fruit which will be rotten before
it is ripe . . .34
Living in semi-isolation, Emile is permitted - or rather, unknowingly forced
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- by the tutor to love and accept his own selfhood . As his body develops and

gains self-sufficiency, Smile's speculative faculty develops. With the
developing of reasoning power, he begins to "love those about him".35 As his
consciousness begins to extend, to project beyond his self, Emile begins the
passage into manhood . This feeling comes as his heart is touched by the
sufferings of his fellow-creatures - a feeling similar to the sensation of
commiseration, or pitie, experienced by the noble savage of the Second
Discourse . Although compassion is natural, it must be emphasized that
Rousseau's society is based upon strength, not weakness. 36 Foreshadowing
Nietzsche, Rousseau was able to transcend man's foolish tendency to let his
compassion for the weak generate hatred for the strong . Rousseau's work,
taken as a whole, celebrates the possibilities of meaningful, individual
existence in a vital community, made possible by the emerging of strong,
secure, ego-transcending adults .
My son, there is no hapiness without courage, nor virtue
without a struggle . The word virtue is derived from a
word signifying strength, and strength is the foundation
of all virtue. Virtue is the heritage of a creature weak by
nature but strong by will ; that is the whole merit of the
righteous man; and though we call God good, we do not
call Him virtuous because He does good without effort . 37
Aware of his self, conscious of other fellow-creatures like him, beginning to
feel the natural stirrings of reason and conscience, Emile is "re-born" . Prior to
this, the student was ignorant of good or evil, right or wrong .
So long as his consciousness is confined to himself, there
is no morality in his actions ; it is only when it begins to
extend beyond himself that he forms first the sentiments
and then the ideas of good and ill, which make him indeed
a man, and an integral part of his species .38

His consciousness begins to develop ; he now is ready to confront the world. In
society Smile finds most men living the lives of marionettes, behind "masks"
and "veils", always waiting for the curtain to go up and for a faceless power to
pull their strings . Although a bit uneasy in his new surroundings, Smile
realizes how silly these people are and how lucky he is. 39 Taken on a tour of
Europe to examine various societies, he reaffirms his social nature. The tutor
explains to Smile that he is duty-bound to help his fellow-creatures by being
their "benefactor" and "pattern" .40 As a counter-cultural figure, Emile will
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represent what they all long to be. He alone is content to be himself, the master
of his own destiny . Smile does not wish to be either "Socrates or Cato". He
wants to be Emile.41 Unfortunately, other people are not as psychologically
healthy for they always want to be other than, and outside of, their selves . This
is true of Julie, as it was of Rousseau.
Had Rousseau written only of the proper mode of education for
authenticity in children he could easily be castigated for his naive efforts .
Others before him had similarly talked of wiping the slate clean as a necessary
prerequisite to begin the creation of the good community . But Rousseau also
provides a solution for the Julies of the world, those who have penetrated the
veils of modern society and discovered the possibility of an authentic life.
After all, if the slate will not wipe itself clean, it must be forced to do so .
Rousseau sensed that the world was composed of numerous people like
himself, like the Savoyard vicar, like Julie. He realized that Europe was on the
verge of revolution and, while without direction it would be fruitless,
revolution with the proper leader could be therapeutic for those with hidden
selves. In a sense, then, the tutor-therapist of Smile, who practices a sort of
preventive medicine, must become the leader-therapist (Rousseau simply calls
this character "The Legislator") of the Social Contract who must devise
psyche cures for a society of patients who do not know they are ill, but
nevertheless despair of a cure. Hence, the leader-therapist must force those
modern alienated men to weather the storm of their own souls and be free.
In the Social Contract, Rousseau's central character is called "The
Legislator" even though he actually does not legislate at all : "He who frames
laws, then, has or ought to have no legislative right . . ." The Legislator may
propose laws and institutions, but he cannot dispose : "the people themselves
have this incommunicable right . . ." It is no wonder Rousseau describes the
Legislator as having "an authority that is a mere nothing" . 42 And yet the
Legislator of the Social Contract is supposed to exercise god-like qualities in
order to "transform", to "change human nature", to "alter man's constitution
in order to strengthen it", so that each estranged individual becomes a
responsive human being .43 How can he do this? Obviously, through legislation
alone he can not transform man. But, as a therapist who leads men to their
own self-enlightenment, their own self-understanding, he most assuredly can .
The first step of the therapy is essentially negative, destroying the
conventional wisdom and common-sense notions of the day. The therapist
will show men that appearances are deceiving . Indeed, Rousseau begins the
Social Contract with the enigmatic observation that "Man is born free, and
everywhere he is in chains . One believes himself the master of others, and yet
he is a greater slave than they."44 He declares that "the English people thinks
that it is free, but is greatly mistaken . . . it is enslaved" ;45 that all modern
nations think that they are free because they have no slaves, when in reality
they are the real slaves; 46 that society has "enfeebled" man, making him only
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"seem to be happy"; that man is "scarcely ever himself and is almost a stranger
to himself"; that he "is ill at ease when he is forced into his own company" ; and
that "not what he is, but what he seems, is all he cares for". All of these are
poignant examples of self-deception .47
Confronted with the harsh reality of living outside himself, modern man is
in mental crisis. He can attempt to escape a la Julie, he can be reborn like
Emile, or perhaps even saved as was the tutor at the hands of the Savoyard
priest . This is a period of crisis, a time of upheaval, that is full of danger and
potential for both the society and the individual . Lycurgus comes to Sparta
during a period of civil war and out of "its ashes . . . regains the vigour of
youth" .48 So, too, for the individual : at the abyss of death he can be saved,
reborn with the help of the therapist. 49
To be sure, this is no easy task to "change human nature" and "strengthen"
man's constitution .50 It is, nevertheless, a theme which runs throughout
Rousseau's work. Although this metamorphosis can be found in both Emile
and the Social Contract, Rousseau captures it most clearly in the First

Discourse.

It is a grand and beautiful sight to see man emerge from
obscurity somehow by his own efforts . . . rise above
himself ; soar intellectually into celestial regions ; traverse
with giant steps, like the sun, the vastness of the universe ;
and - what is even grander and more difficult - come
back to himself to study man and know his nature, his
duties, and his end . . . 5'
Returning into himself, man can begin anew. He can become a
psychologically healthy individual who is comfortable and happy with
himself. After all, "What good is it to seek our happiness in the opinion of
another if we can find it within ourselves?" 5z No longer threatened, but now
enhanced by his fellow-creatures, man is ready to determine his own station in
life. The outgrowth is an authentic, moral community cemented together with
fresh, self-imposed chains of love, brotherhood and respect. Freed from
institutionalized amour-propre, egoism, and pathological dependence, the
new citizen-man sees others as an extension - rather than a limitation -of
his own self. Together these authentic individuals will their general and
particular futures on behalf ofall . The particular and general will are, after all,
but exact correlatives. This change in the individual self will be genuinely
reality altering. He too, like the leader-therapist, will be able to "see"; he too
will be able to reason, and to will his own best interest . This gestalt shift will
change the individual's relationship with himself, his fellow-creatures, and his
world . Obviously the therapist's treatment, be the patient Emile or Julie, is not
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one of merely helping his ward to cope with a sick society - of somehow
humanizing the inhumane . On the contrary, the reborn, authentic individual
will stand as a perpetual threat to inauthenticity . He will, therefore, alter
society so that it becomes a healthy environment in which every man,
including himself, can live. Radical therapy of the private self is political
indeed!
It is through the idea of the general will articulated in the Social Contract
that Rousseau attempts the harmonious resolution of the tension between the
self and the social . When these individuals coalesce, submitting themselves to
the general will, it is the same as submitting to, or obeying their own selves. In
Rousseau's words: "each giving himself to all, gives himself to nobody ." 53
Moreover, these new men are much freer under the social arrangement ; they
are freer than man in bourgeois society, or man in the state of nature . 54 When
all these healthy, loving individuals are thus united, the society runs smoothly ;
whenever a matter needs the attention ofthe body politic, it takes but one man
- any member ofthe society - to propose the remedy : As Rousseau puts it,
he will merely "give expression to what all have previously felt" . 55
In the Social Contract, the leadership styles of lawgiver and therapist are
both evident . In a sense, that book can be seen as exhibiting a developmental,
historical pattern from an externally controlled society to one based on the
internal willing of citizens . Initially, the law-giver will create institutions,
formulate laws, manipulate religions, invent customs and habits to begin the
external control over men's actions, hearts and minds . The role of the lawgiver is especially important for newly born, semi-feudal societies still in their
infancy, made up of pre-modern, self-less men, but he must also be present in
the early stages of the development of modern communities . He prepares the
objective conditions which are necessary, though insufficient, for human
emancipation. After all, economic equality and self-sufficiency are
prerequisites of freedom.5b Nevertheless, Rousseau knew that in time -after
a period of ripening - the therapist would have to come on the scene to treat
the subjective condition . That is, to help those potential citizen-men grow into
themselves. The therapist could not do otherwise given the unique power of
the human mind - the ability to dream . In Smile, Sophie is prepared by the
tutor to be Smile's mate for life. Although given an essentially different, albeit
natural, education suited for her future "wifely" station, the tutor realizes that
even he cannot preclude her from using her imagination . Whether locked in a
dark room by herself or forced to marry Baron de Wolmar, the Sophies and
Julies can still dream.57 And that Sparta must fall is inevitable.
The need for the therapist, therefore, is already present in the nature of man.
Under the tutelage of the therapist (Rousseau's "Legislator" of the Social
Contract), individuals will see that their own best particular interests are
embodied in the general will. When individuals define their roles in society,
they will now do so in the particular and universal interest of every citizen in
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the community . At that time the leader-law-giver-therapist will be able to fade
into the background and watch the ongoing development of the authentic
society offree, willing citizen-men . The transformation from a slave of instinct
and society into a morally free and communal being is now completes$
We stated earlier that it could be demonstrated that Rousseau had a clear
conception of the type of community that was best for man. In a strict sense
that is not true, for "best" is to some extent contextually defined . What is
clear, however, is that the chains of modernity are a prerequisite for a truly
human community of self-willing individuals . Pre-modern Corsicans might
be happy in their innocence, providing the appropriate external controls are
instituted by a wise law-giver, but Rousseau knew that such a solution was
temporary at best, and ultimately inhuman . He could long for such a remedy,
even prescribe its implementation, all the while knowing it was ultimately
impossible. Just as men had been dragged from their primitive existence into
inequality and amour-propre by forces they could neither control nor even
understand, so Corsicans would dream, come in contact with other societies
and destroy their innocence .
Today's reader of Rousseau may still undergo the painful process of selfunderstanding at the hands of the therapist, for in the final analysis it is
Rousseau, as author, who plays this crucial part. Although he explicitly tells
his readers of certain objective requirements of true community, he more
importantly raises certain unanswered - but answerable - questions in the
readers' minds. Like Plato in The Republic, Rousseau knows that the only
real dialogue is between author and reader : so too, Rousseau carries on a
dialogue with us; so too, he carries a touch which ultimately cannot force us to
be free, but can shed light on the way out of our cave.
Lafayette College
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THE ONTOLOGY OF DISCIPLINE :
FROM BENTHAM TO MILL
Andrew Lawless

In Capital, Marx described Bentham as "the arch-Philistine . . ., that
insipid, pedantic, leather-tongued oracle of the ordinary bourgeois
intelligence of the nineteenth century ."' Polemics aside, there is a not
uncomplimentary dimension to the assessment for, more thoroughly than any
other English thinker of the period, Bentham did work out a theory of the
conditions within which the bourgeoisie was rapidly attaining the apogee of its
power . His theoretical contributions to the political, economic, legal and
psychological structures of English capitalism were enormous. Even Marx
moved through a world that had been well-described by the arch-Philistine's
voice. In his unique way, Bentham defined and analyzed the England of the
late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, creating not only a
comprehensive social theory but, with the help of James Mill and others, a
political movement to go with it. And to cap it all off, he was provided, in John
Stuart Mill, with a meticulously crafted heir to carry on his labours .
Unhappily for Bentham, Mill was to prove more than a little recalcitrant in
this respect . Hardly had the great man become the Auto Icon when Mill set
about criticising, revising and ultimately transforming utilitarianism . In the
process, as if to add posthumous insult to posthumous injury, he managed to
overshadow Bentham in the Pantheon of nineteenth-century liberalism.
Indeed, judged from a Millian perspective, Bentham scarcely seems to
qualify . Now Mill's revolt has long .been a subject of fascination for historians
of ideas, especially in its personal, indeed psychoanalytic, aspects . Yet,
beyond this there is another dimension to it which is perhaps more
fundamental . This concerns the generation of each man's discourse - in both
senses of the word. It concerns, that is, the question of how far Mill's revolt his transformation of Benthamite utilitarianism - reflects a fundamental
shift in the social texture of England ; how far, despite the shared designation
of `utilitarian', the texts of Bentham and Mill rest on different ground. It is, I
think, useful to ask this question in isolation from the personal aspects ofthe
relation between the two men, even if it is somewhat artificial to do so. For
texts, like plants in a garden, depend upon the soil in which they grow. Given
the ground, some flourish and others die. In this paper, I wish to consider the
extent to which the writings of Bentham and Mill spring from different soil
and to speculate very briefly on how this illuminates not only each man's
particular body of work but also the development of social theory generally .

THE ONTOLOGY OF DISCIPLINE

Stretching over more than half a century and involving at least three
principal stages - the Tory legal reformer, the political economist and the
Radical democrat - Bentham's work obviously defies easy, or adequate,
summary . Nevertheless, throughout his writings the thread of utility (and
underlying it the famous, or infamous, pain-pleasure psychology) runs so
consistently that one can use it to trace the outlines of Benthamite social
theory. For utility points immediately to its foundation stone of pleasure (or
happiness)2 which in turn directs onejust as quickly to its social manifestation :
self-interest . Bentham's universal principle is that "self is everything, to which
all other persons, added to all other things put together, are as nothing ."3
Happiness is the measure of existence and so the individual instinctively looks
inward to his own pain and pleasure. The formula is psychologically
egalitarian : people can be distinguished quantitatively - they can be privy to
more or less pleasure - but not qualitatively . There are no superior or inferior
pleasures which could, for example, serve as barometers of the state of one's
moral being. For Bentham, what is at issue is the intensity, duration, certainty
and immediacy of a pleasure (or a pain) but never its value in some higher
sense . Happiness is a psychological, not a moral, category that points to one
conclusion: at bottom, everyone is alike.
This attitude would seem to owe a great deal to the increasingly
anthropological perspective of such writers as Hume, Montesquieu, Diderot,
Helvetius and d'Holbach, men who gradually revealed a being that had to do
for itself what God or Nature had done for its ancestors . For example, social
inequality was seen less and less as the result of innate differences in the
reasoning, or moral, capacities of people and more and more as a function of
power. (One need only compare the Scottish Historians' attitude toward
property with that of Locke to note this change .) Now, behind social
inequality it was possible to glimpse an enduring natural equality. Bentham's
contribution was to emphasize this equality, and to build his theory on. it.
Bentham's individual might thus be described as uniformly self-interested,
immune from all social ties except those that serve his particular purposes .
Hence, the mediation, of individual interests through government is
"artificial" rather than natural ; social harmony - the "greatest happiness of
the greatest number" - must be created almost ex nihilo. The four "ends" of
distributive law - security, subsistence, abundance and equality (of wealth)4
- are ranked by Bentham according to theircapacity to dojust this. Securitys
looms much the largest because, as the only one concerned with the future, it
gives temporal definition to happiness, making it more than momentary and
fleeting. And, behind security lies its opposite, an insecurity which, for
Bentham, is the primary challenge of existence . This is not, however, simply a
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reproduction of the stark Hobbesian formula for, despite the very possible
outer limit of starvation, Bentham's struggle is more controlled . Scarcity not
death is on his mind : an economic rather than a total struggle .
In this, Bentham's work would seem to rest on the experience of a society
whose productive powers are beginning to expand noticeably. Temporal
definition is developing and comparison is becoming possible; the present can
be related to a less productive past and (perhaps) a more productive future .
What is emerging in this period is the simple but dramatic fact that the world
has not been, and is not yet, as bountiful as it might be. One result is a new
appreciation of scarcity. It is elevated from a mute fact of life to the status ofa
basic theoretical (and, obviously, practical) concern,b the concomitant of the
heightened sense of productivity .
Scarcity, though, is a treacherous thing, pushing productivity forward only
to reappear as its limit, often in the deathly guise of overpopulation. For most
writers of the period, in the short run and probably in the long, productivity
entailed only an ephemeral and so frustrating escape from scarcity. Bentham
is no exception . For him, scarcity is "habitual and permanent", the result of an
"exhuberant population" that tends constantly to outgrow its ability to feed
itself. The only reliable remedies are emigration and the export of capital',
which do not so much resolve the problem as exile it to another place and time.
Bentham's dictum belongs to his era : population "can not be had but at the
expense of wealth, nor wealth but at the expense of population."8 In the
tension between the two lies the source of the chronic scarcity that received
theoretical articulation in the wages-fund doctrine . Hence, if a continued
expansion of the productive power of society is possible - and Bentham
believed that it was, at least for some time to come - it is also tenuous . Gains
are uncertain and too easily squandered ; the pendulum can quickly swing
back toward scarcity, or "dearth" . It might be said then, that Bentham's
individual exists in the flux of a productivity/ scarcity dichotomy and that it is
the working of this dichotomy which gives definition to his general concept of
security .
It is, in other words, just this circumstance which demands the legislator's
attention . Security consists primarily in preventing the swing of the pendulum
toward scarcity . To this end, the law must secure property and labour and,
where necessary, direct them to their most useful employment . The
importance of this task is underlined by Bentham's insistence that while
happiness cannot (since it is a quantity of sensation) be measured directly by
anyone but the person in question, what can be measured is access to the
means of it. This, simply, is wealth, the legislator's most reliable social
indicator of happiness : "Those who are not satisfied with the accuracy of this
instrument must find out some other that shall be more accurate, or bid adieu
to politics and morals ." For Bentham then, the market must become the main
referent of social theory, the space within which the irrationality of a natural
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law universe can be replaced by the mathematical certainty of utility . The
security that the law is to provide comes to rest on political economy .
But, with this insistence that law (and so government) should turn on the
market - finding there the locus for a unity of self-interested individuals Bentham's theory returns to a problem posed by its own psychology . The
problem and its resolution can be traced in the concept of `psychological
dynamics' which Bentham worked out, mainly in the first decade of the
nineteenth century, in response to his growing conviction that governments
tended to be rather unconcerned with the universal interest. This principle
rests on the contention that understanding, or reason, tends to be subverted by
influence and interest . The tendency degenerates into `sinister interest' when a
given influence or interest acts "in a direction to draw a man's conduct aside
from the path of probity ."1° In government, this presents a two-tiered
problem. First, given the predominance of the principle of self-interest,
members of the government will inevitably prefer their specific interests to
those of the community as a whole. I I Second, the more powerful members of
the government will tend to influence the less powerful so that, in the latters'
case, "the will professed to be pronounced is not in truth the will of him whose
will it professes to be, but the will of him in whom the influence originates and
from which it proceeds." 12 The tendency of government is thus to circle inward
until it comes to rest on the most powerful and cohesive interest, which then
shoves the greatest happiness principle into the background .
By 1817 at the latest, Bentham had settled on the monarchy and the
aristocracy-landholder class 13 as the main sinister interests in the English
government . To discover why, one need only look, as has already been
suggested, to the market :
The democratical section or the section of the subject
many, is composed chiefly of the productive classes . . .
The section of the ruling and otherwise influential few, is
composed principally of the non-productive classes . 14
The opposition Bentham has drawn is essentially between the forces of
capitalism and something like the remnants of feudalism, between wages and
profits on the one hand and rent, especially ground rent,15 on the other . The
monarchy and aristocracy are parasites justified only by ancient legitimacy
and the traditional assumption that "property is virtue." Resting in such
unproductive hands, government will never look to the universal interest .
It was this convergence of his psychology and political economy into a
political psychology that pushed Bentham toward the articulation of broad
democratic principles . In the last two decades of his life, he became convinced
that to avoid sinister interests the government had to be placed under the
103

ANDREW LA WLESS
scrutiny of the only group with a stake in nothing but the universal interest:
that is, the whole of the adult population . In the Plan Of Parliamentary
Reform, published in 1817, he argues for "virtually universal" 16 suffrage, a
secret ballot, impermanence of office, frequent, preferably annual, elections
and compulsory attendance in the House by M.P.'s . 17 This program, through
which Bentham intended to secure political power for the majority, is also
designed to transfer political hegemony from the unproductive to the
productive part of the community, to shift it into the centre of a world of
entrepreneurs and wage-earners .
Democracy thus appears as the final cornerstone in Bentham's social
theory, the necessary preventative to the bad (unproductive) government selfinterest would otherwise create . It establishes in government the egalitarian
principle inherent in his psychology without, however, establishing actual
equality. Bentham is perfectly willing to accept inequality of wealth, and the
class structure that goes with it, but it is significant that he does so from within
an egalitarian framework . Inequality is a necessary evil that should be
suffered only insofar as it contributes to the greatest happiness of the greatest
number. Here, two possibilities, essentially a positive and a negative one,
arise . The positive one is that the accumulation of wealth in the hands of a
capitalist class is essential to the expansion of production; the negative one is
that to force (i.e ., legislate) equality would entail too great an attack on
security, with the disastrous psychological effect of weakening the will of the
people to be industrious . While Bentham is aware of both possibilities, it is, as
we shall see, the second that presents the more serious stumbling block to the
advance of equality: security, as it were, circling back away from productivity .
For the present, however, it need only be noted that equality is the principle
around which his theory revolves, inequality being painful and contingent.
But, if democracy completes Bentham's social theory, it also appears to
shut it off from further development . For democracy involves the
establishment of a state with a decision-making capacity adequate to the
market. As such, it ensures the existence of a government consistent with the
greatest happiness principle . Political liberty, or "security against the injustice
of members of the government,"" is assured and nothing more is required .
Because it demands obedience, the law is coercive but in a democracy it is
neither arbitrary nor to the detriment of the greatest happiness ofthe greatest
number. Thus, given a properly democratic constitution, the social
mechanism would be placed in something like a state of balanced equilibrium,
requiring only to be kept well-oiled . Bentham does not envisage much in the
line of further structural changes . As a forum in which a society of productive
individuals can determine its needs and its differences (prodded along, of
course, by rigorous systems of sanctions and education), democracy rises
above change . Bentham's project, which began and ended with legalconstitutional matters, is complete.
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This sense of completeness seems, however, to stem mainly from certain
historical limitations of vision in Bentham's work. One can, for example, find
in it little sense ofthe importance ofcertain factors which, by the 1830's, would
split his democratic alliance of productive classes, making it less and less
possible to see the interests of entrepreneurs and wage-earners as virtually
identical . There is, in other words, little sense ofthe persistence ofthe political
and economic antagonisms between the two classes that would soon make the
utility of Bentham's democracy extremely doubtful in bourgeois eyes. He
would be dead for over half a century before the level of suffrage that he
advocated was reached .
Politically, Bentham's `lack of foresight' is understandable . He worked,
after all, in the context of a debate with pre-capitalist elements . One result is a
tendency to treat the capitalist world as politically homogeneous . While he is
well enough aware of the distinction between labour and capital, and of the
potential conflict entailed in it, he does not consider this to be a fundamental
antagonism. Moreover, since the wage-earners were still scarcely discernible as
a class,' 9 this lack of prescience is even more understandable . Bentham, who
died symbolically enough on the eve of the passing of the First Reform Bill,
which did so much to write the class structure of capitalism into law, simply
never had to confront directly the prospect that his democracy might contain
not a mass of individual interests which could be harmonized, but
recalcitrantly antagonistic class ones. In the latter case, especially when only
one of the classes is enfranchised, the question of sinister interest is revived
and the community envisioned by Bentham begins to crumble even before it
can be realized .
Like his politics, Bentham's economics are also located at the front edge of
industrial capitalism and this too has much to do with his inability to perceive
very clearly the class antagonisms of that order. As a central example, one can
take Bentham's scepticism concerning the power of machinery . It can, he
contends, have only a small effect on the growth of society's wealth, especially
where it matters most - on the wage-earners' subsistence . Provisions cannot
be made cheaper by the use of machinery .20 Hence, Bentham is often led to
support the wage-earners' hostility to machinery on the grounds that it can
increase unemployment without also reducing the cost of subsistence .21
The point is actually not whether Bentham should have recognized the
potential of mechanized production, 22 but that its growth is a significant issue
for the fate of his theory. For it was the introduction of the use of machinery
on a large scale that allowed a later generation to see what Bentham could not
see: that the battle against scarcity might be won. It allowed them to forecast
that production might well outrun population growth and that (in Bentham's
terms) society might begin to move from subsistence toward abundance. In
such conditions, scarcity had to begin to decline as a foundation stone of
political economy, or at least it had to be displaced, as in Marginalism, from
105

ANDREW LAWLESS
need to desire (and so from production to distribution).
Given this, the working class' claim to something beyond subsistence took
on new meaning . It could now be less easily resisted by the bourgeoisie and by
the political economy that spoke for them. Bentham's theory is not exempt
from this pressure ; indeed, at this point it becomes somewhat schizophrenic .
For example, let us consider his hierarchy of the ends of law, concentrating on
the weakest end, equality. The farther one is from equality on the negative
side of the scale the farther, on Bentham's account, one is from the means of
happiness . 23 His rule is straightforward : the wealthier one is the happier one is
presumed to be.24 However, he does hold to a type of marginal utility
assumption according to which happiness does not continue to increase
indefinitely in the same proportion as wealth. Rather, it diminishes in
comparison to the happiness that is produced even by small increments of
wealth at the other end of the scale. It is, therefore, at least imaginable that in a
society moving from subsistence toward abundance a net gain in social
happiness could be produced by a transfer of wealth. Certainly, the reason
why the law should not work to this end is now less clear. Equality is, in
Bentham's formulation, a relatively weak end of the law but it is one
nonetheless and its claims should be met as far as possible .
The problem is that the demands of security hardly allow this. One of the
imperatives of security is that no "shock" be dealt to people's expectations
and, for Bentham, to legislate equality through a redistribution of
wealth/property would entail just that. Hence, a government must refrain
from interfering with the distribution of wealth and property if it is not to
reduce the will of the people to be industrious . Bentham never fully
abandoned his turn of the century position that "A state can never become
rich but by an inviolable respect for property."25 The most one can hope for is
a gradual, largely unlegislated and probably never complete dimunition of
inequality . Ultimately, the only mediator between the demands of equality
and security is time. 26
There is a tension here, as Bentham tries to shut a door that seems to insist
on remaining ajar. For, when all is said and done, property is still "only a
foundation of expectation,"2' important insofar as it underwrites security . But
utility is the fundamental Benthamite principle and it is susceptible to change .
There is nothing in its nature to render permanent the relation between
security and any particular system of property relations. Utility and the
arrangements dictated by it vary with the circumstances . What, in Bentham's
case, anchors utility in such a way that the demands of equality (of
property/ wealth) and security remain antithetical is actually what underlies
the principle itself: the condition I have described as a productivity/ scarcity
dichotomy . This is the ground of Bentham's theory of utility and so while
circumstances vary according to time and place they do so within the eternal
flux of productivity and scarcity. Time is like a grid that charts their ebb and
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flow, but without power to break away into a new realm.
Here is where Bentham's work seems virtually schizophrenic . Given the way
the principle of utility is anchored, the dependent concept of security actually
points in two directions : forward to productivity and backward to scarcity.
Keeping what one has is as important (or more important) than getting more.
Society must, as it were, continually look over its shoulder . Consequently,
Bentham does not really envision the expansion of productivity to a point
where a redistribution of wealth in the name of equality would not raise (either
for economic or psychological reasons) the spectre of scarcity . Security points
to productivity only until the question ofequality is raised . At that juncture, it
deflects the pendulum of Bentham's thought back toward scarcity - and
inequality. This is the limit of his vision; he cannot imagine the
productivity/ scarcity dichotomy being broken . His concept of time, and
therefore of history, seems unable to extend to that point . In the end, for
Bentham utility really does not change .
In this sense, there is a dynamic (and historical) aspect to utility, and to the
concept of productivity, that goes beyond the bounds of Bentham's
theoretical frame of reference . For, by his death, England was beginning to
unleash mechanized productive powers capable of shattering the
productivity/ scarcity dichotomy. The next generation of thinkers were being
nudged beyond its constraints into a world where productivity might point to
abundance . In this context, the principle of utility was in danger of losing its
security/ scarcity restraint with the result that the issue of equality could take
on new force. Thus, by the 1830's, utilitarianism was resting on new and
shifting ground with cracks beginning to appear in the theoretical edifice that
was Bentham's democratic capitalism . But, for evidence of this we must turn
to the work of John Stuart Mill.

Certainly, Mill's work reflects an environment different from the one that
nurtured Bentham's, In it, there is a constant concern with the growing
antagonism between labour and capital and not a little effort is expended on
developing a methodology capable of analysing this conflict . By the 1830's,
Mill appears to have felt strongly the presence of the problem in both its
practical and theoretical aspects . What is significant here, is not so much
whether personal antipathy to the Benthamite world fueled his desire for a
new perspective but, given the desire, the direction in which he moved . That
was toward an historical methodology, garnered from reading not only
Tocqueville and Carlyle but Michelet and Guizot as well . From such sources
Mill distilled for himself a view of history as a gradual "collectivization" of
society, with power passing gradually from individual to mass control .
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England was, Mill thought, now on the brink of completing the process by
bringing the last excluded group -the "labouring classes" -within the circle
of the political, economic and cultural community . 28 This was not, however, a
smooth process but rather the result of the "coordinate action of rival powers
naturally tending in different directions . "29 Thus Mill, unlike Bentham,
focussed on history as a continuous process - with unsettled "ages of
transition" - that turned on some form or other of factional conflict .
There can, moreover, be little doubt that the factional conflict that most
concerned Mill was class conflict . The abrasive relationship between the
"lower orders" and "those above them" (capitalists, rentiers) occupied his
attention throughout his life. As early as 1834 one finds Mill complaining of
political economists who fix the class structure in eternity, revolving
in their eternal circle of landlords, capitalists and
labourers, until they seem to think of the distinction of
society into these three classes, as if it were one of God's
ordinances, not man's, and as little under human control
as the division of day and night. so
He argues instead that such distinctions are likely to change and even
disappear . And the importance of working out the conditions of change is
underlined by a statement Mill made toward the end of his life. Discussing
"disputes between classes", he warns that a part of society unsatisfied with its
lot might well, and perhaps justifiably, place itself in "a state of war with the
rest."31 Such conflicts, he notes elsewhere, revolve around the basic element in
English society : the distribution of property. 32 It is in this type of - fairly
common - argument in Mill's writings that the absence of the
security restraint that had operated in Bentham's work can be noted.
For Mill, unlike his predecessor, feels compelled to consider equality in terms
of a redistribution of property.
Part of the reason, perhaps a major part, for this must lie in the fact that
there is, in Mill's theory, little sense of the haunting scarcity that drove an
earlier generation of political economists into an almost obsessive concern for
productivity. In 1834, for example, Mill praised these men for demonstrating
the need to abolish the old monopolies that benefitted "particular classes" and
for avoiding "artificial inducements to the increase of population", but added
that one should not accept the implicit limit they had set on the "possible reach
of improvement in human affairs ." 33 That had been the limit ofscarcity, of the
capacity of productivity to outgrow population increase, and Mill rejects it.
He contends that human improvement could continue even after productivity and population had become virtually stationary, an argument
that flies in the face of the political economy of Bentham's (and even of much
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of Mill's) generation. In short, improvement and productivity are not
synonomous for Mill, as they had been for his predecessors .
Mill thus seems able at least to imagine that productivity can be stabilized at
a point where scarcity (and population) is not a problem. His contention is
that "the pressure of population on subsistence . . . though a great, is not an
increasing evil."34 Indeed, Mill forsees a social order which, although
stationary with respect to wealth and population, is nonetheless devoid ofthe
worst effects of scarcity . The stationary state is, for him, far from the
depressing condition of stagnation that (as he is well aware) it was for earlier
political economists . On the contrary, his description of it verges on the
Utopian, people being better-paid, better-educated and more highly cultured
than is the case in his England . 3s
It is therefore not altogether surprising that, in the Principles Of Political
Economy, Mill is often extended to demonstrate not how underproduction
(with respect to population growth) can be overcome but rather that it still
exists . In this context, his attack on the "chimera" of overproduction is not
always very convincing .36 In fact, Mill often appears to be discussing with
himself the viability of a system of production he suspects is no longer very
well suited to English conditions. He frequently notes that English capitalism
must undergo some fundamental change, quite possibly in the direction of
socialism - although his conception of that system remains vague. If this
c6nviction is seldom strongly put - although it is from time to time - there
nonetheless remains in Mill's political economy a general feeling that the old
categories of wages, profits and rent no longer hold and that change must
come.
Not that he indicates in any systematic way how such change should occur.
Whether discussing the principle of cooperative societies or the structure of
the stationary state, Mill tends to retain the categories of wages and profits
and the abrasive class relationship that goes with them. In the stationary state,
for example, capitalist production does not cease but is simply carried on at a
"minimum" rate of profit. Part of the difficulty lies in Mill's use of the term
,capital' to refer to the eternally necessary basis of production - the wealth
available for increase - rather than to an historically determinate form of it.
This ambiguity leads him to eternalize capitalist production even while
arguing that the system of distribution growing out of it can be altered . As a
result, even when Mill appears to be attacking the categories of wages and
profits, he never really relinquishes the structure of the profit-motive system .
He is thus caught in something of a dilemma, unable either to defend
absolutely the scarcity-based political economy of Bentham's generation or,
given his tendency to eternalise capitalist production, to indicate very clearly
how it might be transformed . Consequently, while Mill insists that the "claims
of labour" must be met, he at the same time retains in his work the class
relation (of wages and profits) that makes those claims so threatening .
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If there is a deficiency here - and I would contend that there is - Mill tries
to make it up in his political theory, particularly in his work on representation .
Here, once again, his sharp awareness of a division deep within the
`industrious classes' sets him apart from the more sanguine Bentham . Mill's
struggle is very much how to work out a method of representation capable of
peacefully introducing the working class to full civic participation, of
softening a dangerous class antagonism into a "friendly rivalry" that could be
played out within the confines of parliament and its principle of loyal
opposition .3' This, Mill conceives as a gradual, because essentially
pedagogical, process . For, if history is moving toward "collectivization",
historical progress is nonetheless tied to the level of a society's intellectual
capacities, 38 and social improvement cannot, therefore, proceed in advance of
moral and intellectual development .39 Accordingly, a major pedagogical
effort is required if the masses are to be prepared for their coming
responsibilities .
Before outlining the effort however, it is first necessary to say something
about the ontological perspective underlying it, for on this score it is
significantly different from Bentham's utilitarianism . That is, Mill views
human nature as perfectable in contrast to Bentham's tendency to treat it as a
constant. For Mill, people do not learn to calculate better and so better serve
their natures ; they actually become better. In brief, their natures improve. A
qualitative outlook pervades Mill's ontology and this separates him from
Bentham . Thus, shortly after Bentham's death Mill dismissed the old
utilitarian's efforts as "an analyst of human nature", arguing that while his
consequential morality might -support a legislative theory, it could not support
an ethical one. Such concepts as sympathy, duty and moral obligation
remained beyond it. Mill's ontology attempts to correct what he sees as the
one-sided nature of Bentham's work, in effect substituting `higher' or
,superior' for `more' (or `more accurate') in the utilitarian lexicon .40 In Mill's
world, mankind can, and does, pursue perfection as an end in itself and there is
to be no mistaking the "business part of human affairs [for] the whole of
them."4 i
Over the years, Mill held quite consistently to this attitude . In
Utilitarianism, when he insists that "some kinds of pleasure are more desirable
and valuable than others,"42 the statement can be taken as typical of his
position. As one commentator has noted, 43 Mill actually broadened happiness
into something more akin to satisfaction . In doing so, he shifted emphasis
from Bentham's individual happiness to a relatively self-contained concept of
public interest . An altruism which appears to owe something to Comte and
something to an older tradition of civic humanism becomes, for Mill, the
highest form of pleasure. Extreme individualism, an "egotism" which looks
only to itself, is a "moral vice" indicative of "a bad and odious character . "44
Altruism must be cultivated in mankind, egoism subordinated to it, and this
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"should be one of the chief aims of education, both individual and
collective ." 4s
Thus we return to the Millian pedagogy . The task assigned it is the
development of a spirit of altruism, in society in general and in the working
class in particular, that is strong enough to overcome the class antagonisms of
nineteenth century England . The schoolhouse is to be Parliament and the
schoolmasters those who are already in possession of the spirit. In this way,
Mill develops a political pedagogy from which emerges his particular
stratified democracy.
The point is that full democracy must be achieved gradually and the process
of doing so must be an educational one. Behind this formulation is a reversal
of Bentham's judgement that the only guaranteed 'non-sinister' interest in
society is that of the majority. For Mill, there is a great danger that it is simply
the largest, and therefore the most sinister, interest . What he fears is a tyranny
of the majority and especially of a majority comprised of the English working
class : "no lover ofimprovement can desire that the predominant power should
be turned over to persons in the mental and moral condition of the English
working classes ." 46 Hence, the franchise should be extended to these people
only as a reward for self-improvement . To do otherwise would mean that
"mere manual labourers" would constitute the majority of the electorate.
It is important to note here a disjunction between `majority' and `public'
interest that is not found in Bentham's work. What that latter is for Mill I am
not certain; indeed, it may be incapable of articulation, much as `perfection' is.
But the effect of the disjunction is to drive Mill toward a limited democracy
and away from Bentham's position . As such, he endorses Hare's plan for
proportional representation through cumulative voting as one that would
allow for a substantial presence of minority interests in parliament, thus
offsetting the hegemony of the majority .47 This, he writes, will solve "the
difficulty of popular representation" 48 Moreover, Mill adds another, more
restrictive, mechanism to Hare's plan : weighted voting . Contending that
"though every one ought to have a voice - that every one should have an
equal voice is a totally different proposition," he advocates weighting votes
according to intelligence . For this, he accepts education and status as
yardsticks; hence :
A foreman is generally more intelligent than a skilled
labourer, and a labourer in the skilled trades more than in
the unskilled . A banker, merchant, or manufacturer, is
likely to be more intelligent than a tradesman, because he
has larger and more complicated interests to manage . 49
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Professionals and university graduates are to be ranked higher yet,
completing the scale. In this way, Mill establishes an arithmetical progression
of votes ranging from one for an unskilled labourer up to six or seven for a
professional.
Mill's wish, then, is to "assign to education . . . the degree of superior
influence due to it ."SO This, he hopes, will stem the tendency, inherent in
representative government, to drift toward a "collective mediocrity" . But the
position taken by Mill is not simply a defensive one; ideally, `superior
intelligence' would virtually control government. For example, he advocates
removing from the legislature the task of drafting laws . It is not, he argues,
suited to such work, only to causing it to be done. The drafting responsibility
should be removed to the cabinet or to a `Committee of Legislation'.
Furthermore, there should exist a Committee of Codification which, though it
would not enact laws, would "embody the element of intelligence in their
construction ." Against these committees, the legislature would retain powers
of acceptance or rejection, but not of amendment .51 Thus, the legislature, the
place where class interests would surface,5z would be limited to considering
laws drawn up by skilled (and presumably objective) committees. In this way,
Mill seeks to contain the tyranny of the majority, and indeed the whole of class
conflict, within parliament . Classes are to be monitored, in a balance of
powerlessness, by a political clerisy .
This virtual trusteeship is at the heart of Mill's response to what he perceives
as the danger of class legislation and the "low grade of intelligence in the
representative body."53 Through the experience of limited democracy, the
intelligence of the legislature, and of the electorate, is to be upgraded to the
point where the dangers of class legislation and class conflict will dissolve in a
common recognition of the public good. The response seems to owe its
existence to the tension between Mill's belief that democracy is inevitable and
his fear that its too precipitous arrival will signal the suppression of the
intelligence that is essential to good government and advancing civilization .
The tension, for example, runs through the Essay On Liberty where Mill
contends that the tendency of mass, democratic society is to circumscribe,
more and more closely, the space within which intelligence can freely
breathe .54 The source of "all wise and noble things," intelligence must be
protected and this Mill seeks to do through the development of a political
pedagogy. 55
But this pedagogy entails a strange play on the concept of `opposition', or
`antagonism' and ultimately on the concept of `history' . It has been noted that
Mill does treat antagonism between factions as a kind of motor of history . He
writes that in all progressive countries there has existed an "organized
opposition to the ruling power" to which has belonged "almost all the greatest
men who have ever lived." 56 Yet, when he interprets this principle for his own
age, he subtley turns it into something more akin to a principle of stability .
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The greatest men - whom, I think, we can assume Mill takes to be the wisest
- are now antagonistic mainly to antagonism. As a clerisy, they are
transformed into civil servants-cum-referees who do not so much oppose as
control the ruling power. It seems perilously close to a projection by a career
bureaucrat which, rather than enriching a tradition of antagonism, does much
to bankrupt it. Mill appears to be trying to stop history at the point of working
class hegemony .
Antagonism, indeed the whole flux of history, is now subjected to a demand
for an `order' that will circumscribe the anarchy of`progress'. Turning back to
Bentham, he was also interested in the creation ofan orderly - in the sense of
a secure - world . But it was fundamentally a different kind of concern . For
him, the need for order arose from the recalcitrance of society's productive
powers ; it was this that gave meaning to his political system . That is, the
political system served an economic end, the ultimate test of the security the
law claimed to provide being its effect on the social accumulation of wealth.
Mill's theory, on the other hand, contains no direct referral of the political
back to the economic. Instead, it is referred forward to a vague perfection or
social harmony . Until human nature can be sufficiently developed to achieve
this harmony, the order imposed by limited democracy is necessary . In this
way, Mill's view of (political) order strays from Bentham's strict economic
focus and consequently from his majoritarian democracy .
Mill's problem is that, unlike Bentham, he cannot really find an anchor for
his theory. To the extent that he cannot follow his predecessor in linking social
progress to productivity, he is similarly unable to develop from these a
concept of order. The much vaguer sense of perfection or improvement that
has replaced productivity is too insubstantial to sustain a notion of progress as
concrete as Bentham's . In turn, it gives little support to a notion of (political)
order. Cut loose from the Benthamite anchors, this latter term thus tends to
become self-referential, something that is good in itself. Progress is,
ultimately, submerged beneath it.
Mill requires an orderly, highly controlled political structure, of course, to
allow his clerisy to do their progressive work. But, one must wonder what that
work could amount to, whether he has succeeded in making room in
government for the kind of neutral wisdom the clerisy supposedly represents .
One must wonder, in other words, whether Mill's political pedagogy would
simply succeed in restraining the growth of working class power to the
advantage of the bourgeoisie . At the least, Mill would appear to be somewhat
naive in suggesting that power should make room in its midst for a wisdom not
committed to it. Bentham was sixty before he grasped that lesson but finally
he did so. Mill, it seems, went to his grave if not quite believing in the goodness
of those in power, then not quite disbelieving it either .
Not that he was simply an apologist for the ruling bourgeoisie. On the
contrary, he was consistently critical of the "goody morality, amounting to a
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cant," that insisted that "buyers and sellers of labour" had identical interests .s'
His awareness of class antagonisms and his willingness to consider socialism
as a solution to them set his work apart from the grosser ideological forays of
the period . But the question remains whether Mill's political theory, which is
certainly an attempt to harness the growing power of the working class, has
any effect on bourgeois hegemony. Mill would prefer that his political
pedagogy (and his demand for order) not be applied to the advantage ofthe
ruling class but the best he can do to prevent it is to put politics in escrow by
elevating a clerisy above the struggle .
These bearers of wisdom are, however, elevated only into civil servants (or
minority M.P .'s), positions which lend themselves most readily to being
instruments of the ruling class. Indeed, if we glance back at Mill's plan for
weighted voting, it is obvious that even he assumes intelligence to increase as
one moves from the bottom reaches of the proletariat to the upper reaches of
the bourgeoisie . The only reversal of this correlation between economic power
and intelligence is at the upper end of the scale where professionals and
intellectuals are placed above bankers and entrepreneurs . Truly an
intellectual's scheme. How much difference it would make in the larger scale
of things I shall not argue, mainly because it scarcely seems worth doing so.
At any rate, this uncertainty in Mill's work, his tendency to retreat into a
quite conservative view of order, seems connected to the development of a
world in which the productivity/ scarcity dichotomy is no longer so
determinative ; indeed, where it has been broken by the dynamic power of
productivity. Compared to Bentham, Mill is listening to new voices and
arguments . The bourgeoisie is no longer trumpeting the rights of the
productive classes against those of a parasitical aristocracy but defending
itself against the "claims of labour" . Wages and profits no longer stand against
rent but against each other and the laws of production and distribution (e.g.,
the `iron law of wages') have become, for many, simply the laws of
exploitation. Mill's discourse cannot therefore duplicate Bentham's because it
stands on new terrain where the security/ scarcity restraint of the latter's work
is no longer operative . Mill seems to have recognized this and to have
attempted to revise utilitarianism in a direction more in line with working
class demands. But he met with, at best, partial success . Certainly, it is
doubtful whether he moved very far toward the development of a political
economy capable of dealing with the class antagonisms of his England. And as
to political theory, his efforts seem most directed at holding the fort until some
solution to these antagonisms emerged. Hence, one of Mill's main revisions of
Benthamite utilitarianism is a negative one, a retreat from the principle of
universal suffrage . This is the paradox of the man : he who saw so clearly the
changes to which utilitarianism had to react in the end carried out a
transformation that was also a retreat .
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It remains briefly to consider another aspect of Mill's `retreat', an
ontological one brought on in this case not by Bentham's obsolescence but by
his very modernism . It constitutes a final twist in the relationship between the
two men .
I shall try to explain through reference to Bentham's Panopticon, his plan
for a hyper-efficient prison . Michel Foucault has aptly described it as "the
general principle of a new `political anatomy'," the central purpose of which is
"relations of discipline."58 In other words, the Panopticon enshrines
Bentham's solution to the problem of order created, as Mill was so aware, by
the opening up of the political system . It was, in a word, self-discipline;
Bentham sought to internalize order, substantiate it within every individual .
Order, for him, was fundamentally ontological rather than political . This, one
can see in the workings of the great prison which raises surveillance to a high
art by making itself at once visible and unverifiable . A 1984 image: the
prisoner sees the observation tower but, because of such devices as zig-zag
doorways and venetian blinds that allow no light to escape, never knows
when, if at all, he is being watched .59 Sitting in his backlighted, openfronted
cell, subjected without relief to the certainty/ uncertainty of the tower, the
prisoner gradually internalises the surveillance . In Foucault's words, he
"assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play
spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in
which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle ofhis own
subjection ."60 When the process is complete, the directly repressive aspects of
power can be allowed to lapse . Its exercise has become superfluous because
the prisoner has internalised it. Ontologically transformed, he watches
himself.
The Panopticon is quite central to Bentham's work, the epitome of a
strategy for the development of an individual suited to the demands of an
emerging industrial capitalism. Here, and elsewhere - in his writings on the
Poor Laws and in the Chrestomathia, for example - Bentham appears intent
on laying the institutional and human foundation for an efficient capitalist
society. Mill is not unaware of this side of Bentham's theory, nor is he much in
agreement with it. His opinion is that Bentham's view of human nature is too
narrow, that it demeans humanity. In reply, Mill's work is laced with
references to man's `higher' nature and with pleas for tolerance and respect for
those who embody it. It is as if he is looking at Bentham from across the great
divide of surplus-value . The bleak inevitability of scarcity can no longer be
taken for granted and so economic necessity has turned into exploitation.
Bereft of -the economic dimension that served as the reference point of its
meaning - soldiers in a war with scarcity - Bentham's ontology of discipline
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began, in its turn, to look sinister . Not surprisingly, Mill shies away from it.
But the question is, how far does he actually move from it, and in what
direction? For if Mill's work displays a broader, more "altruistic" ontology
than Bentham's, it is nonetheless one that pushes him in the direction of
tighter political controls. In view of the class antagonisms of English society,
Mill appears to believe that Bentham had jumped the gun, that the people
were not really ready for the broad political liberties he had wanted to secure for
them. The altruistic aspects of human nature were still insufficiently
developed . Bentham's ontology was too narrow, stunted really, and so he had
not understood the dangers inherent in an unlimited franchise ; he had not, in
short, grasped the connection between democracy and a certain level of
intellectual and moral development.
The point may be summarised as follows . Mill rejects Bentham's ontology
- of `discipline' or `order' - substituting for it a broader, and `higher', view of
mankind . It is, however, also an as yet unattained one and, until it is, the
highest political form, democracy, cannot be fully instituted. As a result, Mill
is driven to reestablish Bentham's `order' at the political level. Politics
becomes a holding action until education can bring out the basic altruism in
mankind . Like Bentham, Mill relies heavily on education - it is his panacea
- but in the context of altruism rather than egoism. The former entails for its
author a politica of order or discipline; the latter entails for its author an
ontology of the same type. Both men fervently want an orderly, trustworthy
individual but they seek to create him at different levels .
For Mill, this involves, as I have already said, a political retreat of sorts . In
rejecting Bentham's ontology he must also reject Bentham's modernism - his
plan for universal suffrage supported by a rigorous institutional
infrastructure . Mill retreats toward limited democracy and an older concept
of rational self-control; an older concept of citizenship really . This is, I think,
the significant point. Ontologically as well as politically, Mill seems older than
Bentham, unable to accept either his full democracy or the ontological
perspective underlying it. When Mill criticises Bentham, it is as if one is
viewing a confrontation between one of the last eighteenth century liberals
and one of the first social scientists . Chronologically, their roles are reversed.
For Bentham's institutional democracy, designed as it is to establish a precise
system of social control, is perhaps one of the first examples of the attitude of
,social science', an attitude central to the development of industrial capitalism
- and socialism . At its foundation is the demand that the individual be
rendered ontologically transparent, that he be capable of being seen and
understood to (in the language of a paradigm one feels Mill would sometimes
like to have adopted) the very depths of his soul. From this can flow a desired
predictability and control of human affairs .
These ends may, however, actually be achieved at the cost of ontology .
What may be at stake in social science is not a deeper understanding of being
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but rather a virtual disregard for it. (For instance, witness the insistence ofthe
concept of alienation, in all its forms, in a milieu dominated by social science .)
Now, I would argue that implicit in Mill's reaction to Benthanism is an
uneasiness on precisely this point. Bentham's greatest failing, according to
Mill, was his inability to understand his fellow creatures . Thus, while
Bentham moves determinedly toward the attitude of social science, Mill
retreats from it, refusing to relinquish completely the subjectivity of a more
traditional liberal vision . It is, in many ways, an unsatisfactory retreat, born of
his inability either to accept or change the English capitalism Bentham had
done so much to promote . For, if he rejects the attitude that epitomises it, he
tends to do so in the name of that which preceeded it and which could be
restored to life only fitfully. Once again, we find the historical utilitarian
discomfited by history .
Yet, Mill's persistent uneasiness cannot simply be dismissed ; nor can
history be so easily accepted. For that (perhaps anti-historical) uneasiness
seems to direct a question at the attitude that underlies social science . It asks to
what degree such science is founded on a conflation of exegesis and genesis .
To what extent, in other words, is it true that social science can explain the
individual only insofar as it has already created him? It is, after all, a highly
political science whose discourses are always articulated in the context of
power relations. As such, these discourses have intentions - like Bentham's
institutionalization-of-capitalism intention - from which they never gain
independence. Indeed, they are those intentions . The discourse of social
science is thus necessarily (I would like to say, `by definition') partisan and
problematic, unable really to aspire to the cherished `distance' one is taught to
associate with science . Therefore, Bentham's ontology is `correct' insofar as he
and others can make it so by creating, through his institutions, an individual
who conforms to it. Hence the question : does social science understand or
create the individual? Or are the two options conflated into a kind of
political/ ontological tautology that reduces being to a cipher? That would be
fashionably anti-humanist but, as Mill seemed to suspect, it might also be
anti-human.
Although I have dealt with liberal theorists in this article, these final remarks
need not be restricted to bourgeois varieties of social science . They can, I
think, also be addressed to varieties of marxist social science . Throughout its
history, marxism has vacillated between `voluntarisms' and `humanisms' on
the one hand and `historicisms' and 'structuralisms' on the other, between,
very roughly, theories of genesis and exegesis . Behind these debates, one
confronts a tension inherent in Marx's own discourse . What he said of
commodities can perhaps be said of his famous dictum that "Men make their
own history, but not of their own free will" : 6 i it "abounds in metaphysical
subtleties and theological niceties ." 62 Across a comma, its two parts stand in a
confrontation complicated rather than resolved by reference to the
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"nightmare weight" of the past. Together, they too raise the question of how
we simultaneously create and explain ourselves, how, in a sense, `free will' and
`determinism' co-exist . The point is not that we do not simultaneously create
and explain ; only that the issue would seem to require more investigation . It
entails an ontological question, or better, a questioning of ontology, that is
too often slurred over or held at arm's length by social scientists who tend to
give voice (in one way or another) to both parts of Marx's formula but
credence only to one - the deterministic one. As a result, if `man' is not
explained away, he/she is certainly wished away.
One of the things that lurks beneath the surface of the Bentham-Mill debate
is, I think, just this ontological issue. From Mill's reaction to the master, one
can draw the question whether there is an ontological emptiness in the social
scientific attitude . This leads to further questions about the conflation of
exegesis and genesis and the consequent development of a tautological
structure - what you are is what you are made to be - poorly suited to the
pretensions of a synthetic discipline. Thus, while I have argued that Mill's
transformation of Benthamite utilitarianism was also a retreat, it may well be
that the retreat is not wholly negative . Implicit in it is a refusal to accept a'deontology' and that refusal, if taken seriously, can spark the kinds ofquestions
I have just outlined. These are questions which need to be asked of social
science of whatever variety. That, of course, can not be done here. All one can
do is make a plea for the `utility' of the exercise .
Philosophy
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Some of the most original and exciting work in political theory is currently
being undertaken by feminists . Old questions are being discussed from a new
perspective, new questions are being raised and the classic texts reexamined .
The essays in The Sexism of Social and Political Theory - which cover Plato,
Locke, Rousseau, Hume, Hegel, Marx and Nietzsche - provide a good
example of this critical textual reinterpretation . The theorists who appear in
the conventional pantheon of "traditional political theory" are, of course, all
male. More importantly, as the feminist reassessment of their arguments
shows, they are also almost all male supremacists . The standard
commentaries and textbooks have invariably ignored this aspect of the
classics, regarding it as entirely unremarkable . The very few exceptions to
what O'Brien in this volume calls "male-stream thought" are usually ignored
too, typified by most commentators' refusal to admit that J.S. Mill wrote The
Subjection of Women or that it is virtually a companion volume to his
"acceptable" work On Liberty. Occasionally, male writers are stung into
reactions like Bloom's comment about Book V of The Republic showing
"contempt for convention and nature, [and] wounding of all the dearest
sensibilities of masculine pride and shame, the family and statesmanship".
Until the present revival of the women's movement made its influence felt in
academia the separation in political theory of citizenship and political life
from "private" domestic life and the world of women was virtually absolute .
The chapters of The Sexism of Social and Political Theory show in detail
how the classic writers base their sexist arguments on appeals to the "natural"
differences in attributes and moral characters of men and women and, most
fundamentally, to the different roles of the sexes in reproduction (including
childrearing) . These differences (usually reasonably soberly presented,
though there are examples of more or less pathalogical misogyny as in
Schopenhauer's Aphorisms) are held necessarily to lead to the division of
social life into two "separate spheres" ; the "feminine" sphere of domestic life
and reproduction, and the "masculine" public or political sphere of
production and the state. Although women have now been admitted as
citizens in Western countries, the belief is still widespread that they are
"naturally" not fitted for political life. The task of uncovering the different
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ways in which this belief has helped structure the great works of political
theory is therefore of more than academic interest. It is crucial to an
understanding of the present social basis of women's oppression - which in
some of its most important aspects is really "the wife question" -and thus to
the struggle for change . However, now that books and essays are appearing
that analyse the arguments of the classics about women in the context of the
theories as a whole, it is also becoming clear that the relationship of feminist
theorists to the classic texts is neither straightforward nor unproblematic . The
question raised by the new scholarship is what, if anything, traditional
political theory can contribute to the development of an explicitly feminist
political theory. Ifthe mainstream of our theoretical past is sexist through and
through, what relevance has it to feminists?
In her excellent study Women in Western Political Thought (also published
in 1979), Susan Okin concludes that
it is by no means a simple matter to integrate the female
half of the human race into a tradition of political theory
which has . . . defined them, and intrafamilial
relationships, as outside the scope of the political .
More emphatically, at the end of the "Introduction" to The Sexism ofSocial
and Political Theory the editors write that they hope that the book will show
"ample reason for concluding that traditional political theory is utterly
bankrupt in the light of present [feminist] perspectives" . They conclude by
calling for "new theories" . If we are faced by a bankrupt past then it would
seem to follow that feminist theorists must totally reject this theoretical
heritage. But how many of us feel able to tackle the task that would confront
us if nothing of traditional theory can be salvaged: how many of us possess the
intellectual capacity or originality that a completely new start demands?
Indeed, does it make sense to ask for an entirely new start? Happily, neither
the "Introduction" nor the other essays give us sufficient reason to draw this
daunting conclusion.
Clark and Lange refer to "the first major break with the tradition" that, they
argue, occurs in the theories of Marx and Engels. In "Reproducing Marxist
Man", O'Brien suggests that, notwithstanding the fact that Marx has his
theoretical feet firmly in the "male-stream", his methodology provides
necessary tools for the development of feminist theory. But, if Marx is useful,
or essential, in the formulation of feminist political theory, then it must be
asked whether other theorists, albeit also sexist, may not have something to
contribute too . In other words, rather than (very unrealistically) rejecting all
the past as "utterly bankrupt", feminist theorists should be considering the
criteria to be used to decide where starting points, insights or methods can be
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found . Moreover, unless Marx is the only theorist to whom feminists can
refer, and he is thus placed outside "traditional political theory", the notion of
that "tradition" must be examined rather more closely than is sometimes the
case in feminist critiques. For example, if Marx's position in the tradition
appears ambiguous, how is J.S . Mill to be classified? He can hardly be
excluded from "traditional political theory" but he did write The Subjection
of Women in which he explicitly criticises the argument for women's "nature" .
This suggests that sexism or criticism of sexism is only one, though a crucial,
issue in feminist political theory. Nor is this at all surprising . It is true that the
same assumptions about women's nature and proper social place recur across
the centuries but the assumptions are embedded in very different theoretical
perspectives which, in turn, form part of historically specific forms of social
life. If the "development of an adequate theory of the relation between
production and reproduction" is, as the editors state, central to feminist
political theory, certain theoretical perspectives will be a good deal more
useful than others ; some theories may, strictly, be irrelevant.
I would suggest that the latter is true of pre-modern theories . Recent work
on Plato reveals wide disagreement whether his arguments are, or are not,
feminist . Lange in "The Function of Equal Education in Plato's Republic and
Laws", argues that his position "cannot properly be understood as feminist",
but she also states that Plato's "theoretical concerns are ultimately not those
of feminism" . The last comment raises the fundamental question of what is
involved if feminism is to be a theoretical issue. What is necessary for feminist
questions to be raised from within a particular theorist's work, even if he is a
male supremacist? It seems to me that it is not until the modern period, until
"individuals" begin to be seen as beings who are "naturally" free and equal,
and social life as a whole is conceived as grounded in convention, that the
"theoretical concerns of feminism" become possible and can be raised in a
general or universal fashion (rather than finding isolated examples of
fascinating speculation about different social and sexual arrangements) . If
this is so, the problem then becomes one of deciding which of the modern
members of the tradition have most to offer feminist political theorists. The
character of the problem tends to get lost beneath the fact that "individuals"
are conventionally regarded as male. In the "Introduction" Bentham and
Marx are distinguished from Rousseau, Hobbes, Locke and Hegel on the
grounds that the former do not necessarily take the term "citizen" or "man"
(or, I add, "individual") to be extensionally male. However, the principles of
most (radical) modern theories are presented as universal . Whether or not a
particular theorist actually extends them to women is only part of the problem
(neither Bentham nor Marx, nor J .S. Mill, are completely outside the "malestream") . An equally important question for feminists is whether a particular
theorist's work could be used in the positive task of developing new, feminist
theory, for largely critical purposes - or not at all .
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Hume's empiricist utilitarianism, for example, appears to be "utterly
bankrupt" . Louise Marcil-Lacoste shows that to follow "Hume's Method in
Moral Reasoning" is to provide a "philosophical justification of sexist
discrimination". The allegedly natural character of women - and Hume's
version is spelled out by Steven Burns in the first part of the chapter - can
only be presented as a fact of life; women's social position can never been seen
as a moral and political problem. On the other hand, other essays illustrate
how critical feminist questions can be raised from within a theorist's
arguments, although this occasionally tends to be obscured by an author's zeal
to reveal the full extent of sexism. For instance, Clark's very helpful discussion
of "Women and Locke" draws out the implications for women and
reproduction of Locke's justification of the appropriation and inheritance, by
men, of private property. However, she weakens her argument by asserting
that Locke's theory "is, in the end, far more objectionable than that of
Filmer" . Locke may not have extended his attack on patriarchal theory to
conjugal relations, but his individualist contract theory, and its signifigance
for the development of feminism, puts him on the outer side of a theoretcal
and historical divide from Sir Robert Filmer's divinely ordained and allencompassing patriarchalism . Locke's contract theory allows the question of
women's status as individuals to be raised; indeed, Locke, and his patriarchal
opponents, are aware that individualism makes this question impossible to
avoid, if not to suppress. The origin of feminism, like that of other modern
radical, critical theories, is bound up with the development of individualism
but, again like other critical theories, if feminism is to be more than merely
critical (or do more than demand equal rights within the liberal capitalist
social structure) it has to transcend and transform its abstractly individualist
heritage. That is to say, if there are to be new theoretical advances by
feminists, the theorists who cannot be ignored are those who attempt to go
beyond abstract individualism while extending (in principle) concrete, social
freedom to all individuals . These include Marx, of course - who "broke" with
the "tradition" that the once revolutionary liberal, abstract individualism had
become by the mid-nineteenth century - but it also, very importantly,
includes the blatently male supremacist Rousseau and Hegel .
Both these theorists emphasise the distinctiveness of the domestic and
political spheres while basing their theories on the necessary interrelationships among different dimensions of social life. Such a theoretical
project is essential to feminist critiques of the separation of reproduction and
production, of personal and political life. In her essay on "Rousseau : Women
and the General Will", Lange remarks that "it appears that a truly egalitarian
political theory. . . . must include a philosophy of synthesis or harmony of
reason and appetite not one oftheir opposition" . Rousseau and Hegel claim to
provide such a philosophy, but even though this claim will be rejected by
feminists, feminist theorists share a similar goal. There is a profound sense in
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which the oppositions, antimonies or separations which structure liberal
theory and liberal-capitalist practice are ultimately different ways of
expressing the most general opposition and separation; that between the
particular and universal . This antimony is exemplified in popular
consciousness in the opposition between male and female ("male" stands for
universal, political, public, production, reason, philosophy; "female" for
particular, private, personal, reproduction, feeling, appetite) . A new feminist
theory has thus to tackle not only sexism but the most fundamental and
complex problems of philosophy and political theory.
Feminist theory is subject to two reductionist temptations : one is the
Marxist temptation to reduce feminism to the problem ofclass; the other is the
radical feminist temptation to reduce all social subordination to a biological
opposition between male and female. The theoretical complexities of a
Rousseau or Hegel provide a protection against temptation. In an excellent
discussion of "Hegel and `The Women Question"', Patricia Jagentowicz Mills
shows, for the first time to this reviewer's knowledge, how Hegel's
commentators have failed to see that his "universal" is merely partial . Hegel's
universal "is necessarily male and male is not universal" . But Mills also
reminds us that although "neither the family nor woman's oppression can be
understood apart from an analysis of capitalism" we cannot simply apply the
categories of political economy to the domestic sphere; the specificity of
Hegel's three spheres offamily, civil society and state must be maintained . The
difficulty of doing this is illustrated in the "Introduction" where it is argued
that the legal structuring of the family derives from the middle class need to
secure inheritance, so that the working class family has less need of legal
marriage and its function is essentially reproductive . Cheap reproductive
labour ensures the supply of cheap productive labour. This argument is too
simple and mechanical in its association of one class with reproduction . Our
socio-economic system is, and always has been, patriarchal-capitalist (and it
may now be the case that the need for cheap labour has been considerably, and
permanently, reduced ; the demand for the contemporary equivalent of
cannon-fodder seems to be holding however) ; the consolidation of capitalist
social relations depended not only on the inculcation of factory discipline, but
also on bourgeois patterns of legal and moral family relations becoming
accepted by the bulk of the population.
Another illustration of the difficulty of maintaining the specificity of
different dimensions of social life can be found in O'Brien's lively essay on
Marx (which includes a discussion of an early work of Hegel's on
reproduction which complements Mills' argument) . O'Brien points out that
"birth is not an object of philosophy" either for the young Marx who thought
that the idea of creation led to nonsensical questions about the "original"
creation of humankind, or for the older Marx who saw sexuality as merely
immediate or contingent. However, O'Brien tends to fall into the radical
125

C. PA TEMA N

feminist temptation . She argues, ingeniously, that the origins of the gender
struggle lie in the alienation of male sperm in copulation. Men cooperate to
"annul the alienation of the seed" through the social fact of paternity,
established through the domination of women and the appropriation of
children. But how then can the subordination offemale to male be ended? The
proletariat overthrow the bourgeoisie by abolishing capitalism, and thus
abolishing the "proletarian" and "bourgeois" classes - but the feminist
revolution can hardly follow the radical feminist analogue of the class
struggle . "Masculine" and "feminine", like "bourgeois" and "proletariat" are
social and historical constructs, but male and female are not . If the basis of the
gender struggle lies in the "alienation" of male seed in heterosexual
copulation, the only solution is radical feminist separatism - or the
elimination of males . I should add that writers in this volume are not
advocating either course.
One rather murky aspect of male supremacist theory that is not much
discussed is the extent to which it rests on a fear and envy of women, more
specifically of their sexuality and ability to give birth. This is touched on in
Christine Garside Allen's chapter on "Nietzsche's Ambivalence About
Women", which also provides the first comprehensive account of Nietzsche's
views on women. He saw women as "naturally" slavish and as "naturally"
Dionysian . However, they are lesser Dionysians who will bear the supermen.
Nietzsche explicitly and frequently used the metaphor of motherhood, but
claimed that only men could be philosophical and spiritual mothers . He also
reserved some of his most bitterly misogynist comments for educated
feminists, but he was personally attracted to intellectual women, including
Lou Salome . Allen suggests that if they had formed a lasting relationship his
theoretical development might have been different. Perhaps. But, on Allen's
own account, the role that Nietzsche saw for Salome exemplifies the only
place, as Michele Le Doeuff has pointed out (Radical Philosophy, 1977), that
educated women are allotted by philosophers . Allen says that Nietzsche saw
Salome as a "disciple", and he wrote to her that "I very much wished that I
might be your teacher" . Only if women confine themselves to being disciples
as practical underlabourers, who provide a necessary constraint on the flights
of general theoretical fancy of their masters, do they pose no threat to reason
or philosophy. This is exactly the role that J.S. Mill gives to philosopher's
wives in the Subjection, although Allen cites Mill and Taylor in this context.
The Sexism of Social and Political Theory is a very stimulating collection
which may well be disregarded by the contemporary successors to the classic
male supremacists who should give it careful attention . There is a
bibliography of recent feminist, and related, theory for those who wish to take
these questions further . Two final reflections . First, at various points in the
book it seems more confusing than a help to stretch the term "reproduction"
to include child-rearing as well as child-bearing . Second, although I have
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argued that feminist theorists should not turn their backs on "traditional
theory" this is not their only source of assistance and insight. The practice of
the women's movement, in particular the attempts at anti-hierarchical
organisation and the stress on mutual aid and solidarity, has its own implicit
theory and if feminist theorists forget this they will merely continue to
perpetuate the present separation of intellectuals from everyday life.
Reader in Government
University of Sydney

INTERNATIONAL
JOURNAL OF LAW
AND PSYCHIATRY
Editor-in-Chief:
David N. Weisstub, Clarke Institute of Psychiatry,
University of Toronto

This journal provides a multidisciplinary forum for the exchange of ideas and
information among professionals concerned with the interface of law and
psychiatry . Because there is a growing need for exploring the fundamental
goals of both the legal and psychiatric systems and the social implications
of their interaction, the journal seeks to enhance understanding and
cooperation in the field. It does this through the varied approaches
represented, not only by law and psychiatry, but also by the social sciences
and related disciplines .
CONTRIBUTORS AND READERS: police, lawyers, psychiatrists, psychologists, behavioral therapists, mental health officials, human rights teachers,
criminal justice authorities, law enforcement authorities, social workers,
and social scientists .
Published Quarterly
Institutional Subscription 1981 :
£29.54
$ 65 .00
Two-year Rate (81/82):
£56.13
$123 .50
£13 .63
Personal Subscription Rate :
$ 30 .00
Volume #4
All back issues and microforms available.

FREE SAMPLE COPY ON REQUEST

Prices include postage and insurance. Prices are subject to change without notice.
Sterling prices apply for customers in UK and Eire.

PERGAMON PRESS
House, Fairview Park, Elmsford, New York
U.S .: Maxwell
Headington Hill Hall, Oxford
U.K. :
Canada : 150

OX3 OBW

Consumers Road, Willowdale, Ontario M2J

10523
1P9

0180/7A/1 12

Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory/Revue canadienne de
theorie politique et sociale, Vol. 4, No . 3.

MERLEAU-PONTY AND THE DISCLOSURE OF SENS
Monika Langer

Barry Cooper, Merleau-Ponty and Marxism :from terror to reform, Toronto,
University of Toronto Press, 1979, cloth $17 .50, pp. 223 .
Professor Cooper's aim is to present a critical study of Merleau-Ponty's
politics. He points out that scholars have dealt only superficially with this
aspect of Merleau-Ponty's work, and proposes to rectify the situation by
confining his purview to the political dimension .
Cooper argues that Marcel's notion of commitment and Hegel's critique of
religion influenced Merleau-Ponty's choice of humanism as the core of his
political thought . To elucidate the philosophical justification for this
commitment to humanism, Cooper briefly considers Merleau-Ponty's
philosophy. He prefaces his remarks with the rather curious contention that
since Phenomenologie de la Perception has been acclaimed a classic, "one is
justified in reading it in a particular way if one can show it to be consistent with
other, chiefly political, pieces of the same period" (p. 16) . Deeming it futile in
any case to attempt a balanced summary of the book, and stressing that his
"purpose is simply to document the genesis and nature of Merleau-Ponty's
philosophical assumptions insofar as they bear upon his politics," Cooper
restricts his consideration to Merleau-Ponty's notion of historical
contingency (pp . 16-17) . He notes that human being is a continual act of
commitment to a future ontologically distinct from its past, and that vertical
transcendence is an illusion . Pointing to Kierkegaard, Cooper argues that
Merleau-Ponty erred gravely in failing to recognize that "human being is
ontologically limited by its very nature" (p. 24). "For Merleau-Ponty", says
Cooper, "the only limitations to human commitments are either natural or
given limitations or else merely human limitations, that is, the pragmatic consequences of earlier choices . In neither case are these limitations ontologically
significant to human beings as such. Rather they should be seen as challenges to
action and obstacles to be removed" (p. 24). This lack of ontological limitations
constituted "an aberration of understanding" which restricted Merleau-Ponty's
political thought and, valid critical insights notwithstanding, excluded "the
further questions that carry one's perspective to further and more comprehensive
levels" (p. 25).
Cooper devotes considerable attention to Merleau-Ponty's reflections on
129

M. LANGER
the experience of war, occupation, resistance, and liberation, which
confirmed practically his theoretical commitment to humanism and
prompted him to articulate a political `ethics of responsibility' . Cooper argues
that besides emphasizing responsibility for the unanticipated consequences of
one's commitments, Merleau-Ponty "tried to Justify responsibility for
violence in the name of humanism" (p. 36). His adoption of Marx's theory of
the proletariat and the inseparability of means and ends, ruled out reliance on
the fabrication metaphor to justify humanist violence. However, MerleauPonty's interpretation of history as process raised the problem of relativism,
the spectre of the historical traveller who lacks all signposts and "can know
neither where he is nor where he is going" (p. 42) . "How can it matter what we
do", asks Cooper, "if history is a process and the final `moment' or `product' is
not held to be its proper justification?" Cooper concludes that "any
justification of humanist terror must be from outside history" (p. 40) . Yet by
rejecting a divine situator of human beings, Merleau-Ponty excluded the
possibility of judging politics "through mimicry of the divine logos" (p. 45) .
He therefore posited a `logic of history' which, as. an `absolute within the
relative', eventually eliminates `irrational historical forms' but does not
preclude a series of accidents ending in chaos. Cooper dismisses this negative
dialectic as "pragmatic make-believe" whose only justification for violence
was hope (pp . 41-42) . "If one focuses upon process rather than outcome," says
Cooper, "there is nothing to prevent men from believing that limits are
temporary, wilful, or even desirable conventions that must disappear as the
process unwinds" (p. 45). By drawing out the political implications of his
philosophy, Merleau-Ponty arrived at an argument from necessity which
"constituted, in effect, the sought-for external justification of humanist
terror." (p. 44) It stipulated, contends Cooper, that :
As contingency, violence may some day be ended, but we
can have no knowledge of that day before it dawns .
Nevertheless it was the day to which all human beings (all
whose consciousnesses had been purged of transcendence) were necessarily committed. At the same time, as
necessity (prior to that day), violence was justified not on
its own terms but by the context of a violent world . . . The
whole problem, so far as Merleau-Ponty was concerned,
was that the new day had not (yet) dawned and we can
meanwhile only hope for it while being compelled to
employ violence against those whose hopes are different .
(pp . 46-47)
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Cooper argues that Merleau-Ponty's "appeal to hope is an appeal to
abandon our common sense experience of everyday reality as well as our
experience of divine reality and take our bearings within the imagination,
where humanist, progressive violence provides the only means to achieve
proletarian power or mutual recognition" (p. 55). In his view, Merleau-Ponty
"tried to overcome, or at least obscure with rhetorical bluster, the obvious
embarrassment of having to rely on such fragile and vulnerable assumptions"
(p. 53). By reducing all non-violence to hypocrisy, Merleau-Ponty "violated
the first rule of phenomenological hermeneutics, to allow the meaning itself to
appear" (p. 185, #30).
Cooper maintains, in sum, that having unnecessarily restricted the field of
his political thought, Merleau-Ponty was prompted to shift the whole
discussion "to the level of the imaginative" in an attempt to overcome the
objections of relativism and to preserve his conception of humanism .
"However," says Cooper, "one cannot live always in the imagination, and
Merleau-Ponty was also a man of great common sense" (p . 55). When he put
aside "the grand theoretical questions of process, incarnation, and the
dialectic of contingency and necessity," and turned to common sense
questions, "some of these ambiguities and inadequacies were cleared up or at
least modified" (pp . 71, 55) . Hence, Cooper devotes much of his book to the
study of these latter questions . He situates them in their polemical context,
outlines the historical background of the political events which led MerleauPonty to alter his judgements, and traces the evolution of his politics . Cooper
thus examines in detail the Moscow Trials and "the thoroughly practical,
common sense, though not, perhaps, everyday question of the actual
historical fate of Bukharin" (p. 55). He applauds Merleau-Ponty's analysis as
"a model of clarity" and declares that "in the limited sense of political action . .
his understanding of contingency is undubitably valid" (p. 69). Cdoper
speaks of our having to act with and against others, our inability to foresee all
and control the consequences of our actions . Nonetheless, he criticizes the
"limitations in his thinking" which prompted Merleau-Ponty to ignore "the
spiritual corruption of Stalinism" and cling to an attitude of`Marxist waiting'.
As Cooper sees it, "the politics of hope and resignation were translated into a
practical commitment that refused tojudge what was unknown" (pp . 83, 71, 76,
75) . Yet Merleau-Ponty's efforts to avoid blocs and war "were of no avail;
their impact on real politics was nil . As a result he developed a more modest
understanding of the political role of the thinker, as well as a more moderate
politics" (p. 168).
Until the Korean War, claims Cooper, Marxism belonged to MerleauPonty's "ideological imagination" and was not challenged by "real life" (p.
98) . With this event, however, the truth of Marxism as critique irrespective of
action could not be maintained : `There must be something that prepares for
the defects of action, even in criticism .' That `something' was the failure to
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recognize that `revolutions are true as movements and false as regimes',
because once institutionalized, they stifle any authentic opposition (pp . 109,
133). Cooper stresses the importance of Merleau-Ponty's concept of
institution, noting that it "indicated a more concrete and commonsensical . . .
turn in his political thought" (p. 133). Lacking this concept, Marxism
decomposed into consciousness and history . Cooper contends that Les
Aventures de la Dialectique, which embodied these reflections, constituted "a
watershed" for Merleau-Ponty's political thinking and "may also have been a
turning point for his philosophy as a whole", although philosophers have not
appreciated "its pivotal philosophical significance" (p. 134).
Merleau-Ponty's continued refusal to accept the inevitability of blocs now
led him to propose a `new liberalism', or `non-communist left', instead of a
`Marxist waiting' . Cooper points out that "from the perspective of MerleauPonty's political writings, his later philosophical efforts seem directed
towards something like a metaphysics of common sense . . . whose first task is
to uphold the realness of factual truth ." In the political dimension, "this means
an insistence upon the reality of the mundane and factual" (pp . 169-170).
Further, Cooper interprets Merleau-Ponty's stipulation that "direct ontology
cannot be done" as "philosophical moderation", and argues that "the practical
ethical implication that Merleau-Ponty drew . . . was that one must learn to
moderate one's indignation at suffering or beholding injustice" (p. 176).
Between the "metaphysics of common sense" and the politics of reform
Cooper detects a "coherence" : "justice implies moderation, while ontology . . .
implies indirection" (p. 176). He concludes that Merleau-Ponty came to
realize that "moderate speech is the public responsibility of the philosopher"
(p. 177).
In discussing Merleau-Ponty's political thought, commentators have
generally noted the importance of humanism and considered various political
events contributing to the development of his position vis-a-vis Marxism .
Although Cooper provides a comprehensive account of the political context
within which Merleau-Ponty wrote, his argument is weak. Cooper confines
himself to the political dimension of Merleau-Ponty's thinking - abstracting
it from the rest, interpreting it, and referring back to the "more philosophical
works" exclusively from the perspective of the political, in search of
assumptions underlying the political as already interpreted by him . His failure
to understand the whole from which he has isolated the dimension renders
Cooper's treatment of the latter superficial and misleading.'
Merleau-Ponty contends that "history is other people; it is the interrelationships we establish with them".2 He argues, further, that all forms of
human coexistence are based on perceptual experience and manifest the same
fundamental structures . As Merleau-Ponty notes, this is not to say that
history consists in perceiving. "Perception is rather the fundamental basis
which cannot be ignored ."3 A study of this primordial realm is therefore indis132
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pensable for anunderstanding of Merleau-Ponty's political thought . Such an
examination reveals major flaws in Cooper's argument.
Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological investigation discloses perception
itself to be "a violent act".4 Perception is shown to be already "primordial
expression", and it emerges that the structure of expression involves a
fundamental encroachments This elemental violence characterizes the very
being of incarnate subjectivity and therefore is a condition of all modes of
human interrelations . Hence this form of violence, which constitutes the
background of all political life, is an ontological limitation which precludes
the possibility of ever eliminating all forms of violence .b Far from pointing "to
the threads of violence that decorate the social fabric", as Cooper would have
it (p. 48, my emphasis), Merleau-Ponty discloses the ineradicable background
of ontological intrusion and urges that any dicussion of terror be situated
within this context . With respect to the different sorts of eradicable violence,
such as the terror discussed by Cooper, the notion of humanism and the
criterion of progressiveness are indeed crucial for Merleau-Ponty. The
significance of these terms, however, is fundamentally altered when one
recognizes - as Cooper fails to do - the ineradicable residue of
encroachment in all human coexistence .' Contrary to Cooper's argument,
human contingency for Merleau-Ponty implies a violence whose origin is
ontological . Hence Cooper errs in arguing that Merleau-Ponty regards any
limitations as ontologically insignificant and considers violence a necessary,
but "temporary limit" to the achievement of a "homogeneous society" in
which all "limitations to human commitments" would be ended (p. 24). This
means rejecting Cooper's further claim that Merleau-Ponty clung desperately
to that "ideal" until events finally forced him to adopt "a sensible political
attitude" (pp . 98, 199, #88).
An examination of Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology of perceptual
experience reveals, moreover, that the denial of a divine situator and truths
beyond history does not entail a relativism of the sort suggested by Cooper's
description of the traveller for whom "there are no signposts at all". MerleauPonty's position on relativism, significance and truth is extremely complex,
and there can be no question of reconstructing it here. It is an issue to which he
returns again and again. The following considerations, however, will indicate
the weakness of Cooper's argument.
Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological study discloses that perceptual
experience comes into being through a primordial "communication" in which
our body's "coexistence with the world magnetizes experience and induces a
direction in it." 8 Phenomenal body and pre-objective world are inseparable,
but irreducible, terms of a "primordial dialogue" in which the world, as
"intentional pole", "beckons" the body; and the body, as intersensory
transcendence, outlines a "general form of the world" and lays down the
general structures of experience. 9 It is in this primary, pre-personal, pre13 3
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objective, pre-logical dialogue that the world, objectivity, subjectivity,
certainty, significance and truth come into being : "the experience of
perception is our presence at the moment when things, truths, values are
constituted for us" . 1° Phenomenal body and pre-objective world "gear into" a
reciprocal "hold", giving rise to a "perceptual field" within which perceptual
constants "become crystallized" and "things" emerge . The thing's identity is a
dynamic "style of existence" which emerges in the way in which it elicits and
responds to perceptual exploration . Colour, for example, has to do with a
"total configuration" involving an interaction of all parts of the perceptual
field through "the logic of lighting".H There is a genesis of mutually
implicatory perceptual constants ; the objects of perception come into being
only as part of a whole dynamic configuration which, though open-ended, is
self-affirming. From the anonymous, primary dialogue a perceptual absolute,
or "world" comes into being. Because "our body is not geared to the world in
all its positions", and because the genesis of reality is inseparable from "a
certain bodily attitude", there is a perceptual optimum or telos consisting in an
intersensory balance of detail and clarity, in virtue of which things can emerge
as unreal, as more or less probable, or as self-evident. 11 The reciprocal "hold"
of body and world, though contingent, is thus not arbitrary . Hence to claim,
for example, that no one site, shape, or colour is truer than any other since
these "vary with the perspective", is to presuppose our experience of
determinate sizes, shapes and colours, and further, the experience of a
perceptual world - and to fail to account for their genesis in perceptual
experience. In tracing the genesis of reality, Merleau-Ponty brings to light a
"logic of perception" which effectively subverts this sort of "vulgar
relativism" .' 3
Perceptual experience is inherently perspectival, open-ended and
ambiguous ; yet "the perceived world is grasped only in terms ofdirection" and
"the very significance of the object . . . must be linked to its orientation, as
indeed is indicated by the double usage of the French word sens." 14 The
primordial dialogue of perceptual experience reveals that significance is both
centrifugal and centripetal, thus indicating "a new meaning of the word
, meaning' ." 15 Further, the primary dialogue and the meaning emerging from it
are already intersubjective, for the perceptual world is always already a
cultural world . Just as the phenomenal body's sensory fields "gear into" each
other and open onto an intersensory perceptual world, so the sensory fields of
plurality of body-subjects "gear into" each other and open onto an
intersubjective world, or "interworld" : "The phenomenal world is not pure
being, but the sense which is revealed where the paths of my various
experiences intersect, and also where my own and other people's intersect and
engage each other like gears ." 16 History is the web of significance which
emerges from this "interworld" ; it manifests the same fundamental structures .
Though irreducible to perception, history likewise involves an intersubjective,
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reciprocal "hold" on the world, such that a direction, a non-arbitrary
configuration crystallizes : "What is known as the significance of events is not
an idea which produces them, or the fortuitous result of their occurring
together . It is the concrete project of a future which is elaborated within social
coexistence and in the One before any personal decision is made."P Here, as at
the primary level of perception, there is a fundamental dialectic such that "we
confer upon history its significance, but not without its putting that significance forward itself. The Sinngebung is not merely centrifugal" . is In
short, just as there is a genesis of perception, there is a genesis of history in
which, ambiguity and incompleteness notwithstanding, events take shape and
a self-affirming structure emerges . To say that history is process, is to say
precisely that it is this dynamic ongoing structuration . As at the level of perception, accidents are never ruled out ; and these can disturb the "dialogue",
thereby upsetting the dynamic structuration of the historical field. Nonetheless, there is a "logic of history" just as there is a logic of perception, such
that a telos, an absolute, emerges from contingency . There is no God to "(fix)
the future from behind the world scene", and there is only "a horizon of probabilities, comparable to our perceptual horizon which can, as we approach it
and it becomes present to us, reveal itself to be quite different from what we
were expecting." Nevertheless, "the future . . . is not an empty zone in which we
can construct gratuitous projects ; it is sketched before us . . . and its outline is
ourselves". History, thus, is not "the configuration of choices that cannot be
justified", as Cooper's interpretation alleges . 19 As in the case of perceptual
experience, a "vulgar relativism" presupposes the existence of historical
significance and fails to account for its genesis in our intersubjective
experience.
Merleau-Ponty was acutely aware that he had only begun to sketch out a
phenomenology of culture, of truth and of history.z0 The project remained
unfinished at the time of his death, and many of the difficulties which it poses
remain unresolved. However, it is clear that the denial of a divine situator and
truths beyond history does not imply the sort ofrelativism claimed by Cooper.
In light of Merleau-Ponty's insistence that the fundamental structures of
perceptual experience pervade all forms of human coexistence, his contention
that there is a logic of history which is an absolute within the relative, cannot
simply be dismissed without first considering his phenomenological account
of perception. The latter indicates that Merleau-Ponty's contention is not
mere "pragmatic make-believe", as Cooper maintains, Merleau-Ponty
therefore had no need to take refuge in the imagination so as to evade the
charge of relativism - nor is the development of his political thought to be
chartered in terms of his emergence from the imagination into the common
sense world, as Cooper would have it. Moreover, Merleau-Ponty argues at
length that common sense is dogmatic, that it suffers from a retrospective
illusion which masks the genesis of reality . The world which common sense
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regards as natural or factual is a result, not a starting point . Hence for
Merleau-Ponty there can be no question of analyzing "the given", as common
sense dictates . On the contrary, "the realistic prejudice which all the sciences
borrow from common sense" must be put in abeyance, in order to disclose
"the meaning of the world or of history as that meaning comes into being .""
To contend that Merleau-Ponty's thought moved increasingly towards
common sense is, therefore, a serious misinterpretation .
Merleau-Ponty's political position must, as already indicated, be
understood within the context of his fundamental philosophical project.
Contrary to Cooper's claim, I would suggest the following development . In
the preface of Phenomenology of Perception Merleau-Ponty points out that
"because we are in the world, we are condemned to meaning, and we cannot
do or say anything without its acquiring a name in history ." It seems to me that
Merleau-Ponty's entire work constitutes a comprehensive effort to dis-close
the emergence of "sens" by tracing its genesis in "a logic lived through", which
is the very "flesh of history ".22 Although his endeavour remains constant,
Merleau-Ponty's insight develops as he digs ever further "down to the
perceived world" whose structure "is buried under the sedimentations of later
knowledge ." In order to disclose "the core of primary meaning around which
the acts of naming and expression take shape", 23 Merleau-Ponty undertakes a
phenomenological investigation of the incarnate subject and the perceived
world . He reveals the primary "dialogue" between phenomenal body and preobjective world, and describes the reciprocal "hold" of its terms. Having
shown the existence of this primordial "communication", as well as the
interdependence and non-coincidence of its terms, Merleau-Ponty focuses
increasingly on the "chiasme", the "ecart" between them from which all
meaning emerges . This shift of focus requires a corresponding shift from
perception and the body to vision and the flesh ; hence, Merleau-Ponty
concerns himself increasingly with painting and language . The subject of
perception is one for whom seeing, thinking and speaking are already distinct
modes of relating to the world. To reach the level of "brute being" below the
perceived-world-as-already-meaningful, Merleau-Ponty abandons the "tacit
cogito" and turns to the realm of the painter, where he finds an example par
excellence of vision as creative participation in the coming to be of "sens" . The
painter's vision is at the juncture of eye and mind, where thought, speech and
vision have not yet become differentiated . It is a "concrete" seeing which
"installs" itself in things, so that the painter has the impression of being looked
at by them. His activity involves an optimal distance from, and a reversibility
with, the visible which he is interrogating. This reversibility, and the attempt
to capture it at its birth, lie at the root of his fascination with the self-portrait .
Through a violent movement which decenters and recenters the visible, the
painter transforms our vision of, and hence our relation to, the world. It is the
philosopher, however, who recognizes the universal significance of such
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reversibility, and the "gap" which makes it possible . Through a creative
decentering and recentering of language, the philosopher employs this
fundamental reversibility in order to disclose the genesis of "sens" in all
aspects of human coexistence . By being "everywhere and nowhere", he traces
events and his own discourse to their birth in "the flesh of the world", thereby
opening them up so as to disclose their fundamental element of contingency .
In so doing, he reminds us of both the logic and the contingency of the history
which we are making . By seizing the meaning of events, as it comes into being,
Merleau-Ponty's "phenomenology of origins" thus seeks to avoid a closure of
history.z4 This ceaseless interrogation is a genuinely "concrete" philosophy not because it is a "metaphysics of common sense" as Cooper claims, but
because it locates the meaning of events in the very texture of "brute being" .
It is within this context that the development of Merleau-Ponty's position
vis-a-vis Marxism must be considered. His detailed discussion of the Moscow
Trials, for example, centers on the Marxist understanding of history . In
response to the charges brought against him, Bukharin acknowledges that
there is indeed a logic of history; but he insists that this logic is not predetermined. By continually qualifying the prosecutor's questions and
comments, Bukharin points out that the logic of history is a direction, a
configuration of meaning which emerges in a lived situation whose terms are
interdependent . For Merleau-Ponty, Bukharin's case throws into relief the
dialectical interaction of human being and intersubjective world - that
intertwining of logic and contingency which is the very texture of history .
Merleau-Ponty's fundamental effort to disclose the genesis of "sens" precludes
regarding his treatment of Bukharin as a "thoroughly practical, common
sense" question . Similarly, his later rejection of the theory ofthe proletariat as
an arbitrary closure of history, must be understood not as a moderation of
indignation, but as part of an increasing focus on the "ecart" in primordial
being . Such a comprehensive study of Merleau-Ponty's political thought has
yet to be undertaken. Regrettably, Cooper's book does not constitute an
advance in this direction.
Montreal
Notes
In order to avoid possible confusion between citations from Cooper's book and citations from
Merleau-Ponty's works, I am putting the latter in single quotation marks (' . . .') in the first section
of my review . In the second part, I revert to normal quotation marks since there is no occasion for
confusion .
1 . A statement Cooper makes with reference to Merleau-Ponty's consideration of Lukacs
perhaps best indicates the scope of the problem : "At one level Merleau-Ponty was simply
reiterating a commonsensical sociological observation first made in the Phenomenologie, that
one lived such-and-such a role before being conscious of it ." (117 ; the reference is to pp . 506511)
2 . Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, (ed.) James M . Edie, Northwestern University
Press, 1964, p . 25.
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Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans . Colin Smith, London : Routeledge and
Kegan Paul, 1962, pp . xviii, xix ; The Primacy of Perception, p . 33 .
4. Phenomenology of Perception, p . 361 .
5 . Merleau-Ponty, Signs, trans. Richard C. McCleary, Northwestern University Press, 1964, p .
67 ; Merleau-Ponty, Humanism and Terror, trans . J . O'Neill Boston : Beacon Press, 1969, p .
109 .
6 . As Merleau-Ponty notes in Humanism and Terror : "Inasmuch as we are incarnate beings,
violence is our lot . . . Life, discussion, and political choice occur only against a background
of violence . . . It is a law of human action that the present encroaches upon the future, the self
upon other people ." (109) . Cooper cites this and other passages, but does not seem to
appreciate their significance .
7 . For an elaboration of these points, see my article, "Merleau-Ponty : the ontological limitations
of politics" in Domination, (ed .) Alkis Kontos, University of Toronto Press, 1975, pp . 101114 . See also my "Violence in the Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty" (Ph .D . thesis, University of
Toronto, 1973)
8 . Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 254, 252 .
9 . Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 87, 214, 84 .
10 . The Primacy of Perception, p . 25 .
11 . Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 300, 312 .
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17 . Phenomenology of Perception, p . 449 .
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