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Prologue

|

In 1957, an earth-born object made by man was launched into
the universe, where for some weeks it circled the earth according
to the same laws of gravitation that swing and keep in motion the
celestial bodies—the sun, the moon, and the stars. To be sure, the
man-made satellite was no moon or star, no heavenly body which
could follow its circling path for a time span that to us mortals,
bound by earthly time, lasts from eternity to eternity. Yet, for a
tme it managed to stay in the skies; it dwelt and moved in the
proximity of the heavenly bodies as though it had been admitted
tentatively to their sublime company.

This event, second in importance to no other, not even to the
splitting of the atom, would have been greeted with unmitigated
joy if it had not been for the uncomfortable military and political
circumstances attending it. But, curiously enough, this joy was not
triumphal; it was not pride or awe at the tremendousness of human
power and mastery which filled the hearts of men, who now, when
they looked up from the earth toward the skies, could behold there
a thing of their own making. The immediate reaction, expressed
on the spur of the moment, was relief about the first “step toward
escape from men’s imprisonment to the earth.” And this strange
statement, far from being the accidental slip of some American re-
porter, unwittingly echoed the extraordinary line which, more
than twenty years ago, had been carved on the funeral obelisk for
one of Russia’s great scientists: “Mankind will not remain bound
to the earth forever.” ,

Such feclings have been commonplace for some time. They show
that men everywhere are by no means slow to catch up and adjust
to scientific discoveries and technical developments, but that, on
the contrary, they have outsped them by decades. Here, as in other
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The Human Condition

respects, science has realized and affirmed what men anticipated
in dreams that were neither wild nor idle. What is new is only
that one of this country’s most respectable newspapers @bu:%
brought to its front page what up to then had been 95& in the
highly non-respectable literature of science m.nn.om, (to which, un-
fortunately, nobody yet has paid the attention it deserves as a
vehicle of mass sentiments and mass desires). The banality of the
statement should not make us overlook how extraordinary in fact
it was; for although Christians have spoken of the earth as a vale
of tears and philosophers have looked upon their body as a prison
of mind or soul, nobody in the history of mankind has ever con-
ceived of the earth as a prison for men's bodies or shown such
eagerness to go literally from here to the moon. mr.o:E the emanci-
pation and secularization of the modern age, which began with a
turning-away, not necessarily from God, but from a god who was
the Father of men in heaven, end with an even more fateful repudi-
ation of an Earth who was the Mother of all living creatures under
the sky? N

The earth is the very quintessence of the human condition, and
earthly nature, for all we know, may be unique in the universe
in providing human beings with 2 habitat in which they can move
and breathe without effort and without artifice. The human artifice
of the world separates human existence from all mere animal en-
vironment, but life itself is outside this artificial world, and through
life man remains related to all other living organisms. For some
time now, a great many scientific endeavors have been directed
toward making life also “artificial,” toward cutting the last te
through which even man belongs among the children of nature.
It is the same desire to escape from imprisonment to the earth that
is manifest in the attempt to create life in the test tube, in the de-
sire to mix “frozen germ plasm from people of demonstrated
ability under the microscope to produce superior human beings”
and “to alter [their] size, shape and function”; and the wish to
escape the human condition, I suspect, also underlies the hope to
extend man’s life-span far beyond the hundred-year limit,

This fature man, whom the scientists tell us they will produce
in no more than a hundred years, seems to be possessed by a rebel-
lion against human existence as it has been given, a free gift from

[ 2]
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nowhere (seculbrly speaking), which he wishes to exchange, as it
were, for something he has made himself. There is no reason to
doubt our abilities to accomplish such an exchange, just as there
is no reason to doubt our present ability to destroy all organic life
on earth. The question is only whether we wish to use our new
scientific and technical knowledge in this direction, and this ques-
tion cannot be decided by scientific means; it is a political question
of the first order and therefore can hardly be left to the decision of
professional scientists or professional politicians.

While such possibilities still may lie in a distant future, the first
boomerang effects of science’s great triumphs have made them-
selves felt in a crisis within the natural sciences themselves. The
trouble concerns the fact that the “truths™ of the modern scientific
world view, though they can be demonstrated in mathemarical
formulas and proved technologically, will no longer lend them-
selves to normal expression in speech and thought. The moment
these “truths” are spoken of conceptually and coherently, the re-
sulting statements will be “not perhaps as meaningless as a ‘tri-
angular circle,” but much more so than 2 ‘winged lion’ ” (Erwin
Schrodinger). We do not yet know whether this situation is final.
But it could be that we, who are earth-bound creatures and have
begun to act as though we were dwellers of the universe, will for-
ever be unable to understand, that is, to think and speak about the
things which nevertheless we are able to do. In this case, it would
be as though our brain, which constitutes the physical, material
condition of our thoughts, were unable to follow what we do, so
that from now on we would indeed need artificial machines to do
our thinking and speaking. If it should turn out to be true that
knowledge (in the modern sense of know-how) and thought have
parted company: for good, then we would indeed become the help-
less slaves, not so much of our machines as of our know-how,
thoughtless creatures at the mercy of every gadget which is tech-
nically possible, no matter how murderous it is.

However, even apart from these last and yet uncertain conse-
quences, the situation created by the sciences is of great political
significance. Wherever the relevance of speech is at stake, matters
become political by definition, for speech is what makes man a
political being. If we would follow the advice, so frequently urged
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The Human Condition

upon us, to adjust our cultural attitudes to the present status of
scientific achievement, we would in all earnest adopt a way of
life in which speech is no longer meaningful. For the sciences today
have been forced to adopt a “language” of mathematical symbols
which, though it was originally meant only as an u.cvnnﬁnnou for
spoken statements, now conains statements that in no way can be
translated back into speech. Hrnmnﬂmon. why it may be wise M“
distrust the political judgment of scientists qua scientists is no
primarily %MN lack o_m “character”—that they did not Hnm.:mn to
develop atomic weapons—or their naiveté—that they did not
understand that once these weapons were developed they would
be the last to be consulted about their use—bur precisely the fact
that they move in a world where speech has lost its power. And
whatever men do or know or experience can make sense only to
the extent that it can be spoken about. There may be truths be-
yond speech, and they may be of great mnhnﬁﬁnn to man in .ﬁro
singular, that is, to man in so far as he is not 2 political being,
whatever else he may be. Men in the plural, that is, men in so far
as they live and move and act in this aﬁ.unE_ can experience mean-
ingfulness only because they can talk with and make sense to each
other and to themselves. o

Closer at hand and perhaps equally decisive is .wuonro_... no less
threatening event. This is the advent of automation, which in a
few decades probably will empty the factories and liberate man-
kind from its oldest and most natural burden, the burden of labor-
ing and the bondage to necessity. Here, too, a ?.baﬁunn._ﬁ_ aspect
of the human condition is at stake, but the rebellion against it, the
wish to be liberated from labor’s “toil and trouble,” is not Ewmﬂd
but as old as recorded history. Freedom from labor ﬁo_w is not
new; it once belonged among the most firmly established privileges
of the few. In this instance, it seems as though scientific progress
and technical developments had been only taken advantage of to
achieve something about which all former ages dreamed but which
none had been able to realize.

However, this is so only in appearance. The modern age has
carried with it 2 theoretical glorification of labor and has resulted
in a factual transformation of the whole of society into a laboring
society. The fulfilment of the wish, therefore, like the fulfilment
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of wishes in fiiry tales, comes at 2 moment when it can only be
self-defeating. It is a society of laborers which is about to be liber-
ated from the fetters of labor, and this society does no longer know
of those other higher and more meaningful activities for the sake
of which this freedom would deserve to be won. Within this so-
ciety, which is egalitarian because this is labor’s way of making
men live together, there is no class left, no aristocracy of either a
political or spiritual nature from which a restoration of the other
capacities of man could start anew. Even presidents, kings, and
prime ministers think of their offices in terms of a job necessary
for the life of society, and among the intellectuals, only solitary
individuals are left who consider what they are doing in terms of
work and not in terms of making a living. What we are confronted
with is the prospect of a society of laborers without labor, that is,
without the only activity left to them. Surely, nothing could be
worse.

To these preoccupations and perplexities, this book does not
offer an answer. Such answers are given every day, and they are
matters of practical politics, subject to the agreement of many;
they can never lie in theoretical considerations or the opinion of
one person, as though we dealt here with problems for which only
one solution is possible. What I propose in the following is a re-
consideration of the human condition from the vantage point of
our newest experiences and our most recent fears. This, obviously,
is a matter of thought, and thoughtlessness—the heedless reckless-
ness or hopeless confusion or complacent repetition of “truths™
which have become trivial and empty—seems to me among the
outstanding characteristics of our time. What I propose, therefore,
is very simple: it is nothing more than to think what we are doing.

“What we are doing” is indeed the central theme of this book.
It deals only with the most elementary articulations of the human
condition, with those activities that traditionally, as well as ac-
cording to current opinion, are within the range of every human
being. For this and other reasons, the highest and perhaps purest
activity of which men are capable, the activity of thinking, is left
out of these present considerations. Systematically, therefore, the
book is limited to a discussion of labor, work, and action, which

forms its three central chapters. Historically, I deal in a last chap-
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The Human Condition

ter with the modern age, and throughout the book with the various
constellations within the hierarchy of activities as we know them
from Western history.

However, the modern age is not the same as the modern world.
Scientifically, the modern age which began in the seventeenth cen-
tury came to an end at the beginning of the twentieth century;
politically, the modern world, in which we live today, was born
with the first atomic explosions. I do not discuss this modern
world, against whose background this book was written. I confine
myself, on the one hand, to an analysis of those general human
capacities which grow out of the human condition and are perma-
nent, that is, which cannot be irretrievably lost so long as the hu-
man condition itself is not changed. The purpose of the historical
analysis, on the other hand, is to trace back modern world aliena-
tion, its twofold flight from the earth into the universe and from
the world into the self, to its origins, in order to arrive at an un-
derstanding of the nature of society as it had developed and pre-
sented itself at the very moment when it was overcome by the
advent of a new and yer unknown age.

CHAPTER 1

NU%%%%%%J
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I

Vita Activa AND THE
HUMAN CONDITION

With the term vita activa, I propose to designate three fundamental
human activities: labor, work, and action. They are fundamental
because each corresponds to one of the basic conditions under
which life on earth has been given to man.

Labor is the activity which corresponds to the biological process
of the human body, whose spontaneous growth, metabolism, and
eventual decay are bound to the vital necessities produced and fed
into the life process by labor. The human condition of labor is life
itself.

Work is the activity which corresponds to the unnaturalness of
human existence, which is not imbedded in, and whose mortality
is not compensated by, the species’ ever-recurring life cycle. Work
provides an “artificial” world of things, distinctly different from
all natural surroundings. Within its borders each individual life is
housed, while this world itself is meant to outlast and transcend
them all. The human condition of work is worldliness.

Action, the only activity that goes on directly between men
without the intermediary of things or matter, corresponds to the
human condition of plurality, to the fact that men, not Man, live
on the earth and inhabit the world. While all aspects of the hu-
man condition are somehow related to politics, this plurality is
specifically #he condition—not only the conditio sine qua non, but
the conditio per quam—of all political life. Thus the language of the
Romans, perhaps the most political people we have known, used
the words “to live” and “‘to be among men” (inter homines esse)

[ 7]
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or “to die” and “to cease to be among men" (inter homines esse de-
sinere) as synonyms. But in its most elementary form, the human
condition of action is implicit even in Genesis (“Male and female
created He them”), if we understand that this story of man’s crea-
tion is distinguished in principle from the one according to which
Geod originally created Man (adam), “him” and not “them,” so
that the multitude of human beings becomes the result of multipli-
cation.! Action would be an unnecessary luxury, a capricious in-
terference with general laws of behavior, if men were endlessly
reproducible repetitions of the same model, whose nature or es-
sence was the same for all and as predictable as the nature or
essence of any other thing. Plurality is the condition of human
action because we are all the same, that is, human, in such a way
that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives,
or will live.

All three activities and their corresponding conditions are inti-
mately connected with the most general condition of human exist-
ence: birth and death, natality and mortality. Labor assures not
only individual survival, but the life of the species. Work and its
product, the human artifact, bestow a measure of permanence and
durability upon the futility of mortal life and the fleeting characrer
of human time. Action, in so far as it engages in founding and pre-

1. In the analysis of postclassical political thought, it is often quite illuminat-
ing to find out which of the two biblical versions of the creation story is cited.
Thus it is highly characteristic of the difference between the teaching of Jesus
of Nazarcth and of Paul that Jesus, discussing the relationship between man and
wife, refers to Genesis 1:27: “Have ye not read, that he which made them ar the
beginning made them male and female” (Matt. 19:4), whereas Paul on a similar
occasion insists that the woman was created “of the man” and hence “for the
man,” even though he then somewhat attenuates the dependence: “neither is the
man without the woman, neither the woman without the man” (I Cor. 11:8-12).
The difference indicates much more than a different attitude to the role of woman.
For Jesus, faith was closely related to action (cf. § 33 below); for Paul, faith was
primarily related to salvation. Especially interesting in this respect is Augustine
(De civitate Dei xii. 21), who not only ignores Genesis 1:27 altogether but secs
the difference between man and animal in that man was created umm ac singu-
Ium, whereas all animals were ordered “to come into being several at once”
(phura simmdd iussit exsistere), To Augustine, the creation story offers a welcome
opportunity to stress the species character of animal life as distinguished from the
singularity of human existence.

[ 8]
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serving political bodies, creates the condition for remembrance,
that is, for history. Labor and work, as well as action, are also
rooted in natality in so far as they have the task to provide and pre-
serve the world for, to foresee and reckon with, the constant in-
flux of newcomers who are born into the world as strangers. How-
ever, of the three, action has the closest connection with the hu-
man condition of natality; the new beginning inherent in birth can
make itself felt in the world only because the newcomer possesses
the capacity of beginning something anew, that is, of acting. In
this ‘sense of initiative, an element of action, and therefore of
natality, is inherent in all human activities. Moreover, since action
is the political activity par excellence, natality, and not mortality,
may be the central category of political, as distinguished from
metaphysical, thought.

The human condition comprehends more than the conditions
under which life has been given to man. Men are conditioned
beings because everything they come in contact with turns imme-
diately into a condition of their existence. The world in which the
wita activa spends itself consists of things produced by human ac-
tivities; but the things that owe their existence exclusively to men
nevertheless constantly condition their human makers. In addition
to the condidons under which life is given to man on earth, and
partly out of them, men constantly create their own, self-made
conditions, which, their human origin and their variability not-
withstanding; possess the same conditioning power as natural
things. Whatever touches or enters into a sustained relationship
with human life immediately assumes the character of a condition
of human existence. This is why men, no matter what they do, are
always conditioned beings. Whatever enters the human world of
its own accord or is drawn into it by human effort becomes part
of the human condition. The impact of the world’s reality upon
human existence is felt and received as 2 conditioning force. The
objectivity of the world—its object- or thing-character-~and the
human condition supplement each other; because human existence
is conditioned existence, it would be impossible without things,
and things would be a heap of unrelated articles, a non-world, if
they were not the conditioners of human existence.

To avoid misunderstanding: the human condition is not the
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same as human nature, and the sum total of human activities and
capabilities which correspond to the human condition does not con-
sttute anything like human nature. For neither those we discuss
here nor those we leave out, like thought and reason, and not even
the most meticulous enumeration of them all, constitute essential
characteristics of human existence in the sense that without them
this existence would no longer be human. The most radical change
in the human condition we can imagine would be an emigration of
men from the earth to some other planet. Such an event, no longer
totally impossible, would imply that man would have to live under
man-made conditions, radically different from those the earth
offers him. Neither labor nor work nor action nor, indeed, thought
as we know it would then make sense any longer. Yet even these
hypothetical wanderers from the earth would still be human; but
the only statement we could make regarding their “nature” is that
they still are conditioned beings, even though their condition 1s
now self-made to a considerable extent.

The problem of human nature, the Augustinian quacstio mihi
factus sum (“a question have 1 become for myself”), seems un-
answerable in both its individual psychological sense and its gen-
eral philosophical sense. It is highly unlikely that we, who can
know, determine, and define the natural essences of all things sur-
rounding us, which we are not, should ever be able to do the same
for ourselves—this would be like jumping over our own shadows.
Moreover, nothing entitles us to assume that man has a nature or
essence in the same sense as other things. In other words, if we
have a nature or essence, then surely only 2 god could know and
define it, and the first prerequisite would be that he be able to
speak about a “who” as though it were a “what.”* The perplexity

2. Augustine, who is usually credited with having been the first to raise the
so-called anthropological question in philosophy, knew this quite ﬁn_._.. He dis-
tinguishes berween the questions of “Who am I?" and “What am 1? the first
being dirccted by man at himself (“*And I directed myself at myself and said to
me: You, who are you? And 1 answered: A man”—fu, quis es? [Confessiones x. 6]}
and the second being addressed to God (“What then am I, my God? What is
my narure?”—Quid ergo sum, Deus meus? Quae natuta §~ [x. 17]). Mon:E the
“great mystery,” the grande profundum, which man is (iv. 14), there is “some-
thing of man [aiquid hominis] which the spirit of man which is in him iself

[ 10 ]
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is that the modes of human cognition applicable to things with
“natural” qualities, including ourselves to the limited extent that
we are specimens of the most highly developed species of organic
life, fail us when we raise the question: And who are we? This is
why attempts to define human nature almost invariably end with
some construction of a deity, that is, with the god of the philoso-
phers, who, since Plato, has revealed himself upon closer inspec-
tion to be a kind of Platonic idea of man. Of course, to demask such
philosophic concepts of the divine as conceptualizations of hurnan
capabilities and qualities is not a demonstration of, not even an
argument for, the non-existence of God; but the fact that atternpts
to define the nature of man lead so easily into an idea which defi-
nitely strikes us as “superhuman’’ and therefore is identified with
the divine may cast suspicion upon the very concept of “human
nature.” |

On the other hand, the conditions of human existence—life it-
self, natality and mortality, worldliness, plurality, and the earth—
can never “explain” what we are or answer the question of who
we are for the simple reason that they never condition us absolute-
ly. This has always been the opinion of philosophy, in distinction
from the sciences—anthropology, psychology, biology, etc.—
which also concern themselves with man. But today we may al-
most say that we have demonstrated even scientificallythat, though
we live now, and probably always will, under the earth’s condi-
tions, we are not mere earth-bound creatures. Modern narural
science owes its great triumphs to having looked upon and treated
earth-bound nature from a truly universal viewpoint, that is, from
an Archimedean standpoint taken, wilfully and explicitly, out-
side the earth.

knoweth not. But Thou, Lord, who has made him [fecisti cum) knowest every-
thing of him {efus ommia]” (x. 5}. Thus, the most familiar of these phrases which
I quoted in the text, the quaestio mihi factus sum, is a question raised in the pres-
ence of God, “in whose eyes I have become a question for myself” (x. 33). In
brief, the answer to the question “Who am 1?” is simply: “You are 2 man—
whatever that may be”; and the answer to the question “What am 1?” can be
given only by God who made man. The question about the nature of man is no
less a theological question than the question about the hature of God; both can
be settled only within the framework of a divinely revealed answer.

[ 1]
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2
THE TERM Vita Activa

The term wita activa is loaded and overloaded with tradition. It is
as old as (but not older than) our tradition of political ﬁrommrn.
And this tradition, far from comprehending and conceptualizing
all the political experiences of Western mankind, grew out of a
specific historical constellation: the trial of Socrates and the con-
flict between the philosopher and the polis. It %BE»HR_. many ex-
periences of an earlier past that were irrelevant to its immediate
political purposes and proceeded until its end, 5. the i.o_.w of .Hﬂmn_
Marx, in 2 highly selective manner. The term En_% in -..:&_nwmﬂ
philosophy the standard translation of the >zmnonor.m= bios politi-
kos, already occurs in Augustine, where, as vita negotiosa or &E.&P
it still reflects its original meaning: a life devoted to public-political
matters.? N

Aristotle distinguished three ways of life (bioi) which men
might choose in freedom, that is, in full independence of the neces-
sities of life and the relationships they originated. This prerequisite
of freedom ruled out all ways of life chiefly devoted to keeping
one’s self alive—not only labor, which was the way of life of the
slave, who was coerced by the necessity to stay alive and by the
rule of his master, but also the working life of the free craftsman
and the acquisitive life of the merchant. In short, it excluded every-
body who involuntarily or voluntarily, for his whole life or tem-
porarily, had lost the free disposition of his movements and ac-
tivities.* The remaining three ways of life have in common that

3. See Augustine De civitate Dei xix. 2, 19. .

4. William L. Westermann (“Between Slavery and Freedom,” American
Historical Review, Vol. L {1945]) holds that the “statement of Aristotle . . . that
craftsmen live in a condition of limited slavery meant that the artisan, when he
made a work contract, disposed of two of the four elements of his free status
[viz., of freedom of economic activity and right of unrestricted movement], but
by his own volition and for a temporary period”; evidence quoted by Wester-
mann shows thar freedom was then understood to consist of “‘status, personal in-
violability, freedom of economic activity, right of unrestricted movement,” and
slavery consequently “was the lack of these four uﬂ.m?mnnm... Aristotle, in #.E
enumeration of “ways of life” in the Nicomachean Ethics (i. 5) and m__n §"§
Ethies (1215235 ), does not even mention a crafisman’s way of life; to him it

[ 12 ]
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they were concerned with the “beautiful,” that is, with things
neither necessary nor merely useful: the life of enjoying bodily
pleasures in which the beautful, as it is given, is consumed;
the life devoted to the matters of the polis, in which excellence pro-
duces beautiful deeds; and the life of the philosopher devoted to
inquiry into, and contemplation of, things ecternal, whose ever-
lasting beauty can neither be brought about through the producing
interference of man nor be changed through his consumption of
them.?

The chief difference between the Aristotelian and the later me-
dieval use of Lrn term is that the bios politikos denoted explicicly
only the realm of human affairs, stressing the action, praxis, needed
to establish and sustain it. Neither labor nor work was considered
to possess sufficient dignity to constitute a bios at all, an autono-
mous and authentically human way of life; since they served and
produced what was necessary and useful, they could not be free, in-
dependent of human needs and wants.* That the political way of
life escaped this verdict is due to the Greek understanding of polis
life, which to them denoted a very special and freely chosen form
of political organization and by no means just any form of action
necessary to keep men together in an orderly fashion. Not that
the Greeks or Aristotle were ignorant of the fact that human life
always demands some form of political organization and that rul-
ing over subjects might constitute a distinct way of life; but the
despot’s way of life, because it was “merely” a necessity, could
not be considered free and had no relationship with the bios
politikos.”

is obvious that a banausos is not free (cf. Politics 1337b5). He mentions, however,
“the life of money-making” and rejects it because it too is “undertaken under
compulsion™ (Nic. Eth. 1096a5). That the criterion is freedom is stressed in the
Eudemian Ethics: he enumerates only those lives that are chosen ¢’ exousian,

5. For the opposition of the beautiful to the necessary and the useful see Pofi-
ties 1333230 ff,, 1332b32.

6. For the opposition of the free to the necessary and the useful see ibid.
1332b2,

7. Sec ibid. 127708 for the distinction between despotic rule and politics. For
the argument that the life of the despot is not equal to the life of a free man be-
cause the former is concerned with “necessary things,” see ibid. 1325224.
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With the disappearance of the ancient city-state—Augustine
seems to have been the last to know at least what it once meant
to be a citizen—the term wita activa lost its specifically political
meaning and denoted all kinds of active engagement in the things of
this world. To be sure, it does not follow that work and labor had
risen in the hierarchy of human activities and were now equal in
dignity with a life devoted to politics.® Tt was, rather, the other
way round: action was now also reckoned among the necessities
of earthly life, so that contemplation (the bios theoretikos, trans-
lated into the vita contemplativa) was left as the only truly free way
of life.’

However, the enormous superiority of contemplation over ac-
tivity of any kind, action not excluded, is not Christian in origin.
We find it in Plato’s political philosophy, where the whole utopian
reorganization of polis life is not only directed by the superior in-
sight of the philosopher but has no aim other than to make possible
the philosopher’s way of life. Aristotle’s very articulation of the
different ways of life, in whose order the life of pleasure plays a
minor role, is clearly guided by the ideal of contemplation (thearia).
To the ancient freedom from the necessities of life and from com-
pulsion by others, the philosophers added freedom and surcease
from political activity (skholé),"® so that the later Christian claim
to be free from entanglement in worldly affairs, from all the busi-

8. On the widespread opinion that the modern estimate of labor is Christian
in origin, se¢ below, §44.

9. See Aquinas Summa theologica ii. 2. 179, esp. art. 2, where the wita activa
arises out of the mecessitas vitae praesentis, and Expositio in Psalmos 45.3, where
the body politic is assigned the task of finding all that is necessary for life: in
civitate oportet invenire ommia necessaria ad vitam.

10. The Greek word skhol, like the Latin otium, means primarily freedom from
political activity and not simply leisure time, although both words are also used
to indicate freedom from labor and life's necessities. In any event, they always
indicate 2 condition free from worries and cares. An excelleat description of the
everyday life of an ordinary Athenian citizen, who enjoys full freedom from
labor and work, can be found in Fustel de Coulanges, The Ancient City (Anchor
ed.; 1956), pp. 334-36; it will convince everybody how time-consuming politi-
cal activity was under the conditions of the city-state. One can ecasily guess how
full of worry this ordinary political life was if one remembers that Athenian law
did not permit remaining neutral and punished those who did not waut to take
sides in factional strife with loss of cirizenship.

[ 14 ]
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ness of this world, was preceded by and originated in the philo-
sophic apolitia of late antiquity. What had been demanded only
by the few was now considered to be a right of all.

The term wita activa, comprehending all human activities and de-
fined from the viewpoint of the absolute quiet of contemplation,
therefore corresponds more closely to the Greek askholia (“‘un-
quiet””), with which Aristotle designated all activity, than to the
Greek bios politikos. As early as Aristotle the distinction between
quiet and unquiet, between an almost breathless abstention from
external physical movement and activity of every kind, is more
decisive than the distinction between the political and the theoreti-
cal way of life, because it can eventually be found within each of
the three ways of life. It is like the distinction berween war and
peace: just as war takes place for the sake of peace, thus every
kind of mnms.w: even the processes of mere thought, must cul-
minate in the absolute quiet of contemplation." Every movement,
the movement$ of body and soul as well as of speech and reason-
ing, must cease before truth. Truth, be it the ancient truth of Being
or the Christian truth of the living God, can reveal itself only in
complete human stillness.?

Traditionally and up to the beginning of the modern age, the
term wita activa never lost its negative connotation of “‘un-quiet,”
nec-otium, a-skholia. As such it remained intimately related to the
even more fundamental Greek distinction between things that are
by themselves whatever they are and things which owe their exist-
ence to man, between things that are physei and things that are
nomi. The primacy of contemplation over activity rests on the con-
viction that no work of human hands can equal in beauty and trath
the physical kosmos, which swings in itself in changeless eternity
without any interference or assistance from outside, from man or
god. This eternity discloses itself to mortal eyes only when all
human movements and activities are at perfect rest. Compared
with this attitude of quiet, al! distinctions and articulations within

11. See Aristotle Politics 1333230-33. Aquinas defines contemplation as quies
ab exterioribus motibus (Summa theologica ii. 2. 179, 1),

12. Aquinas stresses the stillness of the soul and recommends the wita activa
because it exhausts and therefore “quietens interior passions” and prepares for
contemplation (Summa theologica ii. 2. 182. 3).

[ 15 ]
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the wita activa disappear. Seen from the viewpoint of contemplation,
it does not matter what disturbs the necessary quiet, as long as it
is disturbed. o .
Traditionally, therefore, the term wvita activa receives its meaning
from the wita contemplativa; its very restricted dignity is bestowed
upon it because it serves the needs and wants of contemplation mn
a living body.** Christianity, with its belief in a hereafter whose
joys announce themselves in the delights of contemplation,’* con-
ferred a religious sanction upon the abasement of the wita activa to
its derivative, secondary position; but the determination of mrn
order itself coincided with the very discovery of contemplation
(theria) as a human faculty, distinctly different from thought
and reasoning, which occurred in the Socratic school and from
then on has ruled metaphysical and political thought throughout
our tradition. It seems unnecessary to my present purpose to
discuss the reasons for this tradition. Obviously they are deeper
than the historical occasion which gave rise to the conflict between
the polis and the philosopher and thereby, almost incidentally, also
led to the discovery of contemplation as the philosopher’s way of
life. They must lie in an altogether different aspect A.vm the rupann
condition, whose diversity is not exhausted in the various articula-
tions of the vitz activa and, we may suspect, would not be nnrun.m z.&
even if thought and the movement of reasoning were Fnr.&n.m in it
If, therefore, the use of the term wita activa, as I propose it here,

13. Aquinas is quite cxplicit on the connection between the vita na....cn and the
wants and needs of the human body which men and animals have in common
(Summa theologica ii. 2. 182. 1).

14. Augustine speaks of the “burden” (sarcing) of active life w:ku& by the
duty of charity, which would be unbearable s..mn_uoan nro ...nﬁnnn_.nmm (suavitas)
and the “delight of truth” given in contemplation (De civitate Dri xix. 19).

15. The time-honored resentment of the philosopher against the human 89&-
tion of having a body is not identical with the ancieat contempr mopu the necessities
of life; to be subject to necessity was only one aspect of bodily existence, and the
body, once freed of this necessity, was capable of that pure appearance the Greeks
called beaury. The philosophers since Plato added to the resentment of being
forced by bodily wants the resentment of movement o.m any _EE.. It is because
the philosopher lives in complete quict that it is only his body which, according
to Plato, inhabits the city. Here lics also the origin of the Bmw.anm_.oum_._ of busy-
bodiness (polypragmiosyné) leveled against those who spent their lives in politics.
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is in manifest contradiction to the tradition, it is because I doubt
not the validity of the experience underlying the distinction but
rather the hierarchical order inherent in it from its inception. This
does not mean that I wish to contest or even to discuss, for that
matter, the traditional concept of truth as revelation and therefore
something essentially given to man, or that I prefer the modern
age’s pragmatic assertion that man can know only what he makes
himself. My contention is simply that the enormous weight of con-
templation in the traditional hierarchy has blurred the distinctions
and articulations within the wit activa itself and that, appearances
notwithstanding, this condition has not been changed essentially
by the modern break with the tradition and the eventual reversal of
its hierarchical order in Marx and Nietzsche. It lies in the very
nature of the famous ““turning upside down"” of philosophic systems
or currently accepted values, that is, in the nature of the operation
itself, that the conceptual framework is left more or less intact.
The modern reversal shares with the traditional hierarchy the
assumption that the same central human preoccupation must pre-
vail in all activities of men, since without one comprehensive prin-
ciple no order could be established. This assumption is not 2 mat-
ter of course, and my use of the term witz activa presupposes that
the concern underlying all its activities is not the same as and is

neither superior nor inferior to the central concern of the wita con-
templativa.

3
ETERNITY VERSUS IMMORTALITY

That the various modes of active engagement in the things of this
world, on one side, and pure thought culminating in contempla-
tion, on the other, might correspond to two altogether different
central human concerns has in one way or another been manifest
ever since “the men of thought and the men of action began to take
different paths,” that is, since the rise of political thought in the

16. Sce F. M. Cornford, “Plato’s Commonwealth,” in Unwritten Philosophy
(1950}, p. 54: “The death of Pericles and the Peloponnesian War mark the mo-
ment when the men of thought and the men of action began to rake different

paths, destined to diverge more and more widely till the Stoic sage ceased to be
a citizen of his own country and became 3 citizen of the universe.”
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Socratic school. However, when the philosophers discovered—and
it is probable, though unprovable, that this discovery was made by
Socrates himself—that the political realm did not as a matter of
course provide for all of man’s higher activities, they assumed at
once, not that they had found something different in addition to
what was already known, but that they had moﬁwm a higher prin-
ciple to replace the principle that ruled the polis. The shortest,
albeit somewhat superficial, way to indicate these two different
and to an extent even conflicting principles is to recall the dis-

tinction between immortality and eternity. . .
Immortality means endurance in time, deathless life on this
earth and in this world as it was given, according to Greek under-
standing, to nature and the Olympian gods. Against this back-
ground of nature’s ever-recurring life and the mo%._ n_nm&_nmm and
ageless lives stood mortal men, the only mortals in an MB.EE.S_
but not eternal universe, confronted with the immortal lives of
their gods but not under the rule of an eternal God. If we trust
Herodotus, the difference between the two seems to have ,c.nmu
striking to Greek self-understanding prior to the conceptual artica-
lation of the philosophers, and therefore prior to n.ro %.nemnm:%
Greek experiences of the eternal which underlie this »nmoc_m.co?
Herodotus, discussing Asiatic forms of worship and vn__o@ in an
invisible God, mentions explicitly that compared with this tran-
scendent God (as we would say today) who is beyond time and
life and the universe, the Greek gods are anthrapophyeis, have the
same nature, not simply the same shape, as man.!” The Qno.&nm. con-
cern with immortality grew out of their experience of an _.Bn.,o._.ﬁ_
nature and immortal gods which together surrounded the 594:.3-
al lives of mortal men. Imbedded in a cosmos where aqo.Qanm
was immortal, mortality became the hallmark of human existence.
Men are “the mortals,” the only mortal things in existence, @m-
cause unlike animals they do not exist only as members of a species

17, Herodotus (i. 131), after reporting that the Persians have “no w=umnm of
the gods, no temples nor altars, but consider Enmo doings to be foolish,” goes on
to explain that this shows that they “do not believe, as the Greeks do, that the
gods are anthrapophyeis, of human nature,” or, we may ».&, that gods and men
have the same nature. Sec also Pindar Carmina Nemaea vi.
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whose immortal life is guaranteed through procreation.’® The mor-
tality of men lies in the fact that individual life, with a recogniz-
able life-story from birth to death, rises out of biological life. This
individual life is distinguished from all other things by the recti-
linear course of its movement, which, so to speak, cuts through
the circular movement of biological life. This is mortality: to move
along a rectilinear line in a universe where everything, if it moves
at all, moves in a cyclical order.

The task and potential greamess of mortals lie in their ability
to produce things—works and deeds and words®*— which would
deserve to be and, at least to a degree, are at home in everlasting-
ness, so that through them mortals could find their place in a cos-
mos where everything is immortal except themselves. By their
capacity for the immortal deed, by their ability to leave non-
perishable traces behind, men, their individual mortality notwith-
standing, attain an immortality of their own and prove themselves
to be of a “divine” nature. The distinction between man and ani-
mal runs right through the human species itself: only the best
(aristoi), who constantly prove themselves to be the best (aristes-
ein, a verb for which there is no equivalent in any other language)
and who “prefer immortal fame to mortal things,” are really hu-
man; the others, content with whatever pleasures nature will yield
them, live and die like animals. This was still the opinion of Hera-

clitus,” an opinion whose equivalent one will find in hardly any
philosopher after Socrates.

18. See Ps. Aristotle Ecomomics 1343b24: Narure guarantees to the species
their being forever through recurrence (periodos), but cannot guarantee such be-
ing forever to the individual. The same thought, “For living things, life is being,”
appears in On the Soul 415b13,

19. The Greek language does not distinguish between “works” and “deeds,”
but calls both erga if they are durable enough to last and great enough to be re-
membered. It is only when the philosophers, or rather the Sophists, began to
draw their “endless distinctions” and to distinguish berween making and acting
(poiein and prattein) that the nouns poigmata and pragmata received wider cur-
rency (see Plato’s Charmides 163). Homer does not yet know the word pragmata,
which in Plato (12 #n amhropsn pragmata) is best rendered by “human affairs™
and has the connotations of trouble and futility. In Herodotus pragmata can have
the same connotation (cf., for instance, i. 155).

_
20. Heraclitus, frag. B29 (Diels, Fragmente der Vorsokratiker [4th ed.; 1922]).
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In our context it is of no great importance whether Socrates
himself or Plato discovered the eternal as the true center of strictly
metaphysical chought. It weighs heavily in favor of Socrates that
he alone among the great thinkers—unique in this as in many other
respects—never cared to write down his thoughts; for it is obvious
that, no matter how concerned a thinker may be with eternity, the
moment he sits down to write his thoughts he ceases to be con-
cerned primarily with eternity and shifts his attention to leaving
some trace of them. He has entered the it activa and chosen its
way of permanence and potential immortality. One thing is cer-
tain: it is only in Plato that concern with the eternal and the life of
the philosopher are seen as inherently contradictory and in conflict
with the striving for immortality, the way of life of the citizen, the
bios politikos.

The philosopher’s experience of the eternal, which to Plato was
arrhéton (“unspeakable”), and to Aristotle aneu logou (“without
word"), and which later was conceptualized in the paradoxical
mune stans (“the standing now”’), can occur only outside the realm
of human affairs and outside the plurality of men, as we know
from the Cave parable in Plato’s Republic, where the philosopher,
having liberated himself from the fetters that bound him to his fel-
low men, leaves the cave in perfect “singularity,” as it were,
neither accompanied nor followed by others. Politically speaking,
if to die is the same as “‘to cease to be among men,” experience of
che eternal is a kind of death, and the only thing that separates it
from real death is that it is not final because no living creature can
endure it for any length of time. And this is precisely what sepa-

rates the wvita contemplativa from the wvita activa in medieval
thought.” Yet it is decisive that the experience of the eternal, in
contradistinction to that of the immortal, has no correspondence
with and cannot be transformed into any activity whatsoever,
since even the activity of thought, which goes on within one’s self
by means of words, is obviously not only inadequate to render it
but would interrupt and ruin the experience itself.

Thesria, or “‘contemplation,” is the word given to the experience
of the eternal, as distinguished from all other attitudes, which at

21. In wita activa fixi permanere possumus; in contemplativa mutemn intenla menie
manere nullo modo valemus (Aquinas Summa theologica i1, 2.181.4).

[ 20 ]
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CHAPTER 11
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The Public

and the Private Realm

4

MAN: A SOCIAL OR A
POLITICAL ANIMAL

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

All human activities are conditioned by the fact that men live
together, but it is only action that cannot even be imagined out-
side the society of men. The activity of labor does not need the
presence of others, though a being laboring in complete solitude
would not be human but an animal laberans in the word’s most
literal significance. Man working and fabricating and building a
world inhabited only by himself would stll be a fabricator,
though not homo faber: he would have lost his specifically human
quality and, rather, be a god—not, to be sure, the Creator, but a
divine demiurge as Plato described him in one of his myths. Action
alone is the exclusive prerogative of man; neither a beast nor a god
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is capable of it,! and only action is entirely dependent upon the
constant presence of others.

This special relationship between action and being together
seems fully to justify the early translation of Aristotle’s zion politi-
kon by animal socialis, already found in Seneca, which then became
the standard translation through Thomas Aquinas: homo est natu-
raliter politicus, id est, socialis (“man is by nature political, that is,
social’”) 2 More than any elaborate theory, this unconscious sub-
stitution of the social for the political betrays the extent to which
the original Greek understanding of politics had been lost. For
this, it is significant but not decisive that the word “social” is
Roman in origin and has no equivalent in Greek language or
thought. Yet the Latin usage of the word societas also originally had
a clear, though limited, political meaning; it indicated an alliance
between people for a specific purpose, as when men organize in
order to rule others or to commit a crime.? It is only with the later

1. Ir seems quite striking that the Homeric gods act only with respect to
men, ruling them from afar or interfering in their affairs. Conflicts and strife be-
tween the gods also seem to arise chiefly from their part in human affairs or
their conflicting partiality with respect to mortals. What then appears is a story
in which men and mo% act together, but the scene is set by the mortals, even
when the decision isarrived at in the assembly of gods on Olympus. 1 think such
a “co-operation” is'indicated in the Homeric erg’ andrim tr theon te (Odyssey i.
338): the bard &sm_m the deeds of gods and men, not steries of the gods and
stories of men. Similarly, Hesiod's Theogony deals not with the deeds of gods
but with the mgnmj of the world (116); it therefore tells how things came into
being through begetting and giving birth (constantly recurring). The singer,
servant of the Muses, sings “the glorious deeds of men of old and the blessed
gods” (97 £}, but :,o&rn_.n. as far as I can see, the glorious deeds of the gods.

2. The @coﬂmo:ﬁ is from the Index Rerum to the Taurinian edition of Aquinas
(1922). The word “politicus” does not occur in the text, but the Index summa-
rizes Thomas’ meaning correctly, as can be seen from Summma theologica i. 96. 4;
ii. 2. 109. 3.

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

k]
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concept of a societas generis humani, a “society of man-kind,

that the term “social”’ begins to acquire the general meaning of a
fundamental human condition. It is not that Plato or Aristotle was
ignorant of, or unconcerned with, the fact that man .nmnnon._?n
outside the company of men, but they did not count this condition
among the specifically human characteristics; on nrw contrary, it
was something human life had in common with animal life, and
for this reason alone it could not be fundamentally human. The
natural, merely social companionship of the human species was
considered to be a limitation imposed upon us by the needs of bio-
logical life, which are the same for the human animal as for other
forms of animal life. y
According to Greek thought, the human nummnmu\ m.vn political
organization is not only different from but stands in direct oppo-
sition to that natural association whose center is the home (oikia)
and the family. The rise of the city-state meant that man received
“hesides his private life a sort of second life, his bios politikos. Now
every citizen belongs to two orders of existence; and .%.Q.o is a
sharp distinction in his life between what is his own (idiom) and
what is communal (koinon).”’® It was not just an opinion or theory
of Aristotle but a simple historical fact that the foundation of the
polis was preceded by the destruction of all organized units resting
on kinship, such as the phratria and the phyle.? Of all the activiues
4. T use here and in the following the word “man-kind” to designate the hu-
man species, as distinguished from “mankind,” which indicates the sum total
of human beings.
5. Werner Jaeger, Paideia (1945), 11, 111, .
6. Although Fustel de Coulanges’ chief thesis, according to nrn. ?E.omcmm_o:
to The Ancient City (Anchor ed.; 1956), consists of %Bo:mﬁm_nm ﬂ.run the
same religion” formed the ancient family organization and the ancient city-state,
he brings numerous references to the fact that the regime of the gens based on
the religion of the family and the regime of the city “were in realicy two antag-
onistic forms of government. . . . Either the city could not last, or it must in
the course of time break up the family”" (p. 252). The reason for the contra-
diction in this great book seems to me to be in Oo_..__namn% attempt o treat
Rome and the Greek city-states together; for his evidence and categories he
relies chiefly on Roman institutional and political sentiment, although he recog-
nizes that the Vesta cult “became weakened in Greece at a very early date . . .

but it never became enfecbled at Rome” (p. 146). Not only was the mﬁ_.m between
household and city much deeper in Greece than in Rome, but only in Greece
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necessary and present in human communities, only two were
deemed to be political and to constitute what Aristotle called the
bios politikos, namely action (praxis) and speech (lexis), out of
which rises the realm of human affairs (t ton anthrapin pragmata,
as Plato used to call it) from which everything merely necessary
or useful is strictly excluded.

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

was the Olympign religion, the religion of Homer and the city-state, separate
from and superigr to the older religion of family and household, While Vesta,
the goddess of the hearth, became the protectress of a “city hearth” and part of
the official, political cult after the unification and second foundation of Rome,
her Greek colleague, Hestia, is mentioned for the first time by Hesiod, the only
Greek poet who, in conscious opposition to Homer, praises the life of the
hearth and the household; in the official religion of the polis, she had o
cede her place in the assembly of the twelve Olympian gods to Dionysos (see
Mommsen, Rémische Geschichte [Sth ed.], Book I, ch. 12, and Robert Graves,
The Greek Myths [1955], 27. k).

7. The passage occurs in Phoenix’ speech, lliad ix. 443. It cleatly refers to
education for war and agora, the public meeting, in which men can distinguish
themselves. The literal translation is: “[your father] charged me to teach you
all this, to be a speaker of words and a doer of deeds” (mythin te rhétzr’ emenai
prekiera te ergin).

8. The literal translation of the last lines of Antigome (1350-54) is as fol-
lows: “But great words, counteracting [or paying back] the great blows
of the overproud, teach understanding in old age.” The content of these lines
is 50 puzzling to modern understanding that one rarely finds a rranslator who dares
to give the bare sense. An exception is Holderlin’s translation: “Grosse Blicke
aber, / Grosse Streiche der hohen Schultern / Vergeltend, / Sie haben im Alter
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speech and action were considered to be coeval and coequal, of the
same rank and the same kind; and this originally meant not only
that most political action, in so far as it remains outside the sphere
of violence, is indeed transacted in words, but more fundamentally
that finding the right words at the right moment, quite apart from
the information or communication they may convey, is action.
Only sheer violence is mute, and for this reason violence alone
can never be great. Even when, relatively late in antiquity, the
arts of war and speech (rhetoric) emerged as the two principal
political subjects of education, the development was still inspired
by this older pre-polis experience and tradition and remained sub-
ject to it.

In the experience of the polis, which not without justification
has been called the most talkative of all bodies politic, and even
more in the political philosophy which sprang from it, action and
speech separated and became more and more independent activi-
ties. The emphasis shifted from action to speech, and to speech as
a means of persuasion rather than the specifically human way of
answering, talking back and measuring up to whatever happened
or was done.? To be political, to live in a polis, meant that every-
thing was decided through words and persuasion and not through
force and violence. In Greek self-understanding, to force people

gelehrt, zu denken.” An anecdote, reported by Plutarch, may illustrate the con-
nection between acting and speaking on 2 much lower level. A man once ap-
proached Demosthenes and related how terribly he had been beaten. “But you,”
said Demosthenes, “suffered nothing of what you tell me.” Whereupon the other
raised his voice and cried out: “I suffered nothing?”” “Now,” said Demosthenes,
“ hear the voice of somebody who was injured and who suffered” (Lives,
“Demosthenes”). A last remnant of this ancient connection of speech and thought,
from which our notion of expressing thought through words is absent, may be
found in the current Ciceronian phrase of ratio et oratio.

9. Tt is characteristic for this development that every politician was called 2
“chetor” and that rhetoric, the art of public speaking, as distinguished from di-
alectic, the art of philosophic speech, is defined by Aristotle as the art of per-
suasion (see Rhetoric 1354a12 ff., 1355b26 f£.). (The distinction itself is derived
from Plato, Gorgizs 448.) It is in this sense that we must understand the Greek
opinion of the decline of Thebes, which was ascribed to Theban neglect of
rhetoric in favor of military exercise (see Jacob Burckhardr, Griechische Kultur-
geschichte, ed. Kroener, 111, 190).
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by violence, to command rather than persuade, were prepolitical
ways to deal with people characteristic of life outside the polis, of
home and family life, where the household head ruled with uncon-
tested, momvom._n powers, or of life in the barbarian empires of Asia
whose despotism was frequently likened to the organization of the
household.

Aristotle’s definition of man as z3on politikon was not only un-
related and even opposed to the natural association experienced
in household life; it can be fully understood only if one adds his
second famous definition of man as a zdon logon ekhon (“a living
cﬂ.:m capable of speech™). The Latin translation of this term into
animal rationale tests on no less fundamental a misunderstanding
than .ﬁrn term “‘social animal.” Aristotle meant neither to define
man in general nor to indicate man’s highest capacity, which to
him was not logos, that is, not speech or reason, but zous, the
capacity of contemplation, whose chief characteristic is that its
content cannot be rendered in speech.’® In his two most famous
mnm.EcoE. Aristotle only formulated the current opinion of the
polis about man and the political way of life, and according to this
opinion, everybody outside the polis—slaves and barbarians—was
aneis logou, deprived, of course, not of the faculty of speech, but of
a way of life in which speech and only speech made sense and
éﬂﬂn the central concern of all citizens was to talk with each
other,

. The wnomw:.:n_ misunderstanding expressed in the Latin transla-
tion of :morﬂ.ﬁu_: as “social” is perhaps nowhere clearer than in
a discussion in which Thomas Aquinas compares the nature of
household rule with political rule: the head of the household, he
m.u%. has some similarity to the head of the kingdom, but, he mn.Em
his power is not so “perfect” as that of the king."t Not only :“
Onn.nna .Ea the polis but throughout the whole of occidental an-
tquity, it would indeed have been self-evident that even the power
of wro tyrant was less great, less “perfect” than the power with
which the paterfamilias, the dominus, ruled over his household of
slaves and family. And this was not because the power of the city's

10. Nicomachean Ethics 1142a25 and 1178a6 ff.
11. Aquinas op. cit. ii. 2. 50. 3.
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i f house-
ler was matched and checked by the combined powers of hou
MME heads, but because absolute, uncontested .E_m“uua a political

realm properly speaking were mutually exclusive.

5

THE Polis AND THE BOUSEHOLD

Although misunderstanding and equating the vorﬂ.nﬁ usm.moo;m
realms is as old as the translation of Greek terms into Latin an
their adaption to Roman-Christian thought, it has ,cnnoEﬁm 9:%.
more confusing in modern usage mun._ modern ==mn_..mﬁ=r=m :
sociery. The distinction between a private »E.w a vcvrﬂhw Q.Mm or
life corresponds to the household unm.ﬂro mowcnn_. rea %m. w n».
have existed as distinct, separate entities at least since tl n_w rise ww
the ancient city-state; but the emergence of the socia H.ouw ,
which is neither private nor wavrm.‘mq_n@%.mwoprim. Mm a rela-
tively new phenomenon whose origin nQ.:Qm&. wit p e wEM.H
gence of the modern age and which found its political form in
:»ﬁnﬂn MﬂMnnnEm us in this context is the extraordinary difficulty
with which we, because of this moﬁ_owﬂnnr understand the deci-
sive division between the public and private realms, _uoﬁwnos H_H_o
sphere of the polis and the sphere of household and mEE_M, wu m
finally, between activities related to a common world »:E mr 8:
related to the maintenance of life, a &.E&os upon whic M
ancient political thought rested as self-evident and ux_oamﬂn. n
our understanding, the dividing line 1s entirely .EE._”&. ecause
we see the body of peoples and v.orcnp_ communities in the Mﬂ»ma
of a family whose everyday affairs have to be taken nm_..or of by a
gigantic, nation-wide administration of housekeeping. T o_mn_num
ufic thought that corresponds to this mgn_wwamﬁ is no owmw
political science but “‘national economy”™ or mo.m_& nno.uonm\ r
Valkswirtschaft, all of which indicate a kind of “collectve H.Mcmﬂm-
ms dominus and amilias therefore were synonymous, like the
nn_.w:Nm. “MMMME_ familiaris: Uwh&ﬁﬁﬁ patrem \gma.&.n%&?cmﬁan servos &a.
familiares (Seneca Epistolae 47. 12). The old Wc:._nn __E o: e Mana_uam.?_.
appeared when the Roman emperors mmo__.,n& the title %ﬂmﬂnn, nnﬂ. nnnm m: A
guste et que Tibére encore, repoussaient comme une ma . ﬁ_ﬂmwa ]
(H. Wallon, Histoire de Pesclavage dans Pantiquité {1847), 111, ).
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keeping™;** the collective of families economically organized into
the facsimile of one super-human family is what we call “society,”
and its political form of organization is called “nation.”* We
therefore find' it difficult to realize that according to ancient
thought on these matters, the very term “political economy”
would have been a contradiction in terms: whatever was “eco-
nomic,” related to the life of the individual and the survival of the
species, was nmnos-vo__.mnmr household affair by definition.s
Historically; it is very likely that the rise of the city-state and
the public realin occurred at the expense of the private realm of
family and household. Yet the old sanctity of the hearth, though
much less pronounced in classical Greece than in ancient Rome,
was never entirely lost. What prevented the polis from violating
the private lives of its citizens and made it hold sacred the bound.
aries surrounding each property was not respect for private prop-
erty as we understand it, but the fact that without owning a house

13. According to Gunnar Myrdal (The Political Element in the Development of
Economic Theory [1953], p. xl), the “idea of Social Economy or collective house-
keeping (Volkswirtschafi)”' is one of the “three main foci” around which “the
political speculation which has permeated economics from the very beginning is
found to be crystallized.”

14. This is not to deny that the nation-state and its society grew out of the
medieval kingdom and feudalism, in whose framework the family and household
unit have an importance unequalled in classical antiquity. The difference, how-
ever, is marked. Within the feudal framework, families and households were mu-
tually almost independent, so that the royal household, representing a given terri-
torial region and ruling the feudal lords as primus inter pares, did not pretend,
like 2n absolute ruler, to be the head of one family. The medieval “nation” was a

conglomeration of families; its members did not think of themselves as members
of one family comprehending the whole nation.

15. The distinction is very clear in the first paragraphs of the Ps. Aristotelian
Economics, because it opposes the despotic one-man rule (mom-archiz) of the
household organization to the altogether different organization of the polis.

16. In Athens, one may see the turning point in Solon’s legislation. Cou-
langes rightly sees in the Athenian law that made it a filial duty to support par-
eats the proof of the loss of paternal power (op. cit., pp. 315-16). However, pater-
13l power was limited only if it conflicted with the interest of the city and never
for the sake of the individual family member. Thus the sale of children and the
axposure of infants Iasted throughout antiquity (see R. H. Barrow, Slavery in
the Roman Empire [1928), p. 8: “Other rights in the patria potestas had become
obsolete; bur the right of exposure remained unforbidden till A.p. 3174™)
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a man could not participate in the affairs of the world because he
had no location in it which was vno_unl.%. his oén..: Even Plato,
whose political plans foresaw the abolition of private property
and an extension of the public sphere to the point of annihilating
private life altogether, still speaks c.lnr great reverence of .Nowm
Herkeios, the protector of border lines, m:m. mmzm m.un horoi, the
boundaries between one estate and another, divine, without seeing
any contradiction.'® .

The distinctive trait of the household sphere was that in it men
lived together because they were driven by their wants and :ammm.
The driving force was life itself—the penates, the household go M
were, according to Plutarch, :ﬁrn. mo.%.g.wro Emw.n us live an
nourish our body’**—which, for its individual maintenance and
its survival as the life of the species needs the company of others.
That individual maintenance should be the task of the man E:M.
species survival the task of the woman was obvious, and .wonr o
these natural functions, the labor of man to provide nﬂsﬂmgomﬂ
and the labor of the woman in giving birth, were subject to the
same urgency of life. Natural community in the household ”%.Q..n-
fore was born of necessity, and necessity ruled over all activities

rformed 1n it.
voﬂro realm of the polis, on the contrary, was the sphere of free-
dom, and if there was a relationship between these go.m_urnwnm.. it
was a matrer of course that the mastering of the necessities of life

17. It is interesting for this distinction that there were O_.nn_m citics where
citizens were obliged by law to share their harvest and consume it in SBMMP
whereas each of them had the absolute uncontested property .o»..r_u_ wom_..woo u-
Langes (gp. cit., p. 61), who calls this law “a singular no_mn.nﬁ.__nnos i It is no con-
tradiction, because these two types of property had nothing in common in ancient
understanding.

18. See Laws 842.

19. Quoted from Coulanges, op. cit., p. 96; the unmnununn. to Plutarch is Dnanﬂ.
tiomes Romanae $1. It seems strange that Coulanges’ one-sided emphasis on | e
underworld deities in Greek and Roman religion should have oqn.m_oor& that
these gods were not mere gods of the dead and H.rn cult not merely a “death nﬂnﬂm
but that this early earth-bound religion served life and m.n:r. as two n%om.a o d ¢
same process. Life rises out of the carth and remms to 1t; birth and death are own
two different stages of the same biological life over which the subterranean gods

hold sway.
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in the household was the condition for freedom of the polis. Under
no circumstances could politics be only a means to protect society
—a society of the faithful, as in the Middle Ages, or a society of
property-owners, as in Locke, or a society relentlessly engaged in
a process of acquisition, as in Hobbes, or a society of producers,
as in Marx, or a society of jobholders, as in our own society, or
a society of laborers, as in socialist and communist countries. In
all these cases, it is the freedom (and in some instances so-called
freedom) of society which requires and justifies the restraint of
political authority. Freedom is located in the realm of the social,
and force or violence becomes the monopoly of government.

What all Greek philosophers, no matter how opposed to polis
life, ook for granted is thar freedom is exclusively located in the
political realm, that necessity is primarily a prepolitical phenome-
non, characteristic of the private household organization, and that
force and violence are justified in this sphere because they are the
only means to master necessity—for instance, by ruling over
slaves—and to become free. Because all human beings are subject
to necessity, they are entitled to viclence toward others; violence
is the prepolitical act of liberating oneself from the necessity of
life for the freedom of world. This freedom is the essential condi-
tion of what the Greeks called felicity, eudaimonia, which was an
objective status depending first of all upon wealth and health. To
be poor or to be in ill health meant to be subject to physical neces-
sity, and to be a slave meant to be subject, in addition, to man-
made violence. This twofold and doubled “unhappiness” of slavery
is quite independent of the actual subjective well-being of the slave.

Thus, a poor frée man preferred the insecurity of a daily-changing
labor market to regular assured work, which, because it restricted
his freedom to do as he pleased every day, was already felt to be
servitude (douleia), and even harsh, painful labor was preferred to
the easy life of many household slaves.

20. The discussion between Socrates and Futherus in Xenophon's Memora-
bilia (ii. 8) is quite interesting: Futherus is forced by necessity to labor with his
body and is sure thyr his body will not be able to stand this kind of Life for very
long and also that in his old age he will be destiture. Still, he thinks that to labor

is better than to beg. Whereupon Socrates proposes that he look for somebody

“who is berter off and needs an assistant.” Eutherus replies that he could not
bear servitude (dowleia).
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The prepolitical force, however, with which the head of the
household ruled over the family and its slaves and which was .mn_n
to be necessary because man is a “social” before he is a :wornnmw
animal,” has nothing in common with the chaotic “state of nature
from whose violence, according to seventeenth-century political
thought, men could escape only by nunmv.mmEnm a government that,
through a monopoly of power and of violence, would wvormr the
“war of all against all"” by “keeping them all in awe.”* On the
contrary, the whole concept of rule and being ruled, of govern-
ment and power in the sense in which we understand them as well
as the regulated order attending them, was felt to be prepolitical
and to belong in the private rather than the public .mwrn_.n..

The polis was distinguished from the household in that it w:.oﬁ
only “equals,” whereas the houschold was the center ow.. the strict-
est inequality. To be free meant both not to be subject to the
necessity of life or to the command of another and not to be in
command oneself. It meant neither to rule nor to be ruled.” Thus
within the realm of the household, freedom did not exist, for the
household head, its ruler, was considered to be free only in m.o.mmn
as he had the power to leave the household and enter the political
realm, where all were equals. To be sure, m.zm equality of the
political realm has very little in common with our concept mm
equality: it meant to live among and to have to deal on_m with one’s
peers, and it presupposed the existence of “unequals” who, as a
matter of fact, were always the majority of the population in 2
city-state.?® Equality, therefore, far from being connected with

21. The reference is to Hobbes, Leviathan, Parc 1, ch, 13.

22. The most famous and the most beautiful referenceis the discussion of the
different forms of government in Herodortus (iii. mOlm.wv. irn.na Otanes, the de-
fender of Greek equality (isonomiz), states that he “wishes neither to rule nor to
be ruled.” But it is the same spirit in which Aristotle states that the life of a free
man is better than that of 2 despot, denying freedom to the despot as a matter of
course (Politics 1325224). According to Coulanges, all Greek and _.b.:: words
which express some rulership over others, such as rex, pater, anax, basileus, _.o_.ﬂ.
originally to household relationships and were names the slaves gave to their
master (op. cit., pp. 89 ff., 228).

23. The proportion varicd and is certainly exaggerated in Xenophon's report
from Sparta, where among four thousand people in the marker place, 4 foreigner
counted no more than sixty citizens (Hellemica iil. 35).
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justice, as in modern times, was the very essence of freedom: to
be free meant to be free from the inequality present in rulership
and to move in a sphere where neither rule nor being ruled
existed.

However, the possibility of describing the profound difference
between the modem and the ancient understanding of politics in
terms of a clear-cut opposition ends here. In the modem world,
the social and the political realms are much less distinct. That
politics is nothing but a function of soctety, that action, speech,
and thought are primarily superstructures upon social interest, is
not a discovery of Karl Marx but on the contrary is among the
axiomatic assumptions Marx accepted uncritically from the politi-
cal economists of the modern age. This functionalization makes it
impossible to perceive any serious gulf between the two realms;
and this is not 2 matter of a theory or an ideology, since with the
rise of society, that is, the rise of the “household” (oikia) or of
economic activities to the public realm, housekeeping and all mat-
ters pertaining formerly to the private sphere of the family have
become a “collective” concern.?* In the modern world, the two
realms indeed constantly flow into each other like waves in the
never-resting stream of the life process itself.

The disappearance of the gulf that the ancients had to cross
daily to transcend the narrow realm of the household and “rise”’
into the realm of politics is an essentially modern phenomenon.
Such 2 gulf between the private and the public still existed some-
how in the Middle Ages, though it had lost much of its significance

24. See Myrdal|sp. cit.: “The notion that society, like the head of a family,
keeps house for mnmiaon_rﬂ.m. is deeply rooted in economic terminology. . . . In
German Volkswirtsthaftslehre suggests . . . that there is 2 collective subject of
€conomic activity .’, . with a common purpose and common values. In English,
-+ . ‘theory of wealth’ or ‘theory of welfare’ express similar ideas” (p.140). “What
is meant by a social economy whose function is social housekeeping? In the first
place, it implies or suggests an analogy between the individual who runs his own
or his family household and society. Adam Smith and James Mill elaborated this
analogy explicitly. After J. S. Mills criticism, and with the wider recognition of
the distinction between practical and theoretical pelitical economy, the analogy
was generslly less emphasized” (p. 143). The fact that the anzlogy was no longer
used may also be due to a development in which society devoured the family
wnit until jt became 3 full-fledged substitute for it
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and changed its location entirely. It has been rightly remarked
that after the downfall of the Roman Empire, it was the Catholic
Church that offered men a substitute for the citizenship which
had formerly been the prerogative of municipal government.” The
medieval tension between the darkness of everyday life and the
grandiose splendor attending everything sacred, with the con-
comitant rise from the secular to the religious, corresponds in
many respects to the rise from the private to the public in antig-
uity. The difference is of course very marked, for no matter how
“worldly” the Church became, it was always essentially an other-
worldly concern which kept the community of believers together.
While one can equate the public with the religious only with some
difficulty, the secular realm under the rule of feudalism was in-
deed in its entirety what the private realm had been in antiquity.
Its hallmark was the absorption of all activities into the household
sphere, where they had only private significance, and conse-
quently the very absence of a public realm.*

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

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

26. The characteristics which E. Levasseur (Histoire des classes ouvriéres et
le de Pindustrie en France avant 1789 [1900]) finds for the feudal organization of
labor are true for the whole of feudal communities: “Chacun vivait chez sol et
vivait de soi-méme, le noble sur sa seigneurie, le vilain sur sa culture, le citadin
dans sa ville” (p. 229).

27. The fair treatment of slaves which Plato recommends in the Latws (777)
has little to do with justice and is not recommended “out of regard for the
[slaves], but more out of respect to ourselves.” For the coexistence of two laws,
the political law of justice and the household law of rule, sce Wallon, op. cit., 11,
200: “La loi, pendant bien longtemps, donc . . . s'abstenait de pénétrer dans la
famille, o elle reconnaissait I'empire d'une autre loi” Ancient, especially
Roman, jurisdiction with respect to household matters, treatment of slaves,
family relationships, etc., was essentially designed to restrain the otherwise
unrestricted power of the houschold head; that there could be a rule of jus-
tice within the entirely “private” society of the slaves themselves was unthink-
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acuvities into the private realm and the modeling of all human
relationships upon the example of the household reached far into
the specifically medieval professional organizations in the cities
themselves, the guilds, confréries, and compagnons, and even into
the early business companies, where “the original joint household
would seem to be indicated by the very word ‘company’ (corn-
panis) . . . [and] such phrases as ‘men who eat one bread,” ‘men
who have one bread and one wine.’ ’?® The medieval concept of
the *‘common good,” far from indicating the existence of a politi-
ms_ realm, recognizes only that private individuals have interests
in common, material and spiritual, and that they can retain their
privacy and attend to their own business only if one of them takes
it upon himself to look out for this common interest. What dis-
tinguishes this essentially Christian attitude toward politics from
the modern realiry is not so much the recognition of a “common
good” as the exclusivity of the private sphere and the absence of
that curiously hybrid realm where private interests assume public
significance that we call “society.”

It 1s therefore not surprising that medieval political thought,
concerned exclusively with the secular realm, remained unaware
of the gulf between the sheltered life in the household and the
merciless exposure of the polis and, consequently, of the virtue of
courage as on¢ of the most elemental political attitudes. What
remains mswvar:m is that the only postclassical political theorist

who, in an extraordinary effort to restore its old dignity to poli-
tics, perceived the gulf and understood something of the courage
needed to cross it was Machiavelli, who described it in the rise
“of the Condottiere from low condition to high rank,” from
privacy to princedom, that is, from circumstances common to all
men to the shining glory of great deeds.?®

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

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

29. This “risc” from one realm or rank to a higher is a recurrent theme in
Machiavelli (see esp. Prince, ch. 6 about Hiero of Syracuse and ch. 7; and Dis-
courses, Book 11, ch, 13).
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