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From Nazism to the sixties counterculture, from Britain’s Fabian Socialists to Amer-
ica’s multiculturalists. from Dracula and Freud to Robert Bly and Madonna, historian
Arthur Herman examines the idea of decline in Western history and explains how
the conviction of civilization’s inevitable end has become a fixed part of the modern
Western imagination. In a series of masterful biographical sketches. Herman examines
the ideas of those who came to reject civilization as a doomed enterprise, including
Arthur de Gobineau. the aristocratic founder of modern race theory; Friedrich Niet-
zsche, whose vitalist philosophy of irrationalism inclined a generation toward fascism
and Nazism; and W.E.B. Du Bois, whose hostile view of the West would profoundly
influence African- American thinking and multiculturalism.

Herman also surveys the influential nonRomantic thinkers who nonetheless became
obsessed by the image of their civilization’s demise: historians Jacob Burkhardt and
Henry Adams; Francis Galton, the father of eugenics; Arnold Toynbee, tire great chroni-
cler of world history; H.G. Wells, inventor of modem science fiction; and Sigmund Freud.
These “historical pessimists” opened the way for more radical “cultural pessimists” such
as Nietzsche and Du Bois, by casting doubt on the ability of Western civilization to
renew itself and solve its own problems

In time these streams of declinist thought poisoned the well of European self-
confidence and, as Herman argues, made the "decline of the West” a selffulfilling
prophecy. Intellectuals, artists, and writers increasingly turned to what TS. Ehot
termed the “strange gods” who continue to dominate the modem imagination. Bertolt
Brecht. Jean-Paul Sartre, Antonin Artaud. Frantz Fanon, Ezra Pound Martin Heideg-
ger. James Baldwin, and Norman Mailer all celebrated the unleashing of sexual desire,
racial power, violence, and cruelly as new forms of human “authenticity” which they
believed to be the vital antidote to the soul-destroying forces of capitalist middle-class
society. At the same tune, new radical political movements arose that promised a sim-
ilar lib eration from the constraints of a failed civilization F i Nazism, Third World
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communism, Black Power, and radical environmentalism al! drew on the same set of
declinist assumptions, becoming an imperishable part of the twentieth century’s anti
Western legacy.

Ultimately, Herman shows how two of the most important issues facing contempo-
rary America race and the fate of the environment—have been shaped and distorted
by the assumptions of cultural pessimism. From the Aryan Nation and Afrocentrism
to the C'nabomber. the myth of Western decline contm ues to exercise a pervasive in-
fluence In many ways, Herman suggests, today’s culture wars are ultimately a struggle
between those who still recognize the importance of civilized and humanist values and
those who do not.

Arthur Herman is Adjunct Professor of History at George Mason University, and
Coordinator of the Western Civilization Program at the Smithsonian Institution He
lives in Chevy Chase Maryland.

VISIT US ON THE WORLD WIDE WEB
http://www.SimonSajs.com

Jacket Design by Tom Stvan

Jacket Art Courtesy Giraudom/Art Resource, NY
Author photo by Beth Herman

Printed in the U.S.A. copyright 1997 Simon & Schuster
Distributed by Simon & Schuster Inc.






N

i - i ] # .

1 f‘.ﬂ - - 1 - . ~

| e s &

“ y _.i...._.f, : -




[Copyright]

THE FREE PRESS
A Division of Simon & Schuster Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com
Copyright (©) 1997 by Arthur Herman
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any
form.
THE FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.
Designed by Carla Bolte
Manufactured in the United States of America
10987654321
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Herman, Arthur

10


http://www.SimonandSchuster.com

The idea of decline in Western history / Arthur Herman
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-684-82791-3
eISBN: 978-1-451-60313-2
1. Civilization, Western—Philosophy.
2. Regression (Civilization)
I. Title.
CB245.H429 1997
909X.09912—dc20 96-36285
CIP

[Dedication]

FOR BETH

11



Introduction

Every time I mentioned to friends or acquaintances that I was writing a book on the
decline of Western civilization, the response was almost invariably, “Well, is it or isn’t
it?” I then had to point out that this was a book about the idea of Western decline
as part of modern thinking, not a pronouncement on whether modern civilization was
actually doomed or not.

I would point out that while intellectuals have been predicting the imminent collapse
of Western civilization for more than one hundred and fifty years, its influence has
grown faster during that period than at any time in history. Western cultural ideals
and institutions enjoy more prestige now than they did during the heyday of European
colonization and empire. The West’s essential contributions to our contemporary world
include the role that science and technology play in enhancing material life, our belief
in democracy, the rights of the individual, and the rule of law, as well as the liberating
effects of free market capitalism and private ownership of property. As we now approach
the twenty-first century, these beliefs seem to be more and more the unshakable pillars
of the modern global outlook.

Yet when I point this out as evidence that, to paraphrase Mark Twain, reports
of the demise of the West might be greatly exaggerated, I usually meet with strong
skepticism. It became apparent to me that if I took a poll among my lecture audiences
at the Smithsonian Institution—which tend to be older than my college audiences—
the vote would be overwhelmingly in favor of the verdict that civilization, that is, the
modern West, stands on the brink of dissolution.

We live in an era in which pessimism has become the norm, rather than the excep-
tion. Two decades ago John Kenneth Galbraith remarked that every publisher wants
his author’s book to be entitled “The Crisis of American Democracy”—because he
knows that that title will sell. That observation seems even more true today. A long
string of “crisis” books have appeared, preparing us for the twenty-first century as
an erea of deep dislocation and uncertainty, with the West, which largely means the
United States, increasingly unable to exert any influence on the outcome. America and
Europe have lost their long-held position of global dominance, they argue; we had all
better prepare for the worst rather than the best. Here is a standard opening:

Hardly more than a quarter-century after Henry Luce proclaimed “the American
century,” American confidence has fallen to a low ebb. Those who recently dreamed
of world power now despair of governing the city of New York. Defeat in Vietnam,
economic stagnation, and the impending exhaustion of natural resources have produced
a mood of pessimism in higher circles, which spreads through the rest of society as
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people lose faith in their leaders. The same crisis of confidence grips other capitalist
countries as well.

These words come from the preface to Christopher Lasch’s Culture of Narcissism.
Published in 1979, it warned that “bourgeois society has lost both the capacity and the
will to confront the difficulties that threaten to overwhelm it” and that “the political
crisis of capitalism reflects a general crisis of western culture.” Lasch quoted distin-
guished historian David H. Donald: “The age of abundance has ended,” ushering in
“the bleakness of the new era.”™

Less than a decade later, American and European politics witnessed a massive re-
turn to the virtues of free enterprise, bourgeois values, and a new “age of abundance,”
as oil prices fell and non-Western countries began to turn to American-style capitalism,
not socialism, to invigorate their industrial economies. Yet already Paul Kennedy was
arguing in The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987) that Americans were about
to face the same fate as the British at the end of the nineteenth century: their decline
as a world power. The United States was suffering from what Kennedy called “imperial
overstretch,” and was being squeezed by the same inexorable forces that had wrecked
the Pax Brittanica and led to World Wars I and II. Trapped by its Cold War military
commitments and by new economic challengers along the Pacific Rim, America’s dom-
inant position in the world was over. “The task facing American statesmen over the
next decades,” Kennedy wrote, will be “to ‘manage’ affairs so that the relative erosion
of the United States’ position takes place slowly and smoothly.”(?

Kennedy’s prediction of Cold War overstretch proved correct—but for the Soviet
Union rather than the United States. Less than three years after Kennedy’s book
appeared, the Soviet empire (which he had scarcely mentioned) disappeared, while
America moved into position as “the world’s sole superpower.”

Of course, facts alone cannot make or unmake a theory of history. Pessimism and
optimism are attitudes the scholar brings to his analysis of events, not conclusions
that arise from that analysis. Kennedy’s claims about “imperial overstretch” fit in too
well with the prevailing gloom about the fate of American society as it approached
the end of the twentieth century. Political analyst Kevin Phillips used Kennedy to
compare Washington, D.C. to imperial Rome and nineteenth-century London, the
bloated, “arrogant capital” of an declining empire ruled by “abusive and entrenched
elites.” “Too much of what happened then is happening again,” he wrote. “Economic
polarization” and “a declining middle class” move hand in hand with “an expansion of
luxury and moral permissiveness,” “loss of old patriotism,” and “complaints of moral
decay”—the diagnosis of decline (as in Phillips’s own writings) standing as evidence of
decline itself.®

() Lasch , Culture of Narcissism , p. xiv.
(2) Kennedy , Rise and Fall of the Great Powers , pp. xvi, xviii, xxiii.
() K. Phillips , Arrogant Capital , pp. xii-xiii.
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The black critic Cornel West used Kennedy’s image of “the eclipse of U.S. hegemony
in the world” as the backdrop for his own summary of America’s woes in Race Matters
(1993). West warned that American society was being ravaged by a “silent depression”
of declining industrial jobs and sinking incomes, and a collapse of community. “Cultural
decay in a declining empire” had created ‘“rootless, dangling people” and a “powerless
citizenry that includes not just the poor but all of us.”™® West’s book, and Phillips’s
Arrogant Capital and Boiling Point, joined other books on America’s future with
depressing titles such as The Twilight of Democracy, The Democracy Trap, Democracy
on Trial, Giving Up on Democracy, The Frozen Republic, The Selling of America, The
Bankrupting of America, The Endangered American Dream, and Who Will Tell the
People.®

For all their supposed topicality, however, many of these claims about decline and
doom have an air of déja vu about them—or at least a ring of familiarity. If Kevin
Phillips’s dire warnings about the Reagan era’s “decade of greed” sound like the ver-
bal assault on America’s Gilded Age of Boston Brahmins like Henry Adams, then
Paul Kennedy’s warnings that the twenty-first century will usher in a struggle of “the
West against the rest,” with “fast growing, adolescent, resource-poor, undercapitalized,
and undereducated populations” on one side “and demographically moribund and in-
creasingly nervous rich societies” on the other, sounds very much like Arnold Toynbee,
Oswald Spengler, Benjamin Kidd, or any number of other gloomy prognosticators in
the first decades of this century. Those same writers, in fact, had originally coined the
term “Western” to describe a faltering European civilization that, they believed, was
steadily fading away, like a brilliant sunset against the western sky.

Then Charles Murray and Richard Herrnstein’s widely publicized The Bell Curve
(1994) presented a picture of America’s future highly reminiscent of the writings of
eugenicists and “race scientists” at the end of the nineteenth century—the fin de sié-
cle in which the image of Western decline first took decisive shape. Charles Murray
warned that America’s overly mobile society was about to split in two, based on I1Q
and cognitive ability. The United States was fast becoming “two nations,” a detached
and culturally isolated elite holding the bulk of economic and social resources and an
increasingly cretinized underclass, both black and white, incapable of taking care of
itself. The political measures to deal with this bifurcation of society “will become more
and more totalitarian,” Murray predicted, with increased police powers, the spread of
racial antagonisms and resentment, curtailed personal freedoms, and the creation of
“a lavish and high-tech version of the Indian reservation for a substantial minority of

() West , Race Matters , pp. 18; 6.

() Kennon , Twilight of Democracy ; Graham Fuller , The Democracy Trap (New York, 1991);
Jean B. Elshtain , Democracy on Trial (New York, 1995); Victor Kamber , Giving Up on Democracy
(Washington, DC, 1995); Daniel Lazare , The Frozen Republic (New York, 1996); Rose L. Martin , The
Selling of America (Santa Monica, CA, 1973); David Calleo , The Bankrupting of America (New York,
1992); Edward Luttwak , The Endangered American Dream (New York, 1993); and William Grieder ,
Who Will Tell the People? (New York, 1989).
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the nation’s population.” He concluded that “unchecked, these trends will lead the U.S.
toward something resembling a caste society,” adding that, “like other apocalyptic vi-
sions [of America’s future|, this one is pessimistic, perhaps too much so. On the other
hand, there is much to be pessimistic about.”®

As if these worries were not enough, there are the current fears about environmental
degradation and its consequences for the survival of modern Western society, and even
of the planet itself. These reached a kind of crescendo with the publication of Vice
President Albert Gore’s Earth in the Balance in 1992.

Unless we “embrace the preservation of the earth as our new organizing principle,”
Gore wrote, “the very survival of our civilization will be in doubt.”™ Global warming,
the depletion of the ozone layer, the destruction of the rain forest, extinction of en-
dangered species, poisoning of air and water pose mortal threats to our very existence.
In response, “we retreat into the seductive tools and technologies of industrial civiliza-
tion, but that only creates new problems as we become increasingly isolated from one
another and disconnected from our roots.” Instead, people around the world need to
“take a hard look at the habits of mind and action that reflect—and have led to—this
grave crisis.” Among those habits is modern acquisitive capitalism, which has been
blind to its destruction of the environment.® Then there is the nature of technological
civilization itself:

The edifice of civilization has become astonishingly complex, but as it grows ever
more elaborate, we feel increasingly distant from our roots in the earth. In one sense,
civilization itself has been on a journey from its foundations in the world of nature to
an ever more contrived, controlled, and manufactured world of our own initiative and
sometimes arrogant design.

That civilization now faces a “collective identity crisis,” Gore suggests, and evidence
is accumulating that “there is indeed a spiritual crisis in modern civilization that
seems to be based on an emptiness at its center and the absence of a larger spiritual
purpose.”?

“It is easy,” Gore says, “to feel overwhelmed, utterly helpless to effect any change
whatsoever” when faced by an impending catastrophe of this size. A few people, how-
ever, proved willing to take up that challenge.

On April 21, 1995, a letter bomb exploded in the Sacramento office of timber indus-
try executive Gilbert Murray, killing him instantly. The police investigation concluded
that the murder was the work of the so-called Unabomber, a legendary renegade who
had killed three people and injured and maimed twenty-three others in a one-man
guerrilla campaign against “the corporate state.” In fact, this time the Unabomber
followed up his attack with a 35,000-word manifesto, entitled “Industrial Society and
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Its Future,” which summed up virtually every pessimistic view regarding the future of
modern society, and the future of America and the planet, that had appeared in the
past several decades.

“The Industrial Revolution and its consequences have been a disaster for the hu-
man race,” the Unabomber began. It had “destabilized society, made life unfulfilling,
subjected human beings to indignities, and psychological damage (in the Third World
to physical suffering as well) and severe damage on the natural world.” “There is no
stable framework” left for humanity, he concluded, only relentless and ceaseless change.
The chief villains were technology, capitalism with its “drive for endless material ac-
quisition,” and science, which “marches on blindly, without regard to the real welfare
of the human race,” in obedience to the commands of government officials and corpo-
rate executives. Together they had created a society in which “only minimal effort is
necessary to satisfy one’s physical needs.” Industrial society deprived people of their
personal autonomy and their links to what the Unabomber called “the power process,”
the personal experience of place and purpose in the world. As a result, true freedom
had disappeared.

The Unabomber accused modern Americans of leading the lives of “decadent leisured
aristocrats”: they were “bored, hedonistic, and demoralized.” People had been brain-
washed into a state of conformity and docility comparable to “domesticated animals,”
with every aspect of their lives dictated and controlled by the technological corpo-
rate elite. The Unabomber was calling for nothing less than a global revolution, “to
overthrow not governments but the economic and technological basis of the present so-
ciety.” Then a new ideology “that opposes technology and the industrial society” would
have to arise, “so that when and if the system collapses, the remnants will be smashed
beyond repair, so that the system cannot be reconstituted.” He believed radical en-
vironmentalism was such an ideology. (In fact, the FBI would later find a dogeared,
heavily marked copy of Gore’s Earth in the Balance in his cabin when he was arrested
in April 1996.) But he had no illusions that creating the new, ideal society would be
easy: speaking for himself, “our goal is only to destroy the existing form of society”—the
modern West. (1%

Some people talk about the decline of civilization. Others live it. This is a book
about the origins and diffusion of an intellectual tradition, the idea of “the decline of
the West.” We will see how it formed the dark underside of modern European thought
in the nineteenth century and how it became arguably the single most dominant and
influential theme in culture and politics in the twentieth century. Not only has it
affected peoples’ lives in unexpected and startling ways which we will examine in some
detail, but it may also be inseparable from the idea of civilization itself.

But we will also see that the idea of decline consists of two distinct traditions. For
every Western intellectual who dreads the collapse of his own society (like Henry Adams

(10) Washington Post, September 19, 1995, special section entitled “The Unabomber: Industrial So-
ciety and Its Future,” pp. 1-5.
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or Arnold Toynbee or Paul Kennedy or Charles Murray), there is another who has
looked forward to that event with glee. For the better part of three decades, America’s
preeminent thinkers and critics—from Norman Mailer, Gore Vidal, Thomas Pynchon,
Christopher Lasch, Jonathan Kozol, and Garry Wills to Joseph Campbell, Joan Didion,
Susan Sontag, Jonathan Schell, Robert Heilbroner, Richard Sennett, Noam Chomsky,
Paul Goodman, Michael Harrington, E.L. Doctorow, and Kirkpatrick Sale, not to
mention Cornel West, Albert Gore, and the Unabomber—have advanced a picture of
American society far more frightening than anything pessimists like Charles Murray
or Kevin Phillips could come up with. As a critique of Western industrial society, it
dates back to the nineteenth century. In this point of view, modern society appears
as greedily materialistic, spiritually bankrupt, and devoid of humane values. Modern
people are always displaced, rootless, psychologically scarred, and isolated from one
another. They are, as the Unabomber puts it, “demoralized.” The key question now
becomes not if American society or Western civilization can be saved, but whether it
deserves to be saved at all.

We will term this darker, more radical vision of decline “cultural pessimism.” Cul-
tural pessimism embodies a particular view of modern history, exemplified by the title
of Oswald Spengler’s gloomy masterpiece, The Decline of the West. The modern world
and modern man, the cultural pessimist claims, are trapped in a process of deterio-
ration, exhaustion, and inevitable collapse. Cultural pessimism draws heavily on the
philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche and on his sweeping condemnation of the European
society of his day as “sick” and “decadent.” “There is an element of decay in everything
that characterizes modern man,” Nietzsche wrote in 1885. In fact, a straight line of de-
scent runs from Nietzsche and his disciples Martin Heidegger and Herbert Marcuse, to
the Unabomber and beyond: a line of descent that produced a single view of the mod-
ern West, summed up in Herbert Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man: “A comfortable,
smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom prevails in advanced industrial civilization,
a token of technical progress.” For the cultural pessimist, the momentous issue for the
future is not whether Western civilization will survive, but what will take its place.

In its original FEuropean context, cultural pessimism cut across the political and
ideological spectrum. Marcuse was a Marxist; Heidegger turned to Hitler with enthu-
siasm, Oswald Spengler with misgivings. Nietzsche despised all conventional political
labels. Cultural pessimism is an attack on modern Western culture that predates and
transcends adherence to any Marxist or socialist creed. If the leading voices of the an-
timodern chorus in America today come from the Left, figures like T.S. Eliot, William
Faulkner, Evelyn Waugh, Walker Percy, Malcolm Muggeridge, Alexander Solzhenitsyn,
and Thomas Molnar have managed to sustain the refrain from the Right as well.

Regardless of the country, regardless of the era, and regardless of political per-
suasion, all these authors have shared the same prophetic vision: the capitalist bour-
geois civilization of their day, whether in 1846 or 1886, 1946 or 1996, is doomed to
self-destruction. Capitalism is not just painful or difficult for those excluded from its
benefits, or capable of enormous physical destruction, or prone to outbursts of crass-
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ness and vulgarity, or forgetful of “the higher things” and its own spiritual traditions.
Cultural pessimism insists that the ordinary, normal course of civil society on the
Western model, as a capitalist or “commercial” society, resting on rational and scien-
tific principles, democratic political institutions, and self-consciously “modern” cultural
and social attitudes, awaits its own secular apocalypse. An inevitable doom hovers over
its products and achievements: as Oswald Spengler put it, by living in modern society
we must be “resigned to the fact of a late life.”) Modern man lives in a world that
is sliding ever deeper into the slough of despond, until some entirely new redemptive
order arises.

This cultural pessimist tradition has shaped our view of ourselves and our own so-
ciety in ways that we can scarcely realize. The ideas of the Unabomber, Third World
Marxist revolutionaries, Afrocentric scholars, Vice President Gore, Greenpeace, Robert
Bly, and Madonna all reflect, in different ways, its principal beliefs and assumptions.
From our current obsession with questions of “identity” and “diversity” to modern psy-
choanalysis and what is called “the therapeutic society,” cultural pessimism has given
us a rich and pungent, but ultimately a crabbed and self-limiting, view of modernity
and change.

Yet as the reader will discover, at the heart of this tradition is a fascinating paradox.
On the one hand, it contains a sobering message of gloom and doom: modern society is
systematically destroying itself. That declinist component has had its own despairing
practitioners, such as Jacob Burckhardt, Henry Adams, and Arnold Toynbee. But
cultural pessimism goes further and includes, paradoxically, a message of hope. Like
his Marxist colleagues, the cultural pessimist assures us that when our corrupt modern
society has finally ruined itself and vanishes, something better will replace it. This new
order, however, will not be primarily economic or political; it will involve instead the
demolition of Western culture as a totality.

This new order might take the shape of the Unabomber’s radical environmental
utopia. It might also be Nietzsche’s Overman, or Hitler’s Aryan National Socialism,
or Marcuse’s Utopian union of technology and Eros, or Frantz Fanon’s revolutionary
fellahin . Its carriers might be the ecologist’s “friends of the earth” or the multicultur-
alist’s “persons of color,” or the radical feminist’s New Amazons or Robert Bly’s New
Men. The particular shape of this future order will vary according to taste; however,
its most important virtue will be its totally non-, or even anti-Western, character. In
the end, what matters to the cultural pessimist is less what is going to be created than
what is going to be destroyed—mnamely, our “sick” modern society.

For the cultural pessimist, then, bad news is actually good news. He greets economic
depression, unemployment, world wars and conflicts, and environmental disasters with
barely concealed glee, since these events all foreshadow the final destruction of modern

(1) Spengler , Decline of the West , Vol. 1, p. 40.
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civilization. Like the biblical prophets of old, the modern prophets of pessimism know
that the worse things get, the better they will be.(!?)

Most people today are barely aware of this other, almost sadistically redemptive,
component of the pessimist tradition. Instead, the sowing of despair and self-doubt
has become so pervasive that we accept it as a normal intellectual stance—even when
it is directly contradicted by our own reality.

(12) Historian Ernest Tuveson has even argued that the modern idea of progress actually spring from
Christian doctrines of the millenium and the return of Christ’s kingdom: that progress, even in its
Marxist version, is a secularized version of the Apocalypse. See Millenium and Utopia: A Study in the
Background of the Idea of Progress .
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Part One: The Languages of
Decline



Chapter 1: Progress, Decline, and
Decadence

Everything degenerates in the hands of men.

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau

The idea of decline is actually a theory about the nature and meaning of time. So is
the idea of progress. The notion of history as progress stands largely discredited today
among intellectuals, and especially among historians. They debate instead the origins
and history of “the idea of Progress” and how it has served as a powerful cultural “myth”
in Western thought.("® The origin and significance of the myth of decline have attracted
less notice. Yet the two ideas are actually opposite sides of the same coin. Every theory
of progress has also contained a theory of decline, since “inevitable” historical laws can
just as easily shift in reverse as move forward. Likewise, whenever we meet a theory
about the decline of Western civilization, we can probably find lurking underneath a
theory of progress.

Virtually every culture past or present has believed that men and women are not
up to the standards of their parents and forebears. In the earliest Greek literature,
Homer’s Iliad, we find a description of Ajax picking up with one hand a chunk of
stone, “which the sturdiest youngster of our generation would have found difficult to
lift with both hands.”('* Two hundred years later, in the seventh century B.C., the poet
Hesiod saw the entire cosmos governed by a process of generational decay, beginning
with a golden age when gods ruled and men lived in peace and harmony, followed by
a silver age, a bronze age, and finally an iron age when men are forced to live by the
sweat of their brow and suffer their fate (at the hands of landlords, kings—and wives).
The resemblance of Hesiod’s iron age to the expulsion from the Garden of Eden is
striking; but “iron age” is also the translation of the Kali Yuga of Hindu and Vedic
religion, the last and worst of all human epochs, when “the strong, the cunning, the
daring, and the reckless” rule the world. Similar myths appear in Confucian China;

(13) Bury , Idea of Progress ; Teggart , Theory and Processes of History ; Van Doren , Idea of Progress
; Nisbet , History of the Idea of Progress . See also A. J. Todd , Theories of Social Progress (New York,
1918).

(14 Tliad , trans. E.V. Rieu (Harmondsworth, 1950), p. 231.
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among the Aztecs, Zoroastrians, Laplanders, and numerous Native American tribes;
and in Icelandic and Irish sagas, not to mention the Book of Genesis.(?

To whom can I speak today?
The iniquity that strikes the land
Has no end.

To whom can I speak today?
There are no righteous men,
The earth is surrendered to criminals.(9

The sentiments seem recognizably modern, even though the author actually lived
in Egypt’s Middle Kingdom, circa 2000 B.C.

Why is this sense of decline common to all cultures? It may simply reflect the human
experience of bodily changes from childhood to maturity and the inevitable decay of
physical and mental capacity in old age. The collective memory of the past tends to
be of a world endowed with powers that now seem lost. In fact, those endowments and
losses seem to form the key stages of human existence itself, which Shakespeare would
sum up as the Seven Ages of Man.

The genius of the Greeks was to expand this basic physical self-awareness into a
philosophy of the nature of time and change. For the Greeks, time is change: what we
were and what we have now—good, bad, or indifferent, but perhaps especially good—
comes to an end. The philosopher Heraclitus saw the entire cosmos as governed by a
single law of change: “Everything is in flux, and nothing is at rest.” Sophocles’ Oedipus
understood this all too well:

Time destroys all things,

No one is safe from death except the gods.

The earth decays, the flesh decays,

Trust among men withers, and distrust takes its place. Friends turn on
friends,

And cities upon cities,

With time all things change: delight

Into bitterness, even hatred into love.(?)

The Greek word for time, chronos , was also the name of the god who devoured his
own children.

(1) Zimmer , Philosophies of India , p. 106; Levin , Myth of the Golden Age in the Renaissance , pp.
9-10.

(16) Quoted in H. Frankfurt , Ancient Egyptian Religion (Chicago, 1948), p. 143.

(17 Sophocles , Oedipus at Colonus , 608-15 (the translation in mine).
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A sense of the transitory nature of human existence permeated both Greek and
Roman literary culture.! It underlay the myth of Arcadia, the imaginary pastoral
paradise where shepherds and shepherdesses enjoyed the pleasures of life with none of
the sorrows, as well as the motto carpe diem . Life was too short, and happiness too
fleeting, to permit any postponement of gratification.

Tomorrow, do thy worst, for I have lived today;
Be fair or foul or rain or shine,

The joys I have possessed in spite of Fate are mine ...(1®)

But the Greco-Roman view of time also contained the conviction that events do
not occur at random but according to a repetitive cycle, from birth, life, decline, and
death to rebirth. The Greek term for this cycle was “revolution,” anakuklosis . Plato
saw the Greek city-states evolving according to a recurrent cycle. The Greek historian
Polybius theorized that political systems followed a series of revolutions as monarchy
decayed into tyranny, leading to aristocracy, which decayed into oligarchy, which led
in turn to democracy followed by anarchy, requiring the restoration of one-man rule or
monarchy.(!” The medieval version of this cycle was Fortune’s wheel. Man was held in
the hands of fate like the thread on a spinning wheel. By rotating the wheel, Fortune
raises some men up as kings and heroes and popes, and then with another turn of the
crank sends them back down again. Their fame is purely “fortuitous,” with no rhyme
or reason.>(")

Man’s one resource in the face of Fortune and blind circumstance was his virtue.
Originally, virtus meant courage in battle, but it came to include manly integrity in
all spheres of life. Virtue was the inner strength necessary to overcome the “slings
and arrows of outrageous Fortune,” as Shakespeare put it, and to forge one’s own
destiny. Virtue’s emblem was Hercules, the hero and slayer of monsters whose physical
strength enabled him to defy impossible odds. Hercules was by far the most popular
god both in the ancient world and during the Renaissance, the hopeful symbol of the
individual’s ability to determine the direction of his own life against blind fate.?") In
the Middle Ages, virtue took on Christian overtones and Fortune became identified

! For example, Marcus Aurelius observes in his Meditations: “Reflect how speedily in this life the
things of today are buried under those of tomorrow, even as one layer of drifting sand is quickly covered
by the next.”

2 It says something about the fundamental optimism of American culture that it transformed “the
wheel of Fortune” from a symbol of bleak fatalism into the chance for instant cash.

(13) Horace , Odes , Bk. I, XXIX, pp. 41-48 (the translation is by John Dryden).

(19 Polybius , The Rise of the Roman Empire (Harmondsworth, 1979), pp. 309-10.

(20) Egell , Fortune’s Merry Wheel ; Patch , Goddess Fortune in Medieval Literature .

(21) G. Karl Galinsky , The Heracles Theme: Adaptations of the Hero in the Literature from Homer
to the Twentieth Century (Totowa, NJ, 1972); Patch , Goddess Fortune in Medieval Literature ; Pocock

, Machiavellian Moment .
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with sin, the realm of corrupt flesh and the Devil. In the Renaissance, Machiavelli
revived the opposition between Virtue and Fortune in pagan guise. As the author of
The Prince explained, “Fortune is a woman,” who requires a strong man to tame her
and control her. For that reason, “she is always well disposed toward younger men,
since they are less cautious and more aggressive.”

Virtue versus Fortune, virtue versus corruption, and still later the clash between
Kultur and Zivilisation : in each case, history is determined by an inevitable conflict
between human character and impersonal fate. The ancient Greeks believed that this
conflict made possible the growth of knowledge and the arts, as man struggled against
primal nature and the surrounding darkness, as in the myth of Prometheus. Similarly,
Plato’s philosopher struggles against the forces of ignorance and opinion as he ascends
from the shadowy Cave of Illusions to the pure Realm of Ideas. The historian Thucy-
dides saw the same struggle transforming Greece from rude barbarism to the city-state
or polis .*? In the end, however, there was no escape from fate. Even the gods were
ruled by its decrees; all must eventually return into the primal darkness, or chaos in
Greek, and start anew.

That is, until one day someone arrives who has so much virtue (plus the unanimous
support of the gods) that he manages to halt the relentless cycle of doom and set it in
reverse, restoring the lost Golden Age. In the classical world, that man turned out to
be Augustus Caesar; the restored Golden Age was imperial Rome:

Ours is the crowning era foretold in prophecy;

Born of time, a great new cycle of centuries Begins. Justice returns to earth,
the Golden Age

Returns, and its first born comes down from heaven ...

With him shall hearts of iron cease, and hearts of gold

Inherit the whole earth ... Thus have the Fates spoken,

In unison with the unshakeable intent of Destiny.

Virgil’s “Fourth Eclogue” was composed in 40 B.C. to celebrate Augustus’s victory
at Actium over Marc Antony and Cleopatra. Virgil proclaimed that fate, instead of
being pitted against humanity, was now on its side. With destructive Fortune stopped
in its course, there was no limit to the possibilities for empire, both in time and space.

Caesar Augustus, son of a god, destined to rule ...

his empire shall expand

Past Garamants and Indians to a land beyond the zodiac
And the suns yearly path.

The cyclic motion of Fortune and history now becomes the “translation of empire”

from east to west following the course of the sun, from the empires of the Orient, Egypt,

(22) Cf. Peloponnesian War , B. One, Ch. 1, and Edelstein , Idea of Progress in Classical Antiquity ,
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and the Middle East (whose rulers likewise conjoined a heavenly and earthly order) to
the Greeks and then to Augustus and his successors.

The myth of universal empire sustained Roman imperial propaganda until the age
of Justinian. It proposed a new role for human rulers: creating a dominion based not on
conquest or even heroic virtue, but on universal harmony—“to practice men in the art
of peace” by dissolving contingent difference into a single immortal whole. The human
arts and sciences would flourish and any hint of conflict—or decline—would vanish.
For premodern Europeans, then, empire and imperialism had positive, not negative,
connotations. Imperial Rome’s various successors and imitators took up the mission
of establishing a universal empire that would be global, permanent, and harmonious.
It influenced that central Christian image of Christ on Judgment Day, the “king of
kings” into whose universal empire all previous and present ones would be dissolved.
To late-antique Christians, Rome’s universal empire had seemed to presage Christ’s
Catholic (in Greek, the katholikos or “universal”) Church:

What is the secret of Rome’s historical destiny? It is that God wills the unity of
mankind.... Hitherto the whole earth from east to west had been rent asunder by
continuous strife. To end this madness God has taught the nations to be obedient to
the same laws and to all become Romans. Now we see mankind living in a single city....
This is the meaning of all the victories and triumphs of the Roman Empire: the Roman
peace has prepared the way for the coming of Christ.®

Charlemagne and the German Holy Roman emperors all strove to build this single
“Christian empire” during the Middle Ages, while in the age of absolutism a series of
secular rulers, from England’s Elizabeth I to the “sun king” Louis XIV, appealed to
the same expansive, irenic ideal.*%

For the pagan world, the best that could be hoped for in a world governed by
fate was a fixed stability in time. Universal empire was a kind of stalemate with
history: it promised that the future would bring nothing bad, but also nothing new.
But Christianity, through its Hebrew antecedents, introduced a different perspective.
Time was governed not by fate but by the will of Yahweh. History’s movement was
no longer cyclical but linear, running from Genesis to Judgment Day, according to
God’s purpose. “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” He tells His faithful. “I am the first
and the last.” In the new linear view, the future becomes more important than the
past in determining man’s meaningful relations with other men, as humanity pushes
irresistibly forward to Christ’s Second Coming. A future event and final purpose—the
millennium or return of Christ to govern his universal empire—directs all of history
and our actions in it.()

pp. 30-31.
(23) A.C. Prudentius (b. 384 A.D.), quoted in Dawson , Making of Europe , p. 40.
(24 Yates , Astraea ; Burke , Images of the Sun King .
(%5 Tuveson , Millennium and Utopia .
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The central text for the millennialist perspective on history was the New Testa-
ment’s Book of the Revelation of St. John, or (in its Greek version) the Book of the
Apocalypse. From the apocalyptic perspective, the things in the world are never as
they seem. The beast with seven heads and ten horns, symbolizing the Roman Empire
under Nero, seems powerful and immortal. All the world “worshiped the beast, saying,
who is like unto the beast? Who is able to make war with him?” (13:4). But the beast is
actually weak and insignificant, because he has no place in God’s final purpose. As the
angel explains, “The beast that thou sawest was, and is not; and shall ascend out of the
bottomless pit, and go into perdition; and they that dwell on the earth shall wonder
.. (17:8). The Empire of the Beast and the Scarlet Woman will, improbably enough,
be destroyed by the Lamb and his followers, the then tiny Christian sect, since they
are the Lord’s Anointed. In history, it is the rebel, not the ruler, who finally emerges
victorious. “These shall make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb shall overcome them;
for he is Lord of lords, and King of kings; and they that are with him are called, and
chosen, and faithful” (17:14). The apocalyptic prophet brings comfort to the oppressed
and afflicted by pronouncing God’s doom on the status quo, and announcing what will
take its place.

This apocalyptic view found its first practical application in A.D. 410 when Saint
Augustine, bishop of Hippo in North Africa, learned that Rome had fallen to the
Visigoth barbarians. Augustine told his dismayed parishioners that this was not the
end of the world, but a glorious new beginning. He announced that the fall of Rome
opened the way to the building of a Christian world order to replace the corrupt earthly
Babylon of paganism. He called this future eternal city the New Jerusalem, in which
all the faithful will be finally united with God once and forever.

Augustine’s City of God became the foundation of Christian theology in the me-
dieval West. The Catholic Church, which already had established its base in Rome,
quickly identified itself with this New Jerusalem, and the notion that papal Rome
was indeed the Eternal City became an imperishable part of the Church’s self-image.
But all through the Middle Ages a tension remained between a Church establishment
that identified itself as the new universal empire and the apocalyptic identification of
earthly empire with the Antichrist. A succession of prophets and rebels—Joachim of
Fiore, John Wycliffe, Jan Hus, and Savonarola—insisted that the Roman Apostolic
Church in fact bore the mark of the beast. More often than not these rebels ended
up at the stake, and the Church’s claim to power remained unshaken. But then one
managed to elude his persecutors and create his own “true Reformed church.” For Mar-
tin Luther, the Catholic Church was nothing more or less than Babylon—*it would be
no wonder,” he wrote in 1520, “if God would rain fire and brimstone from heaven and
sink Rome into the abyss, as He did Sodom and Gomorrah of old”—and the pope the
Antichrist. “If he is not,” Luther exclaimed, “then somebody tell me who is!”(?6)

(26) “To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation,” in Three Treatises by Martin Luther, pp. 35, 86.
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Protestants and Catholics alike explained the religious wars of sixteenth-century
Europe in terms of the Apocalypse and the struggle against a menacing Antichrist.
Salvation seemed to require the violent and catastrophic destruction of everything
that had come before, as massacres and atrocities mounted on both sides. Only with
the ebbing of sectarian passions in the seventeenth century did a new, less catastrophic
vision of history as redemption emerge: the idea of Progress.

Progress and Civilization

On the eve of the modern era, then, there were numerous ways that Europeans
could talk about change, time, and history. There was the myth of the Golden Age,
with its appeal to what the poet Petrarch called dolce tempo della prima etade (“that
sweet time of man’s first stage”) and its awareness of the relentless decay of time.
There was the cyclical anakuklosis of the Greeks, refurbished as Fortune versus virtue
and then as virtue versus corruption. There were invocations of universal empire, par-
ticularly among Europe’s absolutist rulers, and of millennium and apocalypse among
their opponents. Yet despite their great differences, all these theories of time remained
ultimately pessimistic about the fate of the world of the flesh. Any true hope for man,
they taught, lay in the world of the spirit, with God and His law of eternity.

However, by the Renaissance, thinkers were recognizing that the world of the flesh
was subject to its own God-given natural laws. The idea of natural law meant that the
will of God governs our daily affairs in the form of divine Providence, that benevolent
and curiously detached vigilance God keeps over all His creatures. The great natural
law philosophers—Hugo Grotius, John Locke, Samuel Pufendorf, and Giambattista
Vico—were all working on variations of this single simple insight, that the natural
laws governing human behavior were also the laws of God.?” And since God’s will
always works to good ends, the same must be true of the laws governing our individual
lives and, even more significantly, our collective history. The Neopolitan churchman
Giambattisto Vico saw all of human history moving through three successive corsi
(“cycles”) under the guidance of God’s will as Providence.®® Vico also started the
custom of dividing history into distinct civilizations, each of which illustrated Vico’s
Christianized anakuklosis . Every historical people, he claimed, began with an archaic
age of kings and priests and primitive myths, followed by an age of heroes and epic
struggles, leading to an age of empire and universal dominion, which then broke apart
and declined into barbarism, causing the cycle to begin again.

Vico’s empirical historical bent remained unusual, but his penchant for using cross-
cultural comparisons to construct a single “universal history” typified the Englighten-
ment. The Enlightenment mind also embraced Vico’s other assumption, that human
society was part of a larger rational and benevolent natural order.

(27 E.g., Tully , A Discourse Concerning Property .
(28) Vico , New Science of History .
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Living in the shadow of the religious wars, Thomas Hobbes had concluded that
men’s natural instincts led to a “war of all against all.” A half century later, the natural
law philosopher Francis Hutcheson argued that human society grew out of man’s innate
sociability or desire to be with others—the “natural bonds of beneficence and humanity
in all.” Hutcheson served as mentor to a generation of Enlightenment thinkers, includ-
ing David Hume and Adam Smith. Although these men would become more skeptical
about humanity’s prospects than their great teacher, the so-called Scottish school did
remain true to Hutcheson’s basic supposition. A single, universal set of natural bonds
underpins all human communities throughout history, and these develop in increas-
ing complexity—from family, tribe, and clan to community and empire—according
to the same regular pattern. This was Europe’s first secular theory of Progress, or
“civilization.”

Being “civilized” had originally meant living under Roman, or “civil,” law; but at
the dawn of the Renaissance it had come to denote a way of life and law distinct from
that of barbarism. It included prohibitions against murder, incest, and cannibalism;
belief in a transcendant creative divinity; respect for property and legal contracts;
and essential social institutions such as marriage, friendship, and the family. How did
people learn these standards? Through collective reason, since these “laws” were not
written down or dictated, but discovered directly in people’s daily dealings with each
other. These laws were referred to as “natural,” suggesting that being civilized meant,
above all, learning to live in accordance with natural law rather than mere instinct or
habit.

The term civilisation originally appeared in France. At first civilisé was synonymous
with providing good government or being “well policed” (policé). Soon, however, civil-
isation denoted more than just a specific form of government; it referred to a process
that moved people from customs ( moeurs ), institutions, and a material existence that
was identified as primitive, to one that was more sophisticated or “civilized.” Civiliza-
tion was an historical process. It had a beginning and an end; it made people different,
but also better, than they had been in their primitive or savage state.?

Civilization made its forward march from primitive solitude and barbarism to mod-
ern or “civil society” in four stages. In his presocial solitary state of nature, man roams
helpless and alone; then he forms primitive pastoral and nomadic communities, such as
the Hottentot bushmen and Plains Indians of America; the third stage is the agrarian
stage, in which men make their living from fixed possession of the land; which leads
finally to the civil or commercial stage, in which men shift their social and economic
lives from the village and farm to the city and its urban attributes.

3 There was also some resistance to the term. James Boswell visited Samuel Johnson in 1772 as
the latter was revising his famous dictionary, and the new word came up. “He [Johnson] would not
admit civilisation ” Boswell wrote afterwards, “but only civility. With great deference to him, I thought
civilisation , from to civilize, better in the sense opposed to barbarity, than civility.” From the point of
view of later English usage, it was Boswell who won the argument.
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This progress is first of all an economic advance, as men and women earn their living
in increasingly productive ways, from foraging to herding to agriculture to trade and
industry. But it also involves a steady cultural advance. Man finds himself connected
to more and more people in more complex and mutually beneficial ways; other human
beings are no longer just competitors for a bone to gnaw on or the meager fare from the
day’s hunt. They are family and friends, customers and colleagues, fellow citizens in a
common enterprise in whom we recognize the best part of ourselves. The rational part
of man’s personality increasingly discovers new and exciting outlets.* This results
in the development of the arts and sciences, literature and poetry: “The more these
refined arts advance,” wrote philosopher David Hume, “the more sociable men become.”

Civil society, or modern civilization, encompassed a human transformation that
Enlightenment thinkers summarized in the four catchphrases of civil society theory.
The first was the refinement of manners. Manners formed a society’s collective character
or virtue. “Manners,” Edmund Burke exclaimed, “are of more importance than laws” in
the secure foundation of human society. “They aid morals, they supply them, or they
totally destroy them.”®% Voltaire made them the principal subject of history itself.
As men become more rational, and as their society’s horizons become less narrow,
their manners lose their earlier parochialism. Society’s tastes in literature and the
arts become, in a word, civilized (in fact, the French simply translated the English
word “refinement” as civilisation ). Refinement of manners brings a tolerance for those
of different political and religious views: no more Inquisitions or religious wars. Men
look for a rational rather than mythic understanding of the workings of nature, which
we call science. Refinement also encourages a more sympathetic appreciation of the
intrinsic worth of other human beings, including (or especially) women, who were, the
Englightenment agreed, an important influence on raising the standard of society’s
manners and morals.®)

Refined manners were closely connected with the second important virtue of civi-
lization, the rise of politeness, a word with the same root as “polished” and “finished.”
The third Earl of Shaftesbury, English moralist and philosopher, used the term to
describe people as well as objects, and saw it as the happy result of modern urban life:
“We polish one another, and rub off our corners and rough sides by a sort of amicable
collision.” These multiple contacts teach us that we must treat others with respect,
or civility, and that we owe a due regard for their interests as well as our own.®?
Politeness was more than just a question of good manners (as we would say today). It
opens up our true nature as rational, social, and moral beings.

Yet the cultural and social transformations of refinement and politeness were only
symptoms of a third phenomenon that served as the central mechanism of human

(39 Quoted in Pocock , Virtue, Commerce, and Liberty , p. 49.

(31) Cf. Burke ’s remarks on women and the development of chivalry in Reflections on the Revolution
in France , and Muller , Adam Smith in His Time and Ours , pp. 126-30.

(32) “Sensus communis,” in Characteristics (1711; New York, 1967), p. 46.

(29 Davie , Philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment ; Hont and Ignatieff , eds. Wealth and Virtue .

29



improvement: the growth of commerce. Modern civil society was above all a commer-
cial society. The systematic exchange of goods and services with others opened up a
dimension of the rational mind that remained closed under more primitive economic
conditions. “Commerce tends to wear off those prejudices which maintain distinction
and animosity between nations,” historian William Robertson wrote in 1769. “It softens
and polishes the manners of men. It unites them, by one of the strongest of all ties,
the desire of supplying their mutual wants.”%3)

It became a commonplace to say, as we do today, that a market economy depends
on people pursuing their own self-interest. But self-interest to a student of civil society
such as Adam Smith did not mean avarice or greed. Those were the typical antisocial
attitudes of a more primitive state of economy and society, in which the fear of mate-
rial scarcity is genuine and real. Instead, self-interest in a civilized or “polite” society
involves the rational desire to provide goods and services at a profit to an equally
self-interested consumer. For the eighteenth century, commerce not only produced the
“wealth of nations,” it was also the primary mechanism of achieving human progress
and turning men from beasts into civilized beings.

In 1803, the liberal political economist Francis Jeffrey identified the middle class or
“middling ranks” as the social stratum in which this progress took place. The reasonable,
sober, polite, and industrious manners of the middle classes (in French, la bourgeoisie
), Jeffrey argued, form the cutting edge of civilization’s moral, economic, and social
improvement, which trickles down to the other ranks of society.%

Civilized commercial society brings one final crucial advance. This is the capacity
for self-government or liberty. Each previous stage of the civilizing process had like-
wise created its appropriate form of governance, from no government at all in the
state of nature, to the patriarchal chieftain and clan leader, to the feudal lord and king
of Europe’s Middle Ages. As commercial society encourages men to be autonomous
and responsible in the economic and cultural sphere, so it encourages the same capac-
ity in the political sphere, as men learn to throw off “servile dependency upon their
superiors.”® Dependency, especially on political and religious authority, is the dis-
tinguishing mark of a barbarous and primitive society, while autonomy—Iliberty—is
the mark of a modern and civilized one. Adam Smith and his contemporaries saw the
British constitution and its American offshoot as products of “modern liberty” and
the ongoing political advance of civil society. For the French liberal historian Frangois
Guizot, the same advance reached the European continent via the French Revolution,
when the bourgeoisie was finally able to assume a political role to match its impor-
tance in Europe’s economic progress. Among those who agreed with that judgment
(although little else) would be Karl Marx. %)

(33) Robertson , The Progress of Society in Europe , p. 67.

(34 Burrow , Collini , and Winch , That Noble Science of Politics , pp. 54-55.
(3) Smith , Wealth of Nations (Harmondsworth, 1970), B. IIL, p. 508.

(36) Guizot , The History of Civilization in Europe , p. 11.
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From the point of view of civil society theory, then, history consisted of a general
movement toward modern commercial “opulence,” as Adam Smith termed it, conjoined
with mankind’s ascent from the ignorant savage to the modern Londoner or Parisian.
As Guizot put it, the idea of progress was inseparable from the idea of civilization.
Progress gave the modern European urban-dweller his taste for fine art and music, his
scientific rational understanding of the world, and his instinctive distaste for violence,
cruelty, superstition, and political despotism. It was this “onward march,” as another
British philosopher, Arthur Balfour, explained more than a century later, “which for
more than one thousand years had been characteristic of Western civilization.”")

The first thinker to suggest that this civilizing process had reached its height in
modern Europe was the French philosopher A.R.J. Turgot. More than any other so-
ciety or civilization in history, Turgot argued, FEurope had managed to overcome the
barbaric and savage part of its collective personality. Its ongoing rational and scientific
character was the emblem of its success. At the same time, that in no way implied
that progress was exclusively a European possession. Turgot and his disciple Condorcet
looked forward to a day when, thanks to “the successive changes in human society,” the
sun will shine “on an earth of none but free men, with no master save reason; for tyrants
and slaves, priests and their stupid or hypocritical tools, will have disappeared.” After
all, Turgot’s friend the baron d’Holbach argued, “the savage man and the civilised;
the white man, the red man, and the black man; Indian and European, Chinaman
and Frenchman, Negro and Laplander have the same nature. The differences between
them are only modifications of that common nature produced by climate, government,
education, opinions, and the various causes which operate on them.”®¥) The German
philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte pointed out that “the most civilized nations of
modern times are the descendants of savages,” and so present-day primitive peoples
will in future become civilized in their turn. “It is the vocation of our race to unite
itself into one single body,” he wrote in 1800, “all possessed of a similar culture,” which
will be the highest and most perfect (that is, the most civilized) in history.?

European civilization had a dual and paradoxical nature for the Enlightenment. On
the one hand, it sprang from very particular and distinct historical processes, involving
differences of “climate, government, education, opinions, and the various causes which
operate on them.” But on the other, it provided a universal standard for the benefit
of all humanity everywhere. The result was a kind of natural convergence of human
progress and Europe’s dominant role in the world. As “the human mind [is| enlightened,”
A.R.J. Turgot explained, “manners are softened and isolated nations are brought closer
to one together. Finally commercial and political ties unite all parts of the globe; and
the whole human race ... advances, ever slowly, towards greater perfection.... At last

(37 Quoted in Laffey , Civilization and Its Discontented , p. 22.
(33) Quoted in Bury , Idea of Progress , p. 167.
(39) On Fichte, see Nisbet , History of the Idea of Progress , pp. 274-75; the quotation from Dugald

Stewart is in That Noble Science of Politics , p. 35.
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all the shadows are dispelled; and what a light shines out on all sides! What a host of
great men in every sphere! What perfection of human reason!*(*")

Civilization’s progress created a momentum of its own; like Augustine’s Heavenly
City, it existed apart from human wishes.*!) As the cliché says, You can’t stop progress.
The English writer William Godwin declared in 1798, “As improvements have long
continued to be incessant, so there is no chance but that they will go on.” Yet there
was also a keen awareness that this improvement could be a transformative as well
as a cumulative process, in which each stage of civilization’s advance required the
destruction of what came before. Edward Gibbon made this the central theme of the
most famous work of Enlightenment history, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
(1776).

Gibbon took up the central episode of the apocalyptic and Augustinian view of
history, the fall of the Roman Empire, and turned it inside out. In one sense he proved
Augustine correct: the rise of modern Europe did require the destruction of its corrupt
ancient predecessor. But Gibbon’s historical view was triumphantly secular. The deca-
dence of Rome turned out to be an economic and political crisis rather than a moral
one. Rome’s global dominion had produced a bankrupt ruling class, an impoverished
peasantry, an insolent and overconfident army, and an emperorship that had become
the plaything of madmen and degenerates. Gibbon suggested that “instead of inquir-
ing why the Roman empire was destroyed, we should rather be surprised that it had
subsisted so long.”

Huge, shambling, and ill-conceived, the Roman Empire had insoluble problems that
left it exposed to its enemies: not only barbarous Goths, Vandals, and Huns, but also
Christianity. “The decline of Rome was the natural and inevitable result of immoderate
greatness,” Gibbon declared.’

Gibbon’s conception of the Roman Empire as doomed to self-destruction by its
own success had a profound impact on the modern historical imagination. All great
empires and societies reach an end point, it suggested, a point of no return, after

4 Voltaire summarized the same position more succinctly and prosaically in his Age of Louis XIV
(1751): “We may believe that reason and industry will progress more and more; that the useful arts will
be improved; that of the evils which have afflicted men, prejudices, which are not their least scourge,
will gradually disappear among all those that govern nations.”

® Did Rome’s fate await the modern British Empire, as many of his contemporaries predicted?
Gibbon himself said no. Material progress, politeness, and refinement—"the system of arts and laws
and manners which so advantageously distinguish, above the rest of mankind, the Europeans and their
colonies”—made such a repeat performance impossible. A modern, civilized, and commercial society like
Britain was not, could not be, ancient Rome. “The experience of four thousand years should enlarge our
hopes and diminish our apprehensions,” Gibbon wrote. “No people, unless the face of nature is changed,
will relapse into their original barbarism.”(*?)

(40) Meek , ed., Turgot on Progress, Sociology and Economics , pp. 55-59.
(1) See Becker , Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers .
(42) Quoted in Beckson , ed., Aesthetes and Decadents , p. xxx; Hansen , Disaffections and Decadence

, pp. 4-5.
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which they must inevitably be replaced by something else. “The course of empire”
necessarily embodied a cycle of growth, decay, and destruction. This was described by
historian John Anthony Froude in these terms: “Virtue and truth produced strength,
strength dominion, dominion riches, riches luxury, and luxury weakness and collapse—
fatal sequence repeated so often.” The possibility that modern civilization might one
day disappear despite its material and political endowments would haunt the later
eighteenth century, and marked a sharp detour from the earlier, more optimistic view
of the European future.*?

Of course, no civilization completely disappears. Even the most remote and archaic
leaves behind physical evidence in the form of ruins. The later Enlightenment was
fascinated by ancient ruins. Recent archeological discoveries in Athens, Pompeii, and
Egypt fed speculation about the fate of empires and civilizations. Gibbon himself was
sitting in the ruins of the Roman Forum when he was inspired to write his Decline
and Fall. These ancient monuments stood as mute warnings to the eighteenth-century
imagination, symbols of past worlds not unlike our own, which likewise was heedlessly
heading to its doom.®**

Count Constantine de Volney’s Les Ruines , published in 1787, proved enormously
popular and influential. It even inspired Napoleon to take Volney with him on his
expedition to Egypt in 1798. Subtitled “Meditation on the Revolution of Empires,”
Les Ruines was a reverie on the fragile nature of civilization itself, and an important
document of early Romanticism. Standing in front of a pile of broken marble columns
at the edge of a great desert, Volney mused:

Here once flourished an opulent city; here was the seat of a powerful empire. Yes!
these places, now wild and desert, were once animated by a living multitude; a busy
crowd circulated in these streets now solitary. Within these walls, where now reigns the
silence of death, resounded incessantly the noise of the arts, and the shouts of joy and
festivity; these piles of marble were regular palaces; these fallen columns adorned the
majesty of temples.... here industry, parent of enjoyments, collected the riches of all
climates ... and now behold what remains of this powerful city; a miserable skeleton!
... The wealth of a commercial city is changed into hideous poverty, the palaces of
kings become the den of wild beasts ... Ah, how has so much glory been eclipsed! how
have been annihilated so many labours! Thus do perish the works of men! thus vanish
empires and nations!*?

Volney had turned the ancient motif of the destructiveness of time against civil soci-
ety itself. When the Swiss historian Carl Vollgraff later described all of human history

(43) Gibbon , Decline and Fall , Vol. 2, pp. 267; 442-43.

(#4) See Pocock , “David Hume and the American Revolution: Thoughts of a Dying North Briton,”
in Virtue, Commerce, and Liberty, pp. 125-41.

(45 The so-called Gothic revival in architecture and art was part of the same melancholy obsession.
Rosenblum , Transformations in Late-Eighteenth-Century Art , pp. 112-20.
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as a “colossal collection of ruins,”“%) he was expressing the same sense of melancholy

fatalism that Volney first injected into the Romantic imagination.

So there was an inevitable price to be paid for progress. In 1794, the Reverend
Robert Malthus worried that commercial society’s growth in affluence, and consequent
rise in population, must eventually outstrip its ability to feed itself. The result would
be starvation, destitution, and ruin. “The great question is now at issue, whether man
shall henceforth start forwards with accelerated velocity toward illimitable and hitherto
unconceived improvement; or be condemned to a perpetual oscillation between happi-
ness and misery.”*” Malthus also introduced the disturbing image of modern commer-
cial society’s “accelerated velocity,” spinning it mindlessly on toward more and more
progress, both exhilarating and disorienting to those caught up in it. Civil society’s
linear progression was beginning to resemble the rapid revolutions of Fortune’s wheel.
One hundred years later, the sight of a giant rotating electric dynamo—*revolving
within arm’s length at some vertiginous speed”—would become for Henry Adams the
symbol of progress itself.6

Jean-Jacques Rousseau drew up the definitive balance sheet of civilization and bar-
barism for the late Enlightenment. Originally a native of republican Geneva and a self-
styled lover of political liberty (in 1762 he published The Social Contract), Rousseau
attacked virtually every “progressive” aspect of his own century. Everything his pre-
decessors had praised about the civilizing process Rousseau subjected to a harsh and
critical analysis. Refinement in the arts and sciences, politeness in social relations,
commerce and modern government were not improving men’s morals, Rousseau pro-
claimed, but making them infinitely worse. Luxury, greed, vanity, self-love, self-interest
were all civilization’s egregious by-products. “Man is born free,” he wrote in the first
sentence of The Social Contract, “and is everywhere in chains™—the chains imposed
by civil society.

Rousseau reversed the poles of civilization and barbarism. His paeans of praise for
primitive man, the “noble savage” (not his term) who lives in effortless harmony with
nature and his fellow human beings, were meant as a reproach against his refined
Parisian contemporaries. But they were also a reproach against the idea of history
as progress. “All subsequent progress has been so many steps in appearance towards
the improvement of the individual,” he wrote, “but so many steps in reality towards
the decrepitude of the species.” Ownership of property gave birth to competition and
exploitation; complex social interaction gave birth to pride and envy. The arts made
men soft and effeminate. Human beings became physically weak, unhappy, and highly
strung. Worst of all, the progress of civil society brought not political freedom, but its
opposite. It “irretrievably destroyed natural liberty, established for all time the law of
property and inequality ... and for the benefit of a few ambitious men subjected the

6 See Chapter 5.

(46) Volney , Ruins (1787; English translation, 1802), Vol. 1, pp. 6-8.
(47 Schneps , Vorldufer Spenglers .
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human race henceforth to labor, servitude, and misery.” He concluded one early essay
with this ironic prayer: “Almighty God, deliver us from the Enlightenment, and restore
us to ignorance, innocence, and poverty.”*®)

Rousseau was the first great critic of capitalism and the prophet of the failure of
civil society.” His example proved irresistible. On the eve of the French Revolution,
Rousseau’s disciples proclaimed that true happiness did not involve integration into
normal society, but liberation from it. When Rousseau’s dictum that “man is every-
where born free, but everywhere in chains” joined forces with the notion of the Volkstum
, or “nation,” as an historically rooted community older and stronger than commercial
society, the result was Romantic liberalism. As a political faith it inspired figures
such as Robespierre and Napoleon, and later swept along figures like Byron, Shelley,
and Giuseppe Mazzini. Personal freedom was the goal of human progress, Romantic
liberalism asserted, and democratic revolution was the means to attain it.

By 1800, the Enlightenment theory of civil society was not discredited, but it had
split apart. Man’s social progress and his moral advance now stood at odds. His virtue
and his innate desire for liberty now had to fight against the surrounding forces of
corruption, which included the sociopolitical order and civilization itself.

Progress Triumphant

The golden age is not behind us, but in front of us.

—Henri de Saint-Simon

The nineteenth century faced an ambiguous legacy. On one side was civil society the-
ory, teaching that human society makes men better. On the other stood Rousseau, pro-
claiming that it makes them worse. Although to their detractors the great nineteenth-
century prophets of progress such as Hegel, Auguste Comte, and Herbert Spencer
appear smug and self-assured, in fact they were trying desperately to balance both
sides of this Enlightenment heritage. Their great goal was to banish any contradiction
between advancing human institutions as defined by civil society theory and man’s
natural human aspirations as defined by Rousseau.

The great nineteenth-century prophets of progress proclaimed that what we must
be—time-bound social beings—and what we want to be—happy and free—will one

"It is worth remembering that Adam Smith had no illusions about what the triumph of the
commercial spirit and the division of labor’s emphasis on specialization might mean for those who were
part of it. “Another bad effect of commerce,” he wrote in The Wealth of Nations, “is that the minds of
men are contracted, and rendered incapable of elevation. Education is despised, or at least neglected,
and heroic spirit is almost utterly extinguished. To remedy these defects,” Smith concluded, “would be
an object worthy of serious attention.”

43) Quoted in Schwartz , Century’s End , p. 149.
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day be the same. They rejected both the political anarchy of romantic revolution and
the “spiritual anarchy” of a self-interested market society. They proclaimed a different
future, which was also historically predetermined. This was Progress with a capital P,
embossed with a metaphysical reality all its own.

At the same time, the nineteenth-century version of progress made explicit an issue
that had been only implicit in the Enlightenment. This was that the lone individual did
not have much choice in these matters. The social and economic processes that make
up civil society are large, complex, and inexorable. Those processes are themselves
governed by hidden but inevitable laws, including that of Progress itself. The civilized
individual is their product, rather than the other way around. One cannot choose to
remain outside the grip of those processes by deciding to turn oneself into a noble
savage or Pericles, or by trying to recover the lost virtues of a previous human epoch.
Human beings have become cogs in the wheels of history as they inevitably grind
forward.

The advice of the nineteenth-century prophets of Progress was to enjoy the ride.
But there was another, more frightening possibility. If those wheels grind on beyond
a certain optimum point and history begins to move downward rather forward, as it
had in the case of other great civilizations in the past, then the human being becomes
as helpless in the face of decline as he was in the face of progress. He is trapped, like
medieval man riding Fortune’s wheel, with no future and no escape.

Of course, the great founders of the nineteenth-century theories of Progress had
no such worries. Georg Friedrich Hegel, a distinguished professor of philosophy at the
University of Berlin until his death in 1831, used his famous theory of the dialectic to
keep both aspects of the Enlightenment’s view of man’s fate in society in focus. In the
dialectical perspective, things that seem to be opposites are in fact only prior stages
of a final reconciliation or synthesis. History is the story of the progress of civil society
and the story of human freedom, Hegel asserted. Humanity moves progressively toward
its own idea of freedom, which is the “self-contained existence” of each individual.® The
development of civil society does not put chains on the individual, as Rousseau claimed;
step by step, stage by stage, it strikes them off by giving him an understanding of his
own independent, creative powers. Art, literature, religion, science, and philosophy are
all transformed by the same historical process, which is to say Progress. Progress, Hegel
proclaimed, “is the boundless impulse of the world-spirit—the goal of its irresistible
urging.” Understanding how the spirit of Progress reaches every society and continent
on the globe required seeing world history as “founded on an essential and actual aim,
which actually is, and will be, realized in it—the Plan of Providence.”

“The first phase” of Hegel’s universal history of civilization “is the East.” The civi-
lizations of China, India, and the Middle East—the “Orient”—form the “childhood of

8 “If T am dependent, my being is referred to something else which I am not; I cannot exist inde-
pendently of something external. I am free, on the contrary, when my existence depends on myself.”(4%)

(49 Intimate Journals , p. 56.

36



history.” It was they that first laid bare the rational nature of the universe, created the
first systematic religions, and invented the notion of the state. The Greeks, who “may
then be compared with the period of adolescence,” invented the notion of the free indi-
vidual. “The consciousness of freedom first arose among the Greeks,” Hegel explained,
“and therefore they were free, but they, and the Romans likewise, knew only that some
are free—not man as such. The Greeks,” Hegel added, “therefore had slaves.”(®")

The Romans ushered in the “maturity” of humankind, when those same free individ-
uals (and their slaves) created a great material and political empire. Then came the
“German” or European world. “This,” Hegel noted, “would answer in comparison with
the periods of human life to Old Age. However, the Old Age of Nature is weakness;
but that of Spirit is its perfect maturity and strength.” By teaching that all men are by
their nature free, modern civilization represents the culmination of Progress. “Europe
is absolutely the end of history,” Hegel proclaimed, since “the History of the World is
nothing but the development of the Idea of Freedom.”®!)

For Hegel, modern Europe gives us the spectacle of man’s progress both as a
subject—as an autonomous rational and ethical being—and in terms of his objective
relations with others in civil society. Both of these branches of his progress culminate,
neatly enough, in the emerging nation-state.

As one prominent critic has said, Hegel is the father of the historical theory of the
nation, as well as of historical progress.(®” Hegel believed that any remaining discrepan-
cies in commercial society—all the issues that worried Rousseau, Malthus, and others
about inequalities of wealth, runaway self-interest, and the loss of human purpose—
would be finally and definitively resolved by this national state. “The state power,” he
explained, “is the achievement of all.”®® Greed and poverty disappear. People become
participants in a solid, stable “ethical social realm” ( Sittlichkeit ) created by the ex-
pansion of the state’s powers and its professional and enlightened civil servants. They
learn that freedom and reason are not at odds, as Rousseau had warned, but one and
the same: “In the ethical social realm, a human being has rights insofar as he has du-
ties, and duties insofar as he has rights.” In Hegel’s exalted view, this is what history
teaches, reason confirms, and the state makes possible.®%

Hegel’s version of progress not only focused the nineteenth century’s political imag-
ination on the role of the state, which Hegel called “the march of God on Earth.” It
also gave new impetus to the idea that mankind could rationally construct its own
salvation. Man’s final happiness is not some distant dream, Hegel announced, but is
taking place here and now, arising from the irresistible confluence of the progress of
human institutions and human aspirations. One of those he inspired in this direction
was Karl Marx.

50)
51)

(%0) Rousseau , Discourse on Inequality , pp. 115, 122.
(>1) Hegel , Philosophy of History , p. 17.

(%2) Tbid., pp. 105-06; 18.

(%3) Tbid., p. 456.

(54)

1) Popper , Open Society and Its Enemies , Vol. 2, p. 58.
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Karl Marx certainly qualifies as one of the nineteenth century’s most influential
prophets of Progress. His theory of history was constructed on the same foundations
as Hegel’s: the irresistible march of man’s freedom. However, Marx identified economics,
rather than politics, as the key that unlocks man’s progress through the law of class
struggle. Unlike Hegel, Marx denied that commercial society was the final stage of
man’s economic relations. A further stage lay beyond capitalism: socialism. For Marx
and his collaborator Engels, “the authority of the political state dies out,” because in
a classless society no one will require coercion to get what he wants. “Man,” Engels
wrote, “|will be| at last the master of his own form of social development. [He| becomes
at the same time the lord over nature, and his own master—free.”%)

As with Hegel’s nation-state, Marx’s Communism is the final reconciliation of man’s
desires and his relations in society. However, the transformation is more apocalyptic.
Capitalism faced a “day of reckoning,” Marx warned—misery and exploitation would
increase, to the point that the explosion of revolution would become irrepressible.
Marx saw bourgeois society as doomed to destruction “by its immoderate greatness”
(as Gibbon would have put it), but a new redemptive paradise, “the dictatorship
of the proletariat,” would take its place. The closing words of the 1848 Communist
Manifesto—“The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. Workers of the
world, unite!”—echo Rousseau as well as the aspirations of Romantic liberalism.

For both Hegel and Marx, history as Progress reaches an end point, beyond which it
can go no further. For Hegel’s contemporary Henri de Saint-Simon, it was not history
but technology and science that provided the key to human existence and happiness.
Originally a supporter of the French Revolution, Saint-Simon had become disillusioned
by its more radical excesses and turned away from politics. Instead, he became con-
vinced that the modern scientific mind would be able to create a new spiritual com-
munity in which all conflict and unhappiness would disappear.

As in Hegel, an enlightened bureaucratic elite would organize this perfect society.
But whereas Hegel’s bureaucrats are homegrown boys as it were, who have a keen
understanding of their society’s institutions and traditions, Saint-Simon’s dwell entirely
in the realm of abstract reason and material science. Their guiding principle is the
inevitable and infallible “law of Progress,” which determines human affairs just as the
law of gravity determines nature. “All we can do,” Saint-Simon suggested, “is to obey
this law with understanding, taking into account the course it prescribes for us instead
of being blindly pushed by it.” He termed it “our veritable Providence.”®6)

“Bureaucracy” and “technology” would later become disparaging and sinister terms.
But for Saint-Simon and his intellectual heir Auguste Comte, they seemed to promise
a new age of human progress and rational understanding of the world, akin to a new
religion. Comte’s “positive” philosophy delivered a redemptive message very similar to
Hegel’s. Our moral nature and social progress are not at odds, Comte explained, but

(%) Quoted in Nisbet , History of the Idea of Progress , p. 281.
(%6) Hegel , Philosophy of Right , Section 155.
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the same. “All human progress, political, moral, or intellectual, is inseparable from
material progression,” he wrote, meaning the growth of industry and science. Comte
termed the principles of man’s progressive social development “social physics.” He saw
it as only one part of a steady growth of a rational order in the universe, which will
eventually guarantee “a perfect harmony” in nature as well as society. “Ideas of order
and progress are, in social physics, as rigorously inseparable as the ideas of organization
and life in biology.”®")

Auguste Comte considered man’s perfection through modern society to be more
than just a utopian ideal. Because all existence enjoyed a relentlessly forward mo-
mentum, perfection was inevitable, if not imminent. His English counterpart, Herbert
Spencer, agreed: “The ultimate development of the ideal man is logically certain.” For
English thinkers of the mid-nineteenth century like Spencer, progress was no longer an
arguable issue. It had become an unquestioned metaphysical assumption. The histori-
ans Thomas B. Macaulay and W.H. Lecky, philosophers Jeremy Bentham and John
Stuart Mill, and political economists David Ricardo and Nassau Senior—the founding
fathers of classical nineteenth-century liberalism—all drew inspiration and sustenance
from it.

Herbert Spencer personified this faith in progress and the optimistic outlook as-
sociated with it. An engineer by training, Spencer had no difficulty seeing modern
industrial Britain as at the cutting edge of progress. His version of civilized progress
was self-consciously evolutionary, with individual liberty and social solidarity gradually
melding together into the perfect liberal society. “Man has freedom to do all he wills,”
Spencer wrote, “provided he infringes not on the equal freedom of any other man.”

The overall purpose and direction of Spencer’s version of Progress is the organic
evolution of matter from “homogeneity” into differentiation and “heterogeneity.” That
development, he believed, encompassed biology, psychology, chemistry, and geology
as well as the two fields of study that were beginning to command the attention
of students of Progress: political economy and sociology. Like Comte, Spencer saw
Progress governing not only human history but everything in the universe.

When Charles Darwin’s theory of biological evolution first appeared in The Origin
of Species in 1857, Spencer was quick to seize on it as proof of his own theory. But
in fact Spencer’s ideas on the organic evolution of society predated Darwin. It was
Spencer, not Darwin, who first coined the term “the survival of the fittest,” and it was
Spencer who concluded that evolution meant that a gradual perfectibility was possible
for human beings as well as other organisms. As in Darwin, man was part of nature, not
above it. But Spencer’s version of nature was not “red in tooth and claw” (as it would
be for later, more pessimistic Darwinians). It was instead a realm of boundless energy
and possibilities, where the human individual inevitably finds his powers growing “in
dealing with all that comes within the range of experience,” until finally he becomes
happy and free.

(7 “Socialism: Utopian and Scientific,” in Feuer , ed., Marx and Engels: Basic Writings on Politics
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Hegelians and Marxists despised Spencer for his laissez-faire view of the nineteenth
century and its awesome expansion of man’s material wealth and bourgeois liberty. Yet
what strikes us in retrospect is how similar Spencer and Marx were in their expectation
of, and dogmatic insistence on, the inevitability of man’s progress. Eventually, Spencer
believed, all remaining unfitness and deficiencies in society must disappear. For Spencer
as for Marx, the existence of evil, man’s cruelty and brutality, was merely the remnant
of earlier social imperfections. Humanity was like a wrinkled shirt: a few passes of the
iron of modern civilization and the imperfections would disappear forever.

Under Spencer’s and Comte’s influence, a series of “scientific” historians now stepped
forward, offering to show how these laws of Progress were played out in the history of
civilization itself. Henry Thomas Buckle was an English disciple of Comte. He related
the entire course of European and British history to the unfolding of Progress according
to regular, fixed, and indubitable laws. In the same year that Spencer declared the
“evolution of the simple into complex” to be the universal law of “Society, Government,
Manufauctures, Commerce, Language, Literature, Science, and Art,” Buckle published
his History of Civilization in England (1857). Buckle argued that “the progress Europe
has made from barbarism to civilization” was due entirely to the growth of man’s
knowledge and mastery of the world around him, by which he meant science and
technology. Other earlier yardsticks of progress, such as the refinement of manners or
the growth of politeness, were now set aside or forgotten. Buckle’s Progress is first and
foremost the imposition of man’s rational control over his material environment.

In the early or primitive stages of man’s development, for example in nomadic or
primitive farming societies, Buckle’s human being soon learns that climate, geography,
and other external surroundings have the upper hand, and he is forced to adapt ac-
cordingly. But as his knowledge and intellectual powers expand in later stages, man
takes the driver’s seat. The projection of his faculties through science and technology
increasingly takes precedence over all other forms of rational activity, and comes to
characterize civilization in its European form.®®

Far from being threatened by a comparative perspective on the relative strengths
and weaknesses of European civilization, Buckle and his contemporaries strongly wel-
comed it. They were able to draw on a wide range of new sources for comparison,
including recent archeological discoveries such as Heinrich Schliemann’s ancient Troy,
Sir Austen Henry Layard’s Nineveh, Sir Arthur Evans’s Minoan Crete, and, still later,
Lord Carnarvon’s Egypt. The steady growth of “Oriental studies” provided valuable
new data about the past and present civilizations of the Middle and Far East, while
pioneering studies of primitive peoples and institutions, such as E.B. Tylor’s Primitive
Culture (1871) and James G. Frazier’s The Golden Bough (1890), helped to clarify the
distinction between “civilized” and “savage” societies. Yet all this material, no matter

and Philosophy, p. 111.
%) Quoted in J.E. Sullivan , Prophets of the West: An Introduction to the Philosophy of History
(New York, 1970), pp. 64-65.
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how startling or interesting, never seemed to contradict the same basic picture: the
intrinsic superiority of European civilization over its predecessors and contemporaries.

Whether one examined its scientific achievements, its enormous economic and in-
dustrial productivity, its forms of government, or simply its remarkable historical pro-
gression from its own savage past, Europe enjoyed an unsurpassed, almost preordained,
superiority to its global counterparts. It even became customary to treat the terms “civi-
lization” and “modern Europe” as equivalent, as if all the others were simply second-rate
predecessors or flawed imitations of the original. In 1854, John Henry Newman was
forced to conclude that European civilization was “so distinctive and luminous in its
character, so imperial in its extent, so imposing in its duration, and so utterly without
rival upon the face of the earth” that it could justifiably “assume to itself the title of
‘human society,” and its civilization the abstract term ‘civilization.””®")

The real problem for historians was not explaining why Europe had succeeded to
primacy, but why the others had all failed or wandered into decrepitude and decay. Fu-
ropean and American scholars presented a bewildering number of explanations for this
systematic failure of the rest of the world to be like them. Some appealed to differences
of climate and geography, others, more notoriously, to racial inferiority and physiolog-
ical degeneration. Still others pointed to differences in collective psychology and to
the role of religious and cultural beliefs.(®” Compared with China, Persia, Ottoman
Turkey, and once great but now decadent centers of European culture such as Greece
and Italy, or with the primitive jungle-dwelling tribes still scattered in remote parts of
the world, only Western Europeans seemed to have achieved the level of material and
moral progress that constituted true civilization.

Who could have predicted that by the end of the century scholars would regularly
be applying those same terms—decadence, decrepitude, and degeneracy—to Europe
itself? Yet this was not so surprising as it must have seemed. After all, if all civilizations
rise and fall according to scientifically certain historical laws, then it was only logical
and inevitable that the same laws must apply to the European version as well. It is
easy to imagine Herbert Spencer’s distress in 1858 when he was told that the second
law of thermodynamics, the so-called law of entropy, implied that endless progress
was not possible, since all energy in the universe must eventually dissipate and life
itself cease. “I remember being out of sorts for some days afterwards,” he wrote to his
informant. “Your assertion that when [final| equilibrium was reached life would cease,
staggered me ... I still feel unsettled....”) If our expectations about the future depend
on the flawless execution of a preordained and unalterable historical destiny, then we
are bound to feel “out of sorts” when forced to conclude that destiny is working against,
rather than for, our happiness.

(%9) Quoted in Nisbet , History of the Idea of Progress , p. 255.
(69 Bury , Idea of Progress , p. 310.
(61) Newman , The Idea of a University , p. 189.
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Faith in the law of Progress now opened up the possibility of reversal. Thomas
Buckle’s American counterpart and fellow Comtean John W Draper added to the
history of progress the new final stage of Decrepitude, when the forces propelling
society and man forward suddenly lose energy and begin to run in reverse. He warned
readers in The Intellectual Development of Europe (1864) that smug comparisons
with non-Western societies might not bear too close a scrutiny. “Europe is hastening
to become what China is,” he suggested. “In her we may see what we shall be like when
we are old.”(6?)

Draper’s warning and Spencer’s fear of entropy pointed the way to the pessimistic
determinism of Henry and Brooks Adams. But a powerful counterweight to the faith
in progress had already appeared, in the artistic and literary movement called Roman-
ticism.

The Romantic Break

Hope, hope, fallacious hope; where is thy market now?

—J.M.W. Turner

Romanticism’s pessimism was largely the result of the French Revolution. The poet
William Wordsworth was ecstatic when revolution broke out in 1789. “Bliss was it in
that dawn to be alive, but to be young was very Heaven,” he wrote, but then: “What
disappointment of elevated hopes!” Hopes of a return to Rousseau’s world of innocence
and freedom dissolved in the Reign of Terror and Napoleon’s military dictatorship—a
new and preposterous form of despotism disguised as universal empire. Wordsworth,
William Blake, the landscape painter J.M.W. Turner,®) and Adam Smith’s disciple
James Mackintosh initially were enthusiastic but soon realized their mistake. Another
intellectual heir to civil society theory, Edmund Burke, wrote his Reflections on the
Revolution in France, which became the Bible of nineteenth-century English liberals
as well as of Romantic conservatives.

German Romantics were hit especially hard. Friedrich Schiller’s expansive “Ode to
Joy” in 1785 was followed by this in 1799: “This century in tempests had its end/the
new one now begins with murder’s cry.” Friedrich von Schlegel feared that the French
Revolution and Reign of Terror had ushered in a terrible new era of “unselfish crimes,”
when men commit horrible atrocities out of a love not of evil but of virtue. To the
nineteenth-century imagination, the French Revolution became what the Holocaust is
to the twentieth: an image of man’s deliberate betrayal of his highest nature and ideals.
Just as the critic Theodor Adorno claimed that there could be no art after Auschwitz,
so did Schlegel suspect one hundred and fifty years earlier that the atrocities of the

(62) E.g., Lévy-Bruhl , Primitive Mentality (Boston, 1922).
(63) Quoted in Pick , Faces of Degeneration , p. 178, n. 5.
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Reign of Terror meant that the “drama of human history” was actually nearing its
end. One Swiss scholar in 1818 even seriously suggested making Iceland a museum of
European cultural artifacts before civilization vanished completely.(®4

Like radical intellectuals in the thirties and forties who became disillusioned with
Communism under Stalin, the new Romantics came to appreciate virtues in their own
society that their previous political faith had taught them to condemn. The result was
the rise of a new generation of conservative Romantics, including Schlegel, Joseph de
Maistre, and the poets Chateaubriand, Novalis, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. They
looked at the institutions the French Revolution and its Enlightenment predecessors
had attacked—the Catholic Church, the monarchy, the traditional aristocracy—with
a new respect. These now appeared as important landmarks of an older and nobler
cultural heritage, which both the French and Industrial Revolutions had put at peril.
One could call these figures conservative Romantics, but “reactionary”—as a reaction
against the whole notion of progress—is probably more accurate.

At the same time, Romanticism’s loss of confidence in the future was matched by a
growing nostalgia for the premodern past. Romantic poets and painters had a strong
taste for history. But history for them was not the story of progress but the narrative of
the past and its vanished glories. It is no coincidence that the most popular novelist of
the first half of the century was Sir Walter Scott. Schooled in the tradition of German
Romanticism, his first runaway bestseller was the historical novel Waverley (1814). The
idea of setting a story in the Middle Ages or the Scottish highlands and populating
it with “barbaric” characters such as crusading knights, monks, Anglo-Saxon maidens,
and clan chieftains would have seemed ridiculous to Scott’s Enlightenment predecessors.
But Scott turned the genre of the historical novel into a mass-market industry. A string
of imitators appeared, including Alexandre Dumas, Victor Hugo, and the young Jules
Verne.

Scott turned his home into a veritable museum of Scottish and English history, with
a collection of armor, banners, and religious relics that served as a visual tribute to the
values of heroism and virtue that his own industrial age seemed to have lost. A fashion
for neo-Gothic architecture that swept over England at the same time attempted to
recreate visually the sense of community and sanctity of a Middle Ages destroyed by
its modern commercial successor.(®

The Romantics were also shocked by commercial society’s latest permutation, indus-
trialization. Factories, steam engines, and smokestacks became veritable images from
hell. Blake spoke of the “dark satanic mills,” Thomas Gray of the “daemons at work”
at the iron foundry, and Robert Southey of “infernal noises and infernal occupations”
of the factory, which “the devil has fixed upon ... for his own nursery-garden and hot-

(64) Fleming , John William Draper and the Religion of Science .

(65) Wordsworth’s lines are from The Preludes , begun in 1799 and finished in 1805. Blake’s and
Turner’s views are described in K. Clark , Civilisation , pp. 308-09.
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house.”%) Blake’s description of early industrial London contrasted sharply with the

image the Enlightenment gave of the city as the summit of urbane “politeness” and
civilization:

I wander through each chartered street,
Near where the chartered Thames does flow
and mark in every face I meet

Marks of weariness, marks of woe.

In every cry of every man,

in every infant’s cry of fear,

In every voice, in every ban,

The mind-forged manacles I hear.

Wordsworth gloomily surveyed England in 1806 with these thoughts:

The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers.
Little we see in nature that is ours;

we have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

it moves us not. Great God! Yd rather be

a pagan suckled in a creed outworn;

So, might I, standing on this pleasant lea,
Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn.

Robert Southey contrasted the new era of materialism and greed with an earlier
England, when “the benevolent squire called his tenants around the crackling fire” and
everyone shared in the benefits according to his station. It was a world where human
beings were united by ties of tradition, religion, and a sense of community. But then
“a trading spirit gradually superseded the rude but kindlier principle of the feudal
system; profit and loss became the rule of conduct; in came calculation, and out went
feeling.”(67)

This would prove to be Romanticism’s most enduring legacy: its alienation from its
own time and era. “No poetry can bloom in the modern soil, the drama has died.... The
ecstatic dream which some twelfth-century monk cut into the stones of the sanctuary
is reproduced to bedizen a warehouse; the plan of an abbey is adapted to a railway
station.” This was not Wordsworth or Southey speaking, but the American lawyer
Brooks Adams in 1893. Romanticism taught everyone that the middle-class makers of
modern civilization (including, of course, professional men like Brooks Adams himself)
might be decent, hard-working, and respectable, but they had also become philistines.

(66) Schenk , Mind of the European Romantics , p. 32.
(67) Kenneth Clark , The Gothic Revival (London, 1932).
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Meanwhile, others were seeing in what used to be civilization’s most prized achieve-
ment, ‘refinement” and the “softening and polishing of men’s manners,” something
equally sinister—the rise of decadence. The principal target of those fears was, ironi-
cally, Romanticism itself.

Decadence literally means “a falling away,” which ancient Romans used to describe
the loss of an earlier fixed norm or standard of literary excellence. Like “decline,” the
word became inseparable from the image of the fall of the Roman Empire. It was
and is a term of abuse, not analysis.(®) But decadence also implied that a decline in
intellectual and moral standards was related to larger social and economic changes.’
Decadence starts at the top, when an elite loses its desire to maintain the old order.
Instead of resisting the impending collapse, “decadent” politicians, artists, and aristo-
crats accept and embrace it. Arthur Balfour put it this way in 1903: “When in an
ancient and still powerful state, there spreads a mood of deep discouragement, when
the reaction against recurring ills grows feebler, enterprise slackens and vigour ebbs
away, then as I think, there is present some process of social degeneration,” which can
be called decadence.®)

In the nineteenth century, decadence became the watchword for a conservative re-
action against the excesses of Romanticism. The Romantic appeal to strong emotions
and the bizarre and irrational shocked people who were used to more staid standards.
At the end of his life, Goethe had pronounced that classicism was health and roman-
ticism disease. Then, in 1834, Desiré Nisard published Studies on the Manners and
Critiques of the Roman Poets of the Decadence, which purported to show that the
bizarre decadence of modern Romantic literature was only a reflection of the larger
decadence of moral and social values of modern society. Soon everyone was using the
term. In 1845, a Parisian magistrate wrote in a report to his superiors, “I believe that
our society is suffering from a profound malaise.” Romantic literature had, he con-
cluded, “given license to the worst instincts....” Everywhere he saw the same thing:
“immediate gratification of the appetites, the search for pleasure, a monstrous egotism
... If we continue like this ... the days of the Roman decadence will return.”("™

Two years later, Thomas Couture unveiled his painting “The Romans of the Deca-
dence,” setting off a storm of comment and controversy in Paris. It showed a Roman
orgy in a sumptuous palace, surrounded by the luxuries and delicacies of superfluous
wealth. But the faces of the participants betray their boredom; as they go through the
motions of sensual delight, they are spiritually dead. Material comfort and opulence
had drained away all creativity and life. Couture attached this subtitle from Juvenal’s
“Sixth Satire™

9 As in Montesquieu’s Considérations sur le Grandeur et Décadence des Romains (1734).
() Jennings , Pandemonium .

(69 Mendilow , Romantic Tradition in British Political Thought , pp. 61, 69.
() R. Gilman , Decadence .
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Luxury, more vicious than any foreign foe,
lays its heavy hand upon us, and avenges
the world we conquered.(™

Civilized society’s success brings an overabundance of commodities and comforts
to a population that no longer has to struggle and strive to survive; it becomes soft
and “effeminate,” as Rousseau had charged almost a century earlier: “True courage is
enervated ... [and] the dissolution of morals in turn leads to the corruption of taste.”(™

Lurking behind this moral critique was a critique of the orthodox principles of
political economy. As the inexorable forces of the division of labor bring specialization
to its most acute point, civilization reaches its most developed or “late” stage. The
decadent artist and the philistine businessman both reflect a human personality shrunk
to its narrowest and basest level, pursuing objects now readily at hand to the exclusion
of all else: money in the case of the latter and self-gratification in the case of the
former. In both cases, creative energy recedes and the grossly material triumphs over
the spiritual. “The whole no longer lives at all” was Friedrich Nietzsche’s diagnosis
of decadence, “everywhere paralysis, arduousness, torpidity or hostility and chaos.”
Decadent society, like decadent art, Nietzsche concluded, “is composite, calculated,
artificial, and artifact.”(™)

What were supposed to be positive developments—the growth of wealth and indus-
try, the spread of self-government, the rise of technology and the decline of religion—
now became harbingers of “the last hours of civilization.” Europe here had entered
an “impressive old age,” according to the twenty-five-year-old Victor Hugo in 1827. Its
civilization was now “ancient,” other French Romantics insisted; it was “played out,” “de-
caying,” “senile,” and even “dying.”™ Progress took on a bitterly ironic meaning, as in
Théophile Gautier’s discussion of progress in the arts in his Preface to Madamoiselle
de Maupin: “Some centuries ago we had Raphael and Michelangelo,” Gautier wrote
scathingly, “now we have M. Paul Delaroche, and all because we are progressing.”

Yet in ridiculing the idea of Progress, Hugo and Gautier betrayed the same basic
assumption as Comte or Spencer. This was that societies and civilizations had a fixed
life span and function as a biological organism just as its members do. “The human
race as a whole has grown, has developed, has matured, like one of ourselves,” Hugo
remarked. “It was once a child, once a man, and now we are looking on at its impressive
old age.” Hugo echoed an organicist tradition that dated back to Giambattista Vico
(whose writings were enjoying a new vogue in Paris literary circles) and ultimately to
Plato and the Greeks. Just as old age eventually overtakes each of us, the organicist
view argued, so must it overtake European civilization. Almost two decades before John
Draper warned that in Chinese civilization “we may see what we shall be like when we

PR

71)
72)

(™) Quoted in Buckley , Triumph of Time , p. 71.

(™) Quoted in Swart , Sense of Decadence , p. 48.

(™) Juvenal , Satire VI , 292-93 (the translation is mine).

(") Rousseau , Discourse on the Arts and Sciences , pp. 18-19.
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are old,” both the Romantics and their opponents were arguing that Western Europe
was already there. It was a commonplace on both sides of the Atlantic that Europe was
the Old World, in contrast to the New World of America. Even Europe’s unchallenged
power and influence around the globe became suspect, since it only confirmed that the
era of dynamic growth was already past; the only future left was maturity sliding into
overripeness and decay.

In a profound sense, the nineteenth century’s fear of decadence reflected its fear
of its own success. European civilization’s awe-inspiring power took on a quality
of “overmuchness,” a surfeit of easy wealth, social mobility, material comfort, and
complacency—as well as a surfeit of change and destruction of what had come before.
“Progress has atrophied in us all that is spiritual,” Charles Baudelaire wrote.(™ The
same “excesses” that repulsed radical Romantics like Gautier also earned the wrath
of their conservative opponents. Six years after Couture’s canvas was unveiled, one
of those conservatives, Count Arthur de Gobineau, gave the attack on progress a pro-
foundly new and startling twist.

(75) Nietzsche , Case of Wagner , p. 170.
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Chapter 2: Afloat on the Wreckage;
Arthur De Gobineau and Racial
Pessimism

The fall of civilizations is the most striking, and at the same time, the
most obscure, of all the phenomena of history.... Every assemblage of men,
however ingenious the network of social relations that protects it, acquires
on the very day of its birth, hidden in the elements of its life, the seed of
an inevitable death.

—Arthur de Gobineau, Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races

Joseph Arthur de Gobineau began life despising two things: revolution and the bour-
geoisie. He was born on July 14, 1816, the anniversary of Bastille Day, proof, he later
wrote with grim amusement, that “opposites attract.” The great loves of his life were
books, especially poetry and literature, and himself—or rather, his own aristocratic
lineage. As Count Gobineau, he enjoyed casting himself as the last survivor of an an-
cient Norman noble family. He even constructed a family tree purporting to show that
the Gobineaus were direct descendants of Normandy’s Viking conquerors, the same
stock that had produced William the Conqueror.! His mother likewise claimed descent
from an illegitimate son of Louis XV, which may also have contributed to Gobineau’s
lifelong obsession with blood, heredity, and race as well as his distaste for the era into
which he had been born.

Arthur’s father, Louis de Gobineau, had fought loyally on the royalist side during
the French Revolution and had been imprisoned under Napoleon. However, his failure
to receive any pension or recognition from the restored Bourbon monarchs deeply
embittered him. Forced to live hand-to-mouth as a half-pay army officer, he passed his
own bitterness and self-pity on to Arthur. “My own situation [is] as one defeated,” Louis
wrote in his relentlessly self-justifying memoirs for his teenaged son. “My humiliation is
that men should see my sword snatched away because of my obedience to my prince.”("®

! This was his Histoire d’Otto Jarl, privately printed in 1879. The truth was very different. The
Gobineaus were a family of prosperous Bordeaux merchants who became ennobled in the eighteenth

(76) « Memoires de Louis de Gobineau ,” quoted in Biddiss , pp. 11-12.
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At nineteen, the young Arthur de Gobineau was determined to succeed where his
father had failed. He decided he would reverse the family’s fortunes, not by following
his father into the army but as a poet, playwright, and eminent man of letters—a
French Goethe. Picking up his father’s metaphor, he wrote thus to his sister in 1834:
“The sword that this age has shattered will be replaced by my pen.... Knowing how
to preserve my independence at all cost, I shall give lie to all the world—and I shall
succeed.” In a franker moment he confessed, “I must succeed or die.”(™

When Gobineau left his native Normandy and arrived in Paris in 1835 to launch his
literary career, he was, like his father, a conservative Catholic royalist. But in poetic
and artistic matters he was modern down to his fingertips. His tutor (who had also
been his mother’s lover) had surrounded him with the works of contemporary German
poets such as Holderlin and Novalis, and he had a keen interest in what would soon
come to be called the “avant-garde.”™ At the time, there was nothing unusual about
this combination of conservative politics and avant-garde tastes. For every artistic and
political radical, or “bohemian,” living and working in Paris, such as Georges Sand or
Théophile Gautier, one could just as easily find a Chateaubriand serving as a minister
of state under the Bourbons, or an Alfred de Vigny gracing the ultraroyalist literary
salon of the duchess de Cayla, along with the young Victor Hugo.(™

Despite their political differences, bohemians and conservative Romantics alike
shared the same contempt for modern French society. In the wake of the Industrial
and French Revolutions, a new ruling class of merchants, bankers, and industrialists
came into prominence, which, unlike its predecessor under the Old Regime, seemed
to have neither the time nor the interest to appreciate the arts. The German poet
Holderlin had introduced the term “philistine” to describe this supposedly narrow and
anti-intellectual middle class. Among French Romantics another term did just as well:
bourgeoisie .

The French bourgeoisie were, as Holderlin said of the German middle class, “bar-
barians.” But they were modern, not primitive, barbarians, the collective products of
“industriousness and science.” As a class they were “deeply incapable of every divine
emotion.”® Charles Baudelaire viewed his own society as “the most stupid of societies,”
a world of “asinine Romantic hypocrisy [and]| the home of imbecility.” “Commerce,” he
stated, “is, by its very essence, satanic.” Many besides Gobineau, both radicals or re-
actionaries, would have agreed with him.®" One of Gobineau’s literary models, the

century by holding royal office. The comtes de Gobineau were, in short, proof of the virtues of social
mobility, the very quality of modern “commercial society” that Gobineau most affected to despise.

) Boissel , Comte de Gobineau , p. 54.
) Poggioli , Theory of the Avant Garde .
™) Schamber , Artist as Politician , p. 135.
80) Quoted in Del Caro , Nietzsche Contra Nietzsche , p. 41. On antibourgeois themes, see C. Grana
, Modernity and Its Discontents .
(81) Quoted in Swart , Sense of Decadence , p. 75.
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novelist Stendahl, wrote that the sight of a businessman or lawyer or successful doctor,
made him want to “weep and vomit at the same time.”®? The bourgeois credo was,
Gustav Flaubert sneered, that “man is born to work.” The artist’s credo, by contrast,
came from Théophile Gautier’s novel Mademoiselle de Maupin, published in 1834, the
year before Gobineau arrived in Paris: ’art pour 'art , or “art for art’s sake.”®) To be
an artist or writer was to be by definition antibourgeois: in another of Gautier’s famous
phrases, the writer’s cultural role was épater la bourgeoisie , or “to shock the bour-
geoisie.” The artist, like the aristocrat, stood apart and above the petty aspirations of
the “tobacconists, grocers, and dealers in potato chips” who formed the nucleus of mod-
ern commercial society. Instead, the Romantic artist looked elsewhere for inspiration
and spiritual kinship.

As discussed in Chapter 1, romantic alienation prompted a nostalgic fascination
with the Middle Ages, the same epoch that the Enlightenment despised as the Dark
Ages and attacked as an era of superstition and clerical tyranny.

The other escape route from modernity was geographic, to the non-Western cultures
of the Middle East, India, and Asia. Ever since scholars had accompanied Napoleon
on his conquest of Egypt in 1798 and the linguist Jean-Francois Champollion had
deciphered the Rosetta Stone in 1822, Paris had been one of the leading centers of
Orientalist studies, feeding the artistic and intellectual ferment that had overtaken the
city. At one level, Orientalism prompted an interest in the ancient civilizations of the
Middle East and India and in comparative linguistics. The Paris Asiatic Society (1822),
London’s Royal Asiatic Society (1823), and the American Oriental Society (1842) were
major centers for research and translation of non-European literature and texts. But
the exotic flavors of Orientalism also appealed to the Romantic aesthetic imagina-
tion. The leading lights of French Romanticism—Chateaubriand, Gautier, Gérard de
Nerval—were all profoundly affected by European scholars’ translations of the Hindu
Upanishads, the Indian drama Shakuntala , and the Persian epic Shah-Nameh , as well
as many Chinese and Arabic classics. The philosopher Friedrich Schlegel, who came to
Paris to study Sanskrit in 1803, proclaimed that “it is in the Orient that we must seek
the highest Romanticism.”

Romantic Orientalism gave a new twist to the age-old belief in civilization’s in-
evitable westward course. Out of disillusionment with the results of modern European
civilization, the Romantics acquired a new fascination and respect for its eastern pre-
decessors. Leading exponents of Orientalism such as the painter Eugéne Delacroix and

2 Edgar Quinet, scholar of Chinese literature and professor at the University of Paris, noted in
one of his lectures the impact of Oriental studies on Romantic aesthetics: “Germany: Herder, Hebraic
poetry, Persian influence (Jean-Paul); Goethe.... England: Lake School, Coleridge, Shelley completely
Indian; Byron &c.”(8%

(82) Grafia , Modernity and Its Discontents , pp. 92-93.

(83) Gautier , “Preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin” in E. Weber , ed., Movements, Currents, Trends
, Pp. 76-103. See also Siegel , Bohemian Paris .

(84) Hitler , Mein Kampf , pp. 289-90.
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later Gobineau himself were struck by the fact that, while Western Europe was ostensi-
bly more “progressive” than the “decadent” civilizations of the East, those older cultures
had preserved spiritual values that seemed lost in their own society. Delacroix had left
Paris for Morocco just the year before Gobineau arrived, in search of new aesthetic
outlets and sensations, just as Gobineau would later travel to Persia and Gauguin to
Tahiti later still.

Above all, these non-European peoples, like their premodern European counter-
parts, seemed to radiate a vitality that modern civilization had either dissipated or
destroyed. As Gobineau’s contemporary Charles Baudelaire explained: “There are but
three groups worthy of respect: the priest, the warrior, and the poet. To know, to kill,
and to create.”®) All three were vanishing from modern life. Its most characteristic
product, the Romantics claimed, was ennui , the lethargy or “drowsy nausea” that
resulted from an overcivilized life-style. Thomas Couture’s “Romans of the Decadence”
suffered from ennui ; so did the cold, bored young men of Balzac’s novels. Ennui was
the opposite of what the German Romantics called the “life-feeling,” and the enemy of
artistic creativity. Baudelaire summed up the dichotomy between the modern and the
primitive this way: “Nomad peoples and even cannibals may all, by virtue of their en-
ergy and personal dignity, be the superiors of our races of the West.”®® Or as Théophile
Gautier put it, “Better barbarism than boredom!” It was a sentiment that Gobineau
would turn into a new theory of history.

Gobineau turned to history largely to explain to himself why his literary career
ended up a failure. When he arrived in Paris, he discovered thousands of other young
men with similar literary ambitions who were trying to succeed.? Since Gobineau had
no connections to help him, his plays and poems failed to find an audience. He was
forced to take a clerical job in a Parisian gas company. Angry and humiliated, he began
to echo a familiar theme in his letters home: “Our poor country lies in Roman deca-
dence,” he wrote in 1840, “we are without fibre or moral energy. I no longer believe in
anything.” He also knew who was to blame: “MONEY HAS KILLED EVERYTHING,”
he wrote in large capital letters.

Like Balzac, a writer he admired, Gobineau learned to see the City of Lights as
ruled by only two forces, “gold and pleasure.” He gave vent to his frustration in a letter
to his sister: “Money has become the principle of power and honor. Money dominates
business; money regulates population; money governs ... money is the criterion for
judging the esteem due to men.” France had become a “kingdom of bankers.... How I
despair of a society which ... has no heart left.”(®"

3 One observer estimated that there were at least forty thousand young writers looking for govern-
ment clerical jobs in Paris in 1831.

(%) Schwab , Oriental Renaissance , p. 430.
(86) Intimate Journals , p. 75.
(87 Tbid., p. 91.
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Two other events confirmed him in his pessimism. In 1843, Gobineau managed
through some German friends to meet one of the leading lights of the liberal intellectual
establishment, Alexis de Tocqueville. Tocqueville hired him as a research assistant for
a massive research project on the origins of manners and morals in modern Europe.
Tocqueville hoped to show that nineteenth-century liberalism, for all its self-consciously
secular character, still kept the moral teachings of Christianity at its foundations. The
equality of all human beings before God, “the duty of those who have more to help those
who have less,” and the intrinsic worth of the individual—these were still, Tocqueville
believed, the guiding principles of liberal society.(®®)

However, as Gobineau spent his days poring over the works of the leading progres-
sive philosophers of the day—Jeremy Bentham, Joseph Priestley, William Godwin, the
French socialist Charles Fourier, Kant, Hegel, and Fichte—he was driven to a conclu-
sion directly opposed to that of his employer. Traditional Christianity, he complained,
“the chain which unites men through their beliefs,” had obviously fallen apart. Greed,
self-interest, falsehood, and material gain were the dominant forces of the day. At
the same time, Gobineau blamed Christianity for this moral bankruptcy. Instead of
valuing strength, valor, and self-sacrifice, as the ancients had, Christian morality “has
expressly declared that it prefers the weak and lowly to the strong.”®® This had al-
lowed a certain feebleness of spirit to enter the cultural mainstream of Europe at the
expense of more active and vital principles, leaving a trail of mediocrity in its wake.

The other event was a wave of popular revolutions that broke out all across Europe
in 1848. In February crowds of students and workers overthrew the monarchy of Louis
Philippe in violent street demonstrations in Paris. By March the revolutionary fervor
had spread to Germany and Austria. In November the Pope was expelled and his
government replaced by a new Roman Republic. However, the revolutionaries’ hopes
of a “new world order” of national self-determination and liberty soon collapsed. The
new nations and republics formed from the ruins of fallen empires—Germans, Czechs,
Poles, Hungarians, Serbs, and Croats—quarreled among themselves over borders and
territories. Middle-class liberals discovered that the forces of social discontent that
revolution had allowed to spill out into the streets could not be suppressed except by
force. One by one the new republics collapsed and the old powers returned to their
thrones to protect law and order. In France itself the Second Republic willingly gave
way to a dictatorship under Louis Napoleon (later Napoleon I1I), a nephew of the great
Napoleon, amid a series of bloodily suppressed worker and peasant uprisings across
the country.®

Like the revolutions of 1968, 1848 came to define the politics of an entire generation.
As one supporter put it, “Never have nobler passions moved the civilized world, and
yet all this was to end in failure.” Moderate liberals like Tocqueville, the self-conscious

(83) Biddiss , p. 17.
(89) Tocqueville , European Revolution , p. 193.
0) Thid., pp. 202, 203; Gobineau , Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races , p. 62.
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heirs to Enlightenment ideals about civilization and progress, were deeply shaken by
the upheavals and violence. By contrast, radicals such as Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels concluded that the violence had not gone far enough. True freedom and progress
now required the complete and inevitable destruction of capitalism, as well as of the
political status quo. “Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communist revolution,” they
wrote in their Manifesto of the Communist Party, “the proletarians ... have a world to
win.”

The revolutions of 1848 also destroyed Romanticism’s liberal aspirations. Poets such
as Lamartine, who helped found the French Second Republic, and Charles Baudelaire;
historians such as Jules Michelet, who had just published a soaring paean of praise
to the French spirit of unity and brotherhood entitled The People; musicians such as
the young director of the Dresden Opera, Richard Wagner; and a host of other writers
and intellectuals had rallied to the call for liberty and equality. They were appalled by
the results. Michelet said, “I should never write The People now.” Wagner, who had
supported the outbreak of socialist revolution in Dresden, was forced to flee abroad
when it sputtered out and died. He remained in exile for twelve years and refused to
have anything to do with politics again.®V)

The revolutions drove the final wedge between Gobineau and society; his attitude to-
ward both the revolutionaries and their opponents was “a plague on both your houses.”
Gobineau, like many other observers, dismissed the revolutionary crowds as “barbar-
ians.” But whereas Tocqueville and other liberals viewed the “barbaric” riots and “sav-
age” violence of 1848 as a reversion to an earlier, precivilized state, for Gobineau there
was something peculiarly modern about what had just occurred.

Manfredine was a verse play he had begun in 1842 but now completely revised in the
wake of the 1848 uprisings. Set in 1647, its Sicilian heroine, Countess Manfredine, leads
a popular revolt against Spanish rule not in order to free the masses, for whom she
feels nothing but contempt, but to avenge her brother Roger, whom the Spanish had
unjustly murdered. In the end, however, the demagogue Masaniello takes over the re-
volt, and it degenerates into a socialistic jacquerie . Gobineau portrays Masaniello and
the rebellious mob in vivid antidemocratic terms as we might expect. But thoughtless
brutality and untrustworthiness extends to all the other characters, as well. Whether
rich or poor, Spanish noble or Sicilian peasant, all are the corrupt products of a society
beyond redemption.?

Only the countess herself is spared this irretrievable decay. Like Gobineau, she is
the blood descendant of Sicily’s Norman conquerors in the Middle Ages, and before
that of “barbarian” Viking freebooters who, over the course of generations, have passed
their valor and vitality on to her. She is, in short, the last of a virtuous race; her innate
superiority shields her against the inevitable degeneration of her age—just as Gobineau
fancied of himself. By the time he finished Manfredine , Gobineau had concluded that

4 As Countess Manfredine’s chaplain observes:

1) Price , French Second Republic .
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there was a direct causal link between his aristocratic lineage and his alienation from
bourgeois society. The blood of France’s ancient noblesse de race , he (erroneously)
believed, still flowed through his veins, providing a buffer against the typical money-
grubbing decadence of his own era. As he explained years later, “I discovered that it
was not I who was growing old and degenerate, but the society around me.”(%

His mission now was to translate this insight into a more general, historical form. He
would show that the Germanic invaders of the Roman Empire were the true founders
of Europe’s greatness. The Vandals, Visigoths, Franks, and Vikings had destroyed
Roman decadence and brought a nobility and inner vitality to an exhausted ancient
world. He would demonstrate in telling detail how the ancient aristocracy of Europe,
those who were “born to the sword and shield, who will hate and despise repose to
the marrow of their bones,” progressively disappeared from the modern world, taking
with them its vitality and strength. The research he had done for Tocqueville, along
with his Orientalist studies in comparative religion and civilization, gave him a solid
scholarly framework for the kind of sweeping thesis he had in mind. In a letter to his
sister from February 1851, he mentioned “a large book that I am doing on the Human
Races.”™) Two years later the “large book” appeared before the reading public as The
Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races.

Race and the Aryan Myth

In 1853 the idea of “race” was still relatively new.? At the very beginning of the nine-
teenth century, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach and Georges Cuvier had both proposed
a threefold division of humanity into the Oriental or Mongol, Negroid or “Ethiopian,”
and White or Caucasian races. The scholarly discipline Blumenbach and Cuvier cre-
ated, anthropology, tried to understand the origins of these essentially physiological
differences and to decide whether the races were in fact distinct species or merely
variations on the same human type.®

Soon, however, Europeans began to use racial or physiological differentiation to
explain cultural differences. Descent from one race or another, it was assumed, meant
acquiring the mental and moral traits of that people, which were played out in their
cultural activities. Civilization, the forward march from barbarism to modern civil
society, now seemed to acquire a new and empirical base: that of race. To its adherents
in the early nineteenth century, racial theory merely seemed a scientific extension of the

5 Until the eighteenth century the term was a synonym for “lineage,” or persons descended from
a single individual, as in “the race of Abraham” or the French concept of noblesse de race , the idea
being that true nobility (as opposed to noble status acquired by office or purchase) was based on the
transmission of certain key aristocratic virtues, such as a sense of honor, through the generations.
(92) Gregor-Dellin , Wagner .
93) Quoted in Buenzod , La Formation , p. 270.
(%4 Biddiss , p. 100.
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Enlightenment’s “universal history” of mankind, in which the entire panoply of human
progress turns out to be related to a single underlying cause. Long before Darwin, race
theory was arguing that the unifying laws of progress were not political or economic
(as they would be, for example, in Marx’s Das Kapital ), but biological.

All racial theories before Gobineau’s Essay had classified human races according to
a hierarchy, with whites on top and blacks on the bottom. Carl Gustav Carus, who
strongly shaped Gobineau’s ideas, argued that since Europeans more closely resembled
the classical ideal of physical beauty than non-FEuropeans, this was a sign of their
preordained superiority over other, uglier peoples. White Europeans were the “day
people,” Carus stated, the lightness of their skin reflecting the life-giving light of the sun.
Negroid people, on the other hand, were the “night people,” whose ebony skin revealed
their dark, inchoate nature.®®”) Carus and other theorists all agreed that whites enjoyed
innate mental and physical advantages over their brown and yellow counterparts.

This assumption of white superiority is, of course, the most notorious aspect of race
theory to the twentieth-century mind. But at the time it was by no means the most
important, or even the most interesting, aspect of racial thinking. What intrigued the
nineteenth-century imagination was race theory’s proposition that the natural history
of man as a biological species had also produced the cultural history of mankind as
social and creative beings. Racial classification seemed to unlock the mysteries of the
civilizing process by explaining why some societies made that forward march more
easily and quickly than others.

Gustav Klemm published his ten-volume General Cultural History of Mankind be-
tween 1846 and 1852, the year before Gobineau’s Essay appeared. Klemm insisted that
all the cultural developments in history consisted of the diffusion and development of
distinct racial types. He argued that the crucial difference between the races was not
skin color but “active” and “passive” traits. An active racial type displays in its early
stages (during what Klemm called man’s savagery) an inner strength and will, which
it uses to overcome the material obstacles in its path and to conquer other, more
passive (and hence inferior) races. Conquest then inevitably brings miscegenation, as
the conquerors settle down and lose their fierce independence and will. The original
dominant group disappears and a new racial type is formed followed by a new stage
of civilization.(®%)

For Klemm and Carus, history is inevitably the story of racial mixing. But this
mixing was a good, not a bad, thing. Following the Enlightenment view of universal
cultural progress, Klemm believed that European man’s steady advance from savagery
to freedom could be traced to successively higher levels of racial breeding and intermin-
gling. Others disagreed. But the consensus among racial theorists was that the history
of race was one of progress, of the steady advance of white dominance and the spread

(95)
(96)

Harris , Rise of Anthropological Theory .
Mosse , Toward the Final Solution , pp. 28-29; Voegelin , Die Rassenidee in der Geistegeschichte
von Ray bis Carus .
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of political freedom for all whites (or at least white males) in its European, racially
patterned form.

For this reason, the chief appeal of racism in the nineteenth century was its polit-
ically progressive, even liberal, message. If all whites (or white males) were equal by
race, there was no excuse for social or economic discrimination among them. Race the-
ory shattered the claims of an aristocratic class to privilege and authority. Instead, all
Frenchmen or Englishmen or Germans were endowed from birth with the same cultural
gifts, regardless of social origin. And even as European society itself was moving in this
happy, egalitarian direction, so must white cultural power naturally extend itself over
the nonwhite world.) In short, the whole direction of racial thinking in Europe was
one of liberal egalitarian optimism, even self-satisfaction.

The word “race” had only appeared once before in Gobineau’s writings, in 1849.
In framing his discussion he relied heavily on his German predecessors, particularly
Klemm, Carus, and Christian Lassen. Gobineau accepted the hierarchical white-
yellow-black racial classification and the notion of racial history as cultural history.
Yet when he put his own ideas about race on paper, his Romantic despair and
alienation, not to mention his sense of aristocratic exclusiveness, took over. Instead
of being the apex of man’s biological progress, modern Europe turned out to be a
cesspool of racial degeneration. With one stroke Gobineau radically reoriented the
whole direction of European thinking about race.

In the Essay, contemporary white Europeans are, of course, still superior to their
Negroid or Oriental counterparts. As Gobineau explains, the white man enjoys a greater
harmony of physical energy, intelligence, and moral scruples. Of all the existing races,
he remains the most vital—and it is this vitality, a life force or essence passed from

the living organism to its descendants, that lies at the origin of all human creativity
(99)

(98)

and civilization.

The bearers of this organic vitalism were the aboriginal forebears of the European
white race, whom Gobineau called “Aryans.” The term came from the world of Orien-
talist studies, and had an interesting history of its own. In 1788 Sir William Jones, a
civil servant with the British East India Company, established the deep grammatical
similarities between Latin, Greek, Persian, and Sanskrit, as well as the Germanic and
Celtic languages. Jones suggested that all these peoples may have originally shared the
same language, and perhaps other cultural traits as well.('99 Friedrich Schlegel took
the argument a step further when he came to Paris in 1803 to pursue his studies in

6 Christian Lassen was the student of Friedrich Schlegel’s brother, August Wilhelm, who was a
leading Romantic Aryanist. Lassen had studied in Paris with many of the same Orientalist scholars
whom Gobineau met and admired. Lassen’s work on the Aryan heritage in India (1858-1862) gave an
enormous boost to the links between race theory and the Aryanist thesis.

97) Bainton , Racial Theories , pp. 19-22.

(

(98) E.g., Curtin , Image of Africa ; Bainton , Idea of Race and Race Theory .

(99 Buenzod , La Formation , p. 234.

(100) Gobineau , Inequality of Human Races , p. 206; Spring , Vitalism of Count de Gobineau .
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Indian philosophy. He proposed that Sanskrit was the original language shared by all
civilizations both East and West, and that its historical speakers, the Aryan nomadic
conquerors of India, were the true ancestors of the Greeks, Romans, and other founders
of Western culture.

As it happens, Schlegel was wrong. However, his conclusion that all civilizations
had originally been one seized the imagination of Orientalists and philosophers across
Europe. The idea of a vanished race of perfect beings endowing the world with all their
knowledge dated back to the Greeks and the myth of Atlantis. It was another variant of
the Golden Age myth. The year of Schlegel’s arrival in Paris marked the heyday of the
fascination with ancient Egypt as well as with “primitivism,” the belief that an ancient
and superior race of philosophers, inventors, and artists had once inhabited the planet
and created a vanished supercivilization. Primitivism had prompted serious scholarly
debate in the age of Rousseau, inspiring intense interest in Neolithic monuments such
as Stonehenge.10V

Schlegel was an important figure not only in Orientalism and Aryanism but in
the Romantic movement as well. His Aryan thesis swiftly took root in that fertile
imaginative soil. The Aryans became the original founders of civilization, predating
the Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians. By 1813, scholars had invented the term “Indo-
Europeans” to describe these Aryan forerunners, a restless and adventurous people
who left their original homeland to set off on a historic mission. As they wandered,
they spread their cultural gifts from east to west, since “the march of culture,” August
Friedrich Pott explained, “has always followed the sun’s course.”*0?)

For Christian Lassen at the University of Berlin, these wandering Aryans displayed
all the virtues of a bygone, prebourgeois Europe. They had great physical beauty and
courage, a strong sense of personal honor ( arya meaning “man of honor” in Sanskrit),
and they expressed their nobility of spirit and vitality in epic poetry from Homer
and Beowulf to the Mahabharata. They were men of great intellectual gifts, able to
balance imagination with reason, unlike the inferior peoples they conquered (such as
the Dravidians of ancient India and the Semitic peoples of the Middle East). Above
all, they were men of the soil, with deep emotional roots in the land rather than in
large urban centers and commerce. The Aryans were, in short, the opposite of “polite”
in the Enlightenment sense. Instead, they were virtuous in Rousseau’s sense, unspoiled
by corruption and false values. That virtue was both their birthright and their legacy
to their descendants.

At this point, of course, Aryan or “Indo-German” theory merged into racial theory.
The wandering Aryans were the prime example of Klemm’s active races. And following
the assumptions of racial vitalism, Lassen and other Aryanists also agreed that those
Aryan peoples closest to the original bloodline preserved more of its vitality and heroic
qualities. The Persians, Hittites, Homeric Greeks, and Vedic Hindus in ancient times

(101) Schwab , Oriental Renaissance , pp. 35-36.
(102) T evitine , Dawn of Bohemianism .
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and the Germanic tribes and Vikings somewhat later had carried an heroic civilization
far from its original home. In the Romantic Aryan myth, an heroic, virtuous past
replaces the civilized present as the means of determining the worth of a race—or a
civilization.

The intermingling of Aryan theory and racial theory gave Gobineau grounds for
claiming that all European culture was drawn from a single biological type, the white
Aryan or Indo-German. And not only in Europe. History, he said, “shows us that all
civilizations derive from the white race, that none can exist without its help....” The
last three volumes of the Essay surveyed the civilizations created by Aryan blood. The
range is breathtaking in its scope.

Gobineau delineated ten great historical civilizations descending from the Aryan
war bands. “Of the multitude of people who live or have lived on the earth ... the
remainder have gravitated around these [civilizations| more or less independently, like
planets around their suns.” The first was India, home of Aryan civilization properly
speaking; then came Egypt and Assyria, including Persia, all of which were supposedly
founded by a single invading race of white Aryans who subjugated and colonized the
indigenous Semitic peoples. Next came Greece, Rome, and the Germanic invaders who
founded Western Christendom.

Among these founding “white” civilizations Gobineau included China, arguing that
it was actually founded by a colony of Aryan warriors from India. Even more amaz-
ingly, the civilizations of pre-Columbian America also turned out to be the product
of the same Aryan colonizing spirit. As in the case of the Chinese, the cultural at-
tainments of the Aztecs and Mayans were never their own; their laws, customs, and
mathematical and technological skills all had to be the legacy of “a finer race that has
long disappeared.” For Gobineau, the logic of racial vitalism was obvious. Wherever
we find culture, we have to assume the white man’s presence, for “history springs only
from contact with the white man.”

Having bestowed the gifts of civilization, then, the Aryan peoples promptly vanished
as a distinct group. They left behind only their language (Gobineau’s one concession
to the Indo-European linguists) and a certain higher biological strain in the peoples
they conquered. This racial remnant became each civilization’s aristocracy, from the
Brahmins of India, the Zoroastrian nobility of Persia, and the heroic Achaeans of
Homeric Greece to the Frankish warriors of Charlemagne’s Europe. For Gobineau, it
was not economics but race that created a ruling class. “A society is great and brilliant
only so far as it preserves the blood of the noble group that created it.”(19%)

In the end, the Aryan racist myth was for Gobineau the fantasy of his own aris-
tocratic breeding writ large. The Essay on the Inequality of the Races created an
idealized French aristocracy, unsullied by revolution or trade, on a truly global scale.
This is also why it later became so important for Gobineau to trace his lineage to Otto-
Jarl, the half-mythical Viking conqueror of Normandy. As with the fictional Countess

(103) Quoted in Poliakov , Aryan Myth , p. 197.
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Manfredine, Aryan descent insulated him from the “philistines” and their degenerate,
mongrel society. For Gobineau, “the white race has disappeared from the face of the
earth,” having “lost their complete purity by the time of Christ.” Aryan-based racial
vitality had become “degenerate and exhausted.” The Germanic tribes and Vikings
were its last gasp. Civilization has been running on borrowed time—and borrowed
vitality —ever since.(1%%

As the Aryan race vigorously expanded its domain through war and conquest (which
are, after all, signs of racial vitality), it also became diluted in numbers and power.
Through their distant and diverse conquests, the once great Aryan nations became
“rich, commercial, and civilized.” Conquerors found themselves cheek to jowl with the
conquered. The “natural” repugnance of different races for each other asserted itself but
ultimately faded, until the subjugated inferiors no longer looked ugly (as in Nietzsche,
moral and aesthetic distinctions and conquest are part of the same value-forming
process). Cross-breeding occurred and “the blood of the civilizing race is gradually
drained away,” parceled out among its many racial inferiors.(%)

The civilizing process was for Gobineau a process of corruption, symbolized by racial
miscegenation. The conquerors fall victim to their very genius for creating a stable
political and social order. This is the “seed of an inevitable death” that Gobineau most
feared—it is the curse of civilization. For Gobineau, the inevitable mingling of peoples
in a complex society is a source of creativity but also of instability. Civilizations try
to prolong their lives by becoming empires, fusing different peoples and cultures into
a single whole. But this multicultural fusion cannot survive because, in the end, blood
tells. Gobineau’s favorite example is the Greeks and Persians of the Hellenistic age
who, despite Alexander the Great’s best efforts, went their separate ways after his
death. Racial destiny also explains why, according to Gobineau, savages will remain
savages even after prolonged contact with superior, civilized beings. The historical
process alone cannot transform barbarians into civilized men; nor, for that matter,
can it reduce the civilized to savagery. Only race can do that.(1%)

For Gobineau, race “imposes on populations their modes of existence.... It dictates
their laws, their desires, their loves and their hates.” It leads peoples and civilizations
“like blind slaves” to their greatest victories—and their greatest catastrophes.’? As
the dominant race dilutes its blood with inferior stock, its offspring lose the ability to
control events. Civilizations collapse, Gobineau concludes, literally because they are no
longer in the same hands. “The blow cannot be turned aside, it is inevitable. The wise
man can see it coming, but can do nothing more. The most consummate statesmanship
cannot for a moment counteract the immutable laws of the world,” which are the laws
of racial vitality.

(109 Quoted in Biddiss , p. 117.

(105) Gobineau , Essai , pp. 171-72; 170.

(106) Thid., Cf. Nietzsche , Genealogy of Morals , First Essay, Sections 2-11, esp. pp. 29-33.
(107)

197) Gobineau , Essai , p. 174.
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This degenerative fate had now overtaken nineteenth-century Europe. To Gob-
ineau’s mind, European civilization had no upward linear progression from barbarism
to civility or from slavery to freedom. It moved instead in a circle, as peoples closer
to the original Aryan source, and hence more vital, conquered those more removed
from that source, only to intermingle with their inferiors and lose their own racial
purity. History turns out to be an endless cycle of wars, miscegenation, and conquest—
Gobineau’s racist version of anakuklosis . There are no winners in history, only—in
the long run—Iosers:

Our civilization may be compared to the temporary islands thrown up in the sea by
underwater volcanoes. Exposed as they are to the destructive action of the currents,
and robbed of the forces which had once sustained them, they will one day break up,
and then fragments will be hurled into the all-conquering waves.

“It is a sad end,” Gobineau admits, “and one which many noble races before our-
selves had to meet.” But it is the inevitable fate of the modern, mongrelized European
population, the ignorant and ignoble heirs to a once great racial heritage.(1%®)

Following the Aryan Germanic invasions, premodern Europe had been blessed with
a racially homogeneous ruling class that persisted from the fall of the Roman Empire
until the later Middle Ages. “Blond” and “broad shouldered,” as Gobineau describes
them, and “reared upon the essence of a pure and severe religion, of wise politics, and
a glorious history,” these Germanic warriors preserved for a time the vitality of the
aboriginal Aryans.(!%) Then, foolishly, the Catholic Church taught this still racially
intact feudal nobility “pliancy” and “reasons for sociability.”™? That sociability (“po-
liteness” in the Enlightenment sense) turned out to be their doom. Instead of fighting
and ruling over their serf populations, the conquerors learned to marry them. Even-
tually Germans, Latins, and Gauls intermingled, and Europe’s ruling elite sank into
Gobineau’s inevitable cycle of racial corruption and decay.

A new class of Europeans sprang up at the end of the Middle Ages. This was an
urban middle class that earned its living by trade rather than by war and land; but
it was also a “middle” class in the sense of being a racial hybrid of conqueror and
conquered. The remainder of European history then became a struggle between the
remnants of the original German-Aryan aristocracy and this rising bourgeois order, a
struggle that, thanks to its cunning and superior numbers, the bourgeoisie increasingly
wins. From Gobineau’s perspective, the French Revolution marked the final defeat of
racial exclusivity. Now the middle class’s demands for liberty, equality, and “the liberal
dogma of human brotherhood” proved irresistible. Europe’s once sacred social order,
of aristocracy, crown, and altar, was defeated and ruined—as in the case of Gobineau’s
own family.

(108) Thid., Vol. 2, pp. 860-61.
(109) Thid., p. 683.
(10) Quoted in Biddiss , p. 127.
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It may seem strange to consider the French Revolution as an essentially racial
conflict, yet Augustin Thierry had done so twenty years earlier in his History of the
French Revolution. In Thierry’s history, the French Revolution culminates a centuries-
old struggle between two distinct races or peoples, the Gauls and the Franks. The Gallic
majority eventually win, freeing themselves from their oppressive Frankish masters in
the dramatic events of 1789. For Thierry, racial history is again the triumph of freedom
and equality.('") Gobineau, on the other hand, takes away the happy liberal ending,
while the racial aspect of the struggle is entirely hidden from the antagonists. The
revolution is a stage where, in Matthew Arnold’s phrase, “ignorant armies clash by
night,” as Jacobins, royalists, Bonapartists, and other degenerates struggle among the
ruins left by their more vital ancestors.

The image of ruins runs all through the Essay. Ruins were, to Gobineau’s mind, the
visible traces of a people superior to (because prior to) ourselves, who were nonetheless
as blind to their own inevitable fate as we are to ours. “All the civilizations before our
own ... believed in their own immortality. The Incas and their families ... were certainly
convinced that their conquests would last forever. Time, with one blow of his wing,
has hurled their empire, like so many others, into the uttermost abyss.”(112)

Gobineau’s racial pessimism is not so much a theory of history as a work of Romantic
art. Today, Gobineau wrote, “there are no longer classes, there are no longer peoples,
but only certain individuals who float like wreckage upon the flood’—like Gobineau
himself. Yet even as the bourgeoisie triumphs, fresh hordes of mongrelized masses
emerge from the rural darkness to descend on the cities and towns. The inevitable result
was 1848, and worse is to follow. As for America, which optimists such as Tocqueville
had seen as eventually bearing the torch of civilization after it passed from European
hands, that country actually represents the bottom of the racial drain. There the
human refuse from other nations and peoples—Africa and Asia as well as Europe—
gathers and collects. America represents “the last possible form of culture.”(1!?)

As the original Aryan blood is further diluted, even these mongrelized masses will
eventually be totally absorbed. “The white species will disappear henceforth from the
face of the earth.” Other races—yellow, brown, and red—will rise up and take their
places, obliterating their memory forever. But the creative period for humanity will
be over. Human beings “will not quite have disappeared but will have completely
degenerated ... deprived of strength, beauty, and intelligence.” As Gobineau gloomily
concludes, “Perhaps that fear, reserved for our descendants, would leave us cold if we
did not feel, with secret horror, that the hands of destiny are already upon us.”'%

(1) Gobineau , Golden Flower , p. 19. The Golden Flower is a compilation of the prefaces to each

section of The Renaissance , published separately by Ludwig Schemann in 1912.

(12) Some scholars have seen Gobineau’s reading of Thierry as the beginning of his interest in race;
Buenzod , La Formation , pp. 286-92.

(13) Gobineau , Essai , p. 167.

(114) Essai , Vol. 2, p. 870.
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Racial Pessimism as a Doctrine

When the Essay appeared, the response was—indifference. Or so it seemed to Gob-
ineau. Much to his consternation, the book failed to set off a major storm of con-
troversy. France’s anthropologists and racial theorists were distinctly lukewarm, even
hostile, to Gobineau’s approach. Even more embarrassingly, authors who were his lead-
ing sources—including Carus and August Pott—condemned his work as incompetent
and wrong-headed."’” On one level, Gobineau could dismiss these criticisms as pre-
dictable. As he told an intimate, “I never supposed that I can tell people today, ‘you
are in a state of complete decadence, your civilization is a swamp, your intelligence
a smoldering lamp, you are already halfway to the grave,” without expecting some
opposition.”0) But since the book never commanded a French readership or made his
reputation as a great philosopher or historian, he was also disappointed.

In Gobineau’s own mind, the Essay was a work of exact science, in its way as
revolutionary as Copernicus’s discovery that the sun and not the earth is at the center
of the solar system. He had established once and for all the racial principles underlying
all history, which now would force men to reconsider everything they knew or thought
they knew about the rise and fall of civilizations. “We need to include history in the
natural of natural sciences,” he had written, “and give it all the scientific precision of
this form of knowledge.” The parallel between Gobineau and Karl Marx, who at the
time was still toiling away in the British Museum on the first draft of Das Kapital ,
is striking: if history is to be of any value, it must be as a science, with the power to
predict as well as analyze events.(!'” However, these claims to predictive power and
omniscience did not impress Gobineau’s former patron, Alexis de Tocqueville.

Tocqueville was the product of an aristocratic heritage and outlook very different
from Gobineau’s. His family really were ancient Norman nobility. The Tocquevilles
traced their lineage back to the twelfth century and had served the French monarchy
by sword of arms for more than seven hundred years. The milieu in which Alexis de
Tocqueville had been raised was not one of penurious pretentions and bitter memories,
but of practical responsibilities and civic duties.''® In political matters Tocqueville was
a liberal, but his liberalism, like that of his father, was tempered by a respect for custom
and tradition in the vein of Edmund Burke. His Democracy in America, published in
1835, had argued that although the forces of social and economic change could be
destructive, it was still possible through energetic attention and reform to preserve the
best of the past. Indeed, Tocqueville concluded, a truly free society required both.

In contrast to Gobineau’s self-absorbed and self-dramatizing Romanticism, Toc-
queville’s outlook was resolutely that of the Enlightenment: rational, skeptical, and at

(115) Quoted in Mosse , Toward the Final Solution , p. 54.
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times sardonic, yet hopeful for the future. As he wrote to Gobineau years later, “Yes,
I sometimes despair of mankind. Who doesn’t.... I have always said that it is more dif-
ficult to stabilize and maintain liberty in our new democratic societies than in certain
aristocratic societies in the past. But I shall never dare to think it impossible.”(9)

Gobineau had sent him a copy of the Essay, although he must have known that any
response he might receive could hardly be encouraging. As Tocqueville said, “There
is an entire world between our beliefs.” This was even truer than he could know. The
Essay and Tocqueville’s response mark a dividing line in the European spirit between
the Enlightenment tradition of rational liberalism, which was now finding itself on
the defensive, and a new outlook in which Gobineau’s racial pessimism would play an
increasingly important part.

Tocqueville was repelled first of all by Gobineau’s racist perspective, which he saw
(correctly) as a repudiation of the essential equality of all men before God. Tocqueville
also understood that the belief in racial superiority was a result, not a cause, of specific
historical circumstances. “I am sure that Julius Caesar, had he had the time, would
have willingly written a book to prove that the savages he met in Britain did not belong
to the same race as the Romans, and that the latter were destined by nature to rule
the world, while the former were destined to vegetate in one of its corners....”'*)) Two
thousand years later, of course, the reverse had come to pass, with industrial England
dominating the European continent as well as much of the world.

Then there was the issue of Gobineau’s doom-laden pessimism. Tocqueville worried
that a sense of despair about the future of civilization, especially after the debacle of
1848, could become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Perhaps the previous century had had too
much faith in progress, Tocqueville admitted. Now, however, the failures of the French
Revolution and of 1848 have “led us to the opposite extreme.... After having excessive
pride, we have now fallen into excessive self-pity; we thought we could do everything,
and now we think we can do nothing.” Pessimism “is the great sickness of our age,”
he warned. Tocqueville believed that in proclaiming Europe’s decline to be racially
predestined, Gobineau was encouraging a fatalism that sapped energy, confidence, and
the will to achieve. “If one morning my doctor came and said, ‘My dear sir, I am honored
to announce that you are mortally ill and ... that there is absolutely no chance of any
kind of recovery,”” Tocqueville said, “I would see nothing else for it than to put my
head beneath the covers and ... prepare myself for eternal life. But for societies there
is no eternal life.”(*2!)

However, the aspect of the Essay that most repelled Tocqueville was Gobineau’s
stony fatalism, the racial determinism that abolished human freedom. Individuals cut
a puny figure in the Essay, compared to “the immutable laws” of race history and
brute nature that lead them “like blind slaves” and dictate their choices. In Gobineau’s
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Tocqueville , European Revolution , pp. 309-10.
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formulation, the organic life of a society or civilization stands totally apart from the
human beings who make it up. Individuals play no conscious part in either a society’s
creation or its preservation.(??

Since man is rendered helpless in Gobineau’s historical scheme, he is also not ac-
countable for the disaster that inevitably occurs. “There is nothing” in the fate of his
own civilization “for which he can be held accountable,” Gobineau concluded, because
there is nothing to be done. Tocqueville was appalled by both propositions. “To me,” he
explained, “human societies, like persons, only become something worthwhile through
their use of liberty....” The great gift of civilized society was freedom, freedom in the
sense of the individual’s moral responsibility for what happens to himself as well as to
others. Gobineau had abolished that freedom with one stroke of biological determinism.
Indeed, Tocqueville sensed that Gobineau had abolished individual freedom because
he was in a profound sense frightened by it.

Gobineau sharply reacted. He wrote:

I am not telling people “you are acquitted” or “you are condemned”; I tell them:
“You are dying.” What I say is that you have spent your youth and you have now
reached the age of decline.... Establish kingdoms, dynasties, republics, whatever you
want; these things may be possible and even inevitable.... But in the final account, the
causes of your enervation are gathering ... And no one in the world will replace you
when your degeneration is completed.

“If T am wrong,” he added, “nothing will remain of my four volumes. If I am right, the
facts will not be suppressed by the desire of those who do not wish to face them.”(1?%)

Gobineau had no interest in changing the world. His Essay and subsequent works
remained at their heart acts of Romantic rebellion, gestures of defiance aimed at what
he saw as a bourgeois-dominated social order that had rejected him. Yet Gobineau had
drawn a sharp, and in Tocqueville’s opinion fateful, distinction between men’s “social
aptitudes,” the collective psychological forces that led them to create great civilizations,
and the “qualities that make moral truths operative”—honesty, integrity, compassion,
and a sense of right and wrong. Social aptitudes for Gobineau drew on the vital power
transmitted by blood and race. Moral qualities, on the other hand, were arbitrary
and conventional—and ultimately dispensable. In Gobineau’s scheme of things, man’s
ethical stance was irrelevant to the larger process of history. A society or civilization
“carries no morality,” he had written, “it is neither virtuous nor vicious ... it simply
exists.”

Gobineau was not simply denying any necessary link between purposeful public
action and the dictates of ordinary morality—Machiavelli, after all, had made that
point three hundred years earlier. He was asserting that public action and the exercise
of power had no moral content whatsoever. They were instead dictated by blood, race,
and biology. The vitality and value of a civilization depended entirely on its ability to

(122) Letter of 30 July 1856 in Ibid., pp. 291-92.
(123) Essay , Vol. 2, p. 680.

64



generate the necessary patterns of power and domination, which sensitive or squeamish
moral considerations tended to impede. Failure to follow the dictates of power, whether
by preserving one’s racial identity or killing a captured enemy, was a sign that society’s
vital foundations were rotting away.

Moral principles are the opposite of vitality and creativity—what Friedrich Niet-
zsche would call “the will to power.” In Gobineau’s later writings, particularly his
Renaissance (1877), genuine creative power always sweeps aside issues of morality. Ac-
cording to him, the Renaissance marked the last triumph of Europe’s Aryan aristocracy
over the bourgeois forces rising up against them. The result was a final spasmodic erup-
tion of vitality not only in the artistic sphere—Michelangelo, da Vinci, Raphael—but
in the politics exemplified by Cesare Borgia and Machiavelli as well.

Gobineau’s cultural hero is entirely amoral. Conventional standards, whether aes-
thetic or moral, are for the weak and timid:

Know then that for that kind of person whom fate summons to dominate others,
the ordinary rules of life are reversed.... Good and evil are lifted to another, to a
higher region, to a different plane.... Leave to small minds, the rabble of underlings,
all slackness and scruple.

“Power is everything, the master key,” Gobineau later wrote to Richard Wagner.
“Tt destroys everything in its path, and leaves nothing behind.”'*¥ It is, as Nietzsche
would later say, “beyond good and evil.”

Gobineau died in Turin on February 14, 1882.7 Toward the end of his life, the
prospect of civilization’s apocalyptic collapse into the abyss seemed to fill Gobineau
with a kind of ghoulish Romantic Schadenfreude . “An avalanche of Chinese and Slavs,”
he wrote just before his death in the preface to the second edition of the Essay on
Inequality, “mottled with Tartars and Baltic Germans, will put an end to the stupidities
and indeed to the entire civilization of Europe.... I foresaw and predicted these strange
phenomena a number of years ago.... But I must admit that I did not then expect
these things to come about so quickly.”

Gobineau and Neo-gobinians in Germany

France’s overwhelming defeat in 1870 by the new German Empire, and the civil
war and Commune of the following year, set off a wave of fears about French national
degeneration that, if not borrowed directly from Gobineau, certainly made him appear
more right than wrong. Yet Gobineau never caught on in France as a racial theorist,
and the language of degeneration was never linked to any specific Gobinian perspective.
Its roots lay elsewhere, in the kind of “scientific” and positivist liberal racial theory that

T Ironically, he suffered a heart attack while boarding a train, the symbol of the new industrial age
he despised.

(124) Letter of 20 March 1856 in Tocqueville , European Revolution , p. 285.
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Gobineau had repudiated. However, when Gobineau first lamented the failure of his
Essay on the Inequality of Races in France, Tocqueville had predicted that he would
find a better response in Germany, which turned out to be correct.

Gobineau’s success there was due to a single individual. Richard Wagner became
interested in Gobineau’s works in 1876 while preparing for his first performance at
Bayreuth. They met soon afterwards and became close friends; Wagner once described
Gobineau to his wife Cosima as “my only true contemporary.”? Although Gobineau’s
racial ideas appeared too late to have any effect on Wagner’s operas, the composer did
relentlessly push the French count’s theories on the coterie of young artists, musicians,
and intellectuals in his Bayreuth circle. Two in particular, Ludwig Schemann and
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, would take up Gobineau and turn his ideas into a
political gospel for a modern Germany, to accompany the artistic gospel of Wagnerism.

Ludwig Schemann was thirty-seven when he first read The Renaissance. That led
him to the Essay on Inequality, which, he would tell everyone later, transformed his life.
He was particularly struck by the uncanny resemblance of Gobineau’s ideas to those
of the key figure in the ultranationalist volkish or Germanic movement, Paul Anton
Botticher, whom Schemann and others knew under his French-sounding pseudonym
Paul de Lagarde.

Lagarde’s ideas were an unstable mixture of Herder, Fichte, the brothers Grimm,
and the German Romantic Lebensphilosophie that had also influenced Gobineau. “The
core of man is not his reason, but his will,” he wrote, “whose driving force is love.
The German nation, he believed, had a will of its own, the expression of its Seele,
or “collective soul.” In Germany’s case, that soul was being destroyed by materialism,
middle-class greed, and the industrialization that was moving across the landscape of
the Rhine and Ruhr valleys. As Germany became a unified nation and moved into the
modern mainstream, Lagarde warned, the real Germany, rooted in the rural customs
and traditions of the common Volk , was being overwhelmed. The result was a cultural
crisis that would deprive the German people of their unique heritage and identity.
Lagarde’s view of the future was gloomy in a Romantic, even Gobinian, sense. “We
are face to face with [spiritual] bankruptcy,” he wrote in 1881. “We shall all sink into
nothingness.”

Lagarde reflected the bitterness of the culturally conservative successors to the
German Romantics, who saw progress as the Trojan Horse of a soulless bourgeois future.
Mechanization, philistinism, socialism, and liberalism were all of a piece; true spiritual
health meant escaping from their malign influences. Lagarde saw true German culture
as being under direct assault from liberals, with their insistence on individualism at
the expense of volkish solidarity, and from Jews, the Catholic Church, industrialists,
and a range of other “un-German” elements. In “this new Germany that is so powerful,

Y
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so liberal, and so utterly un-German,” Lagarde wrote, “we worship foreign gods—that
is our undoing.”(1%0)

Schemann realized at once that what Lagarde and others were trying to define
in cultural and national terms Gobineau had understood in racial terms. Lagarde’s
German national soul was actually its Aryan identity, a heritage reaching back to
the forests and bogs of northern Europe and Scandinavia and extending forward to
the rural communities and traditions of the German Volk . Schemann became a man
possessed; as he put it, an “instrument of higher powers.” Although he never met
Gobineau, Schemann wrote an admiring two-volume biography (he later did the same
for Paul de Lagarde), edited the French aristocrat’s unpublished essays, and created
the Gobineau Archives at Strassburg, with over six thousand volumes on race and
race theory. In 1894, Schemann and a group of enthusiasts met in his rooms at the
University of Strassburg to found the Gobineau Society and to raise a subscription for
a new translation of the Essay on Inequality. He introduced Gobineau’s doctrines of
racial Aryanism to the Pan-German League, a major right-wing nationalist lobbying
group, which proceeded to distribute copies of the Essay to all chapter libraries.(?")

Although the Gobineau Society never enjoyed a large membership (in 1914 there
were still only three hundred and sixty official members), it attracted attention from
German politicians and intellectuals. It came to exercise a disproportionate influence
on cultural matters and gave a new racial cast to Pan-German nationalist feeling.
Schemann and the neo-Gobinians would make it plain that Germany, and Germany
alone, stood agaist modern Europe’s cultural, social, and racial disintegration. German
folk culture was the last surviving remnant of the original Indo-German Aryan peoples,
and the German people their last descendants and heirs. As members and admirers
of the Bayreuth circle, the neo-Gobinians identified Wagner’s operas, particularly the
Ring cycle, as authentic recreations of the original Aryan myths. Bayreuth became an
annual festival where Aryan-Germans could participate in “their primeval mysteries,”
rediscover the origins of their Kultur , and be restored to spiritual health.(?)

The issue of rejuvenation became crucial for the neo-Gobinians. In the hands of Sche-
mann and his influential successor Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Gobineau’s Aryan
myth acquired a happy ending. The blond, broad-shouldered, vital and free Aryans
do not disappear. They become “Teutons,” the modern-day descendants of the ancient
Germanic tribes. Modern culture remained in crisis, of course; Lagarde’s (and Gob-
ineau’s) fear that “everything of value was in decline” was too rhetorically effective
to be abandoned. However, the degenerative and soul-destroying processes of modern
civilization now had an antidote: the pursuit of racial purity.

Turning Gobineau into a central figure in the Pan-Germanic pantheon required
glossing over certain inconvenient points. Gobineau’s despair for his own French home-

(126) Thid., p. 320.
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land had been matched only by his contempt for Germany and Prussia. He regularly
portrayed modern Germans as humorless bourgeois philistines, using the same scathing,
excoriating tones that Nietzsche would later employ. The idea that Wilhelmine Ger-
many in any way reflected the virtues and vitality of the ancient Aryans would have
struck him as ridiculous, yet this was precisely what Schemann and the Pan-Germanists
were to argue.(?) Gobineau’s German admirers also narrowed his historical perspec-
tive, dropping the comparative elements that derived from his Orientalist studies. The
Aryan heritage now belonged only to Europe, specifically to Western Europe and
Scandinavia. Even the term “Aryan,” with its too-obvious association with Vedic India,
began to be replaced with Nordic or Indo-German.'*) Both Schemann and Cham-
berlain would dismiss Gobineau’s speculations regarding the Aryan origins of Chinese
and pre-Columbian civilizations as mere fantasy. The progenitors of civilization were
emphatically and exclusively white Europeans, and specifically German.

While Schemann’s writings remained limited to a small (although very distin-
guished) audience, Houston Stewart Chamberlain reached out to a much larger
one. An English Germanophile who had married Wagner’s daughter, Chamberlain
became the most influential of the Bayreuth circle and the neo-Gobinians. In 1899 he
published The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, a sweeping, rambling survey
of Furopean history that intended, as Chamberlain put it, to “make the past part
of the present.” The debt to Gobineau’s Essay was profound and obvious. Yet the
differences overshadow the similarities.

In the Foundations, all of European civilization is a product of the Aryan race, who
are now identified as Teutons or modern ethnic Germans. The aboriginal Aryan has
also shed the aristocratic hauteur and exclusiveness conferred by Gobineau; instead,
he exhibits two outstanding virtues, “freedom and loyalty,” meaning loyalty to himself
as well as to others through an instinct for maintaining his racial identity and auton-
omy. Exuding “physical health and strength, great intelligence, luxuriant imagination,
untiring impulse to create,” the Germanic peoples appear at the end of the Roman
Empire like Siegfried setting off on his Rhine journey in Wagner’s Goétterddmmerung ,
“glowing with youth, free ... endowed with all the qualities which fit them for the very
highest place.”(131)

“The Teuton entered history,” Chamberlain wrote, “not as a barbarian but as a
child.” But their supreme confidence and naive innocence proved to be their downfall.
“Every power was set in motion to betray them,” like a “child that falls into the hands
of old experienced libertines.” Old Europeans—Latins, Gauls, Mediterranean Greeks,
and Jews—conspired against the Germanic newcomers. Over the course of time the
conquerors were deluded into embracing their deadliest enemies. They “contaminated
their pure blood by mixture with the impure races of the slave-born.” By the beginning

(129 Quoted in Mosse , Toward the Final Solution , p. 105.
(130) B.g., Tocqueville , European Revolution , p. 186.
(131) Field , Evangelist of Race , p. 210; R. Hankins , Racial Basis of Civilization , pp. 55-57.
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of the Enlightenment, the original Teutonic blood of the German people faced dilution
and oblivion, and European civilization hung in the balance.

All this seems familiar from Gobineau; however, Chamberlain now introduced a new
corrupting element, the principal villains behind the destruction of Teutonic vitality—
the Jews. Chamberlain’s anti-Semitism stemmed from Wagner and volkish ideologues
like Lagarde, not Gobineau.® Wagner, like Karl Marx, despised Europe’s Jews as sym-
bols of soulless commercial society. The hooknosed dwarf Alberich in Wagner’s Ring,
who renounced love and beauty out of greed for gold, became the enduring symbol
of the antinatural, antispiritual Jew. Wagner’s views struck a deeply responsive chord
with all of his Bayreuth circle (which, curiously, included several Jews) and became a
cornerstone of neo-Gobinian racial theory.’

For Chamberlain, the Jews were a hybrid Asiatic race. Following the Swiss anthro-
pologist Vacher Lapouge (who was another Gobinian racial pessimist), Chamberlain
defined the “Jewish race” as the mongrelized result of cross-breeding between Bedouins,
Hittites, Syrians, and Aryan Amorites in the Fertile Crescent of the Old Testament.
“Their existence is a crime against the holy laws of life,” he proclaimed. As a result,
they were the opposite of Lebensgefiihl and vitality. Jews were “born rationalists....
The creative element, the real inner life is almost totally wanting in them.” Compared
to “the infinitely rich religious life of the Aryans,” their religion is “rigid,” “scanty,”
“sterile.” Jews were, in short, without soul.3?

The Jews became for the Germanic neo-Gobinians what modern-day Europeans had
been for Gobineau: a tainted race. Aware of the curse they bore, the Jews consciously
worked to pollute the civilization their Teutonic superiors had built. Capitalism, liberal
humanitarianism, and sterile science—"*Jewish science,” as Chamberlain called it (re-
ferring to Albert Einstein and other proponents of the new theory of relativity)—were
all forms of race pollution, the modern instruments of the Jews’ revenge. The history
of Europe is no longer Gobineau’s cycle of conquest, corruption, and reconquest, but
becomes an apocalyptic power struggle between Aryan Teutons and their Jewish an-
tagonists. As one contemporary English reviewer put it, Chamberlain’s book is “the
Iliad of Aryans versus Jews,” a sweeping epic of racial conflict with magnificent Aryan
heroes, such as Martin Luther, Dante, and Jesus Christ (whom Chamberlain “proves”
was an Aryan and not a Jew), and a miscellaneous cast of anti-Aryan villains such as
Ignatius Loyola (a degenerate Basque as well as the founder of the Jesuits).

Wherever we find energy, vitality, creativity, and innovation, as in medieval Chris-
tianity or during the Renaissance, there we can also find Teutonism as a racial-historical

8 Anti-Semitism had played no part in Gobineau’s own ideas; he considered the Jews to be part
of the white race and in fact saw their survival as a people through the Diaspora as an example of the
virtues of racial purity.

9 One of the Jewish members of the circle was the conductor Hermann Levy.(133)

(132) H.S. Chamberlain , The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (1899), Vol. I, pp. 388, 574-75.
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force. Where we do not, we see the baleful effects of racial and cultural anarchy, or
Volkerchaos . Chamberlain’s term brings us back to Gobineau’s image of racial de-
generation in the Essay, which “ends in utter impotence, and leads societies down to
the abyss of nothingness.” Yet in Chamberlain’s account, there remains a redemptive
escape route. Civilization ends in a final stage of regeneration, an inner process of
rebirth in which man’s basic nature is transformed from death to life. Racial purity is
a matter of personal rejuvenation as well as collective salvation.

Chamberlain could make this sweeping claim because he no longer defined race
purely in terms of heredity. It was a spiritual rather than physiological force, an in-
tricate unity of physical, mental, and vitalist attributes. Belonging to a race meant
having “a special way of thinking and feeling.” One did not have to be born Jewish to
be a Jew: “It is necessary only to have frequent intercourse with Jews, to read Jewish
newspapers, to accustom oneself to Jewish philosophy, literature, and art.” Given this
possibility of cultural pollution, Chamberlain concluded, “we have the right and the
duty to take—without unfriendliness—strenuous measures against such a dangerous
alien.”

Where the struggle [between the races| is not waged with cannon balls, it goes
silently on in the heart of society by marriages ... by the varying powers of resistance in
the different types of mankind, by the shifting of wealth, by the birth of new influences
and the disappearance of others.... But this struggle, silent though it is, is above all a
struggle for life and death.(3%

In 1927 Chamberlain met the man who would undertake that life-or-death struggle.
Adolf Hitler had been raised on the Austrian version of Pan-Germanism, which was
deeply anti-Jewish as well as anticlerical. However, at the same time that Hitler was
growing up in Austria, neo-Gobinianism was sweeping through the German-speaking
world. Chamberlain’s Foundations of the Nineteenth Century was part of the standard
history curriculum in Prussian schools, while the Gobineau Society worked to distribute
copies of Gobineau’s Renaissance to German soldiers—Ilike the young private Hitler—
as they marched off to World War I.013%)

Hitler does not seem to have actually read any Gobineau then or later. However,
when he returned from the war he met Alfred Rosenberg and Dietrich Eckhart, who in-
troduced him to Chamberlain’s views as well as to other Aryanist racial doctrines. Dur-
ing Hitler’s stay at Landsberg Prison after the 1923 putsch attempt, neo-Gobinianism
became a fixed part of his world view. In Mein Kampf Hitler would state categorically
that “all culture, art, and civilization were the achievements of the culture-bearing
Aryan race,” while his pronouncement that “all great cultures of the past perished only
because the original creative race died out from blood pollution” captured the original
spirit of Gobineau’s racial pessimism. (36

(134) See Gay , Freud, Jews and other Germans .
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Yet Hitler also shared Chamberlain’s Wagnerian hope of redemption. Germany
could achieve a new racial destiny through purity of blood and a rejuvenation of its
collective soul. This became Hitler’s goal and the neo-Gobinian promise of the Nazi
movement. In 1927 Hitler at last came face-to-face with his new intellectual mentor,
Houston Chamberlain. Joseph Goebbels, an eyewitness, described it as a “shattering
scene.” The old man, paralyzed in a wheelchair since a stroke thirteen years earlier,
clutched Hitler’s hand; Hitler addressed him as his “spiritual father.”(!*) A few days
later, Chamberlain wrote to Hitler: “With one blow you have transformed the state of
my soul. That Germany, in her hour of need, brings forth a Hitler—that is proof of
her vitality. Now I will be able to sleep peacefully and I shall have no need to wake up
again. God protect you!”

Chamberlain did not live to see Hitler come to power. But Ludwig Schemann did,
and on his eighty-fifth birthday would receive Germany’s highest literary award, the
Goethe Medal, from the Third Reich.

When a people have fallen, nothing can regenerate them,
Neither prosperity, nor excess of hardship,
Nor even the efforts of a great and noble master.

(137 Although we do not know whether Hitler actually received a copy or not. Mosse , Toward the
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Chapter 3: Historical and Cultural

Pessimism; Jacob Burckhardt and
Friedrich Nietzsche

Wait and you will see the sort of spirits that are going to rise out of the
ground in the next twenty years.... We may all perish; but at least I want
to discover the cause for which I am to perish, namely, the old culture of
Europe.

—Jacob Burckhardt, 1846

If you see something slipping, push it.
—Friedrich Nietzsche, 1886

By tradition, the city of Basel used to set its clocks exactly one hour behind the rest
of Europe. In the eighteenth century, several reformers tried to get the citizens of Basel
to wake up on time but they all failed. Then, in 1797, Basel suddenly became part of the
French Revolution. French troops swept into Switzerland and, with the help of leading
liberals in cities such as Berne and Basel, established the Helvetian Republic. The
revolutionaries finally set Basel’s clocks right, and when Basel’s traditional ruling class
returned to power after the fall of Napoleon in 1814, they decided to leave the clocks
as they were. Nonetheless, when Jacob Burckhardt was born there four years later, the
bells and chimes in Basel’s clock towers welcomed him to a deeply conservative and
independent city that was only reluctantly becoming part of modern Europe.(!3%)

Basel, like the rest of nineteenth-century Switzerland, was prosperous and econom-
ically active, although it had escaped the rigors of large-scale industrialization and
democratic political change. Basel was still governed by old patrician families like the
Burckhardts, who had served as pastors in its churches and professors in its university
(the oldest in Switzerland) since the sixteenth century. Jacob Burckhardt was brought
up in a world of orderly and pious values, where a tradition of intellectual and spiritual
labor was passed on from generation to generation. The young Burckhardt would have
acknowledged the truth of Edmund Burke’s observation that “there is an order that
keeps things fast in their place. It is made to us and we are made to it.”

(138) Gossman , Orpheus Philologus , pp. 8-9.
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Everyone assumed that Jacob would follow his father and grandfather into the
ministry. However, Protestant theology was everywhere in an uproar. The old, solid
Lutheran and Calvinist faiths were under siege from the Enlightenment’s emphasis
on the secularizing power of reason and from the so-called higher criticism in biblical
studies. Close scholarly examination of the Old and New Testaments had exposed
enormous gaps and inconsistencies in the texts, undermining the claim that the Bible
was the literal word of God. Higher criticism taught that, for better or worse, the Bible
was an historical document like any other text from antiquity, and subject to the same
interpretive freedom. David Strauss, a critic at the University of Tiibingen, published
his controversial Life of Jesus in 1835, arguing that most of the New Testament Gospels
was a fabric of myth and legend, like the founding myths of other religions.!

Exposed to these hammer blows, Jacob Burckhardt’s belief in Christianity never
recovered. Burckhardt did not become an atheist or agnostic; he never abandoned his
belief in a God, and he kept his loss of faith a secret from his parents until their deaths.
Instead, he became one of a growing company of university-educated intellectuals in
the nineteenth century who found they could no longer believe in Christianity (or Ju-
daism) as a system of revealed truth. They included Matthew Arnold, Emile Durkheim
(whose father was an Orthodox rabbi), Sgren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Wil-
helm Dilthey, and somewhat later, Martin Heidegger. The collapse of the religious and
moral certainties of their boyhood was a deeply shattering experience, leaving them
casting about for new faiths to cling to. Some would find that faith in the philosophies
of Hegel and Kant, just as many would later turn to Karl Marx. Others found it in the
reigning academic disciplines of the modern university—in other words, a rational or
even scientific truth to substitute for the one revealed by God. For Emile Durkheim,
this was sociology; for Friedrich Nietzsche, philology, the intensive study of Greek and
Latin according to rigorous scientific principles. For the young Jacob Burckhardt, the
alternative path to truth became the study of history.

In 1838 he set off for the University of Berlin, where two professors, Theodor Droysen
and Leopold von Ranke, were transforming historical scholarship. Burckhardt was
enthralled. “Every day in the course of my work I am discovering new sources of
greatness and beauty,” he wrote. “I am really determined to devote my life to it.” His
teachers presented a sharp contrast in style and outlook. Droysen was the typical
“progressive” historian of the time. According to Droysen, European history was the
story of the emergence of the nation-state and political liberty. Like Hegel, Droysen
believed history was a process by which human aspiration and destiny are finally and
definitively reconciled in the state. “God’s hand guides events, both great and small,
and the science of history has no higher task than to justify this faith ... and belief in
the fatherland.” Droysen was the sort of historian Burckhardt later came to dislike, one

! Tronically, Strauss would later come under fire from Nietzsche, in one of his early Untimely
Meditations, for criticisms directed at Nietzsche’s mentor Richard Wagner.
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who smugly assumed that “our own time is the culmination of all time ... [and] that the
whole past may be regarded as fulfilled in us” as the epitome of human progress. 3

Ranke was a very different case. To Ranke’s mind, partisanship or present-
mindedness was the cardinal sin of historical writing. He rejected the notion of linear
progress or historical laws of any sort, whether in Hegel’s terms or those of Comte
and the so-called Positivists. He was skeptical of grand philosophic schemes that tried
to impose a large purpose and direction on the human past, and he understood the
difference between claiming to see a pattern in past events and claiming to have
discovered an underlying law. Instead of looking for laws, Ranke said, the historian’s
task was to reveal the past wie es eigentlich gewesen ist (“as it truly happened”)—the
phrase became the trademark of the Rankean or German historical school.(1*)

“Nor,” Ranke added, was the only significant issue in the study of history “the often
dubious advancement of civilization.... There are forces and indeed spiritual, creative
forces, nay life itself, and there are moral energies, whose development we see.... In
their interaction and succession, in their life, in their decline and rejuvenation ... lies
the secret of world history.”*!) The place where historians would find the most vivid
interplay of these creative forces, Ranke believed, was in the arena of politics. On the
one hand, Ranke had great scorn for scholars who allowed contemporary political issues
and passions to distort their historical accounts. Ranke was a conservative who, as an
historian, could feel sympathy for the aspirations of the men who made the French
Revolution; a German Protestant who could understand the ambitions and fears of
the medieval papacy.? He believed that the historian’s job was not to judge but to
observe and analyze the past. This conviction made a deep impression on the young
Burckhardt, who would later state that historians needed to find an “Archimidean
point outside events,” and that history had to be written in a “spirit of contemplation”
rather than confrontation.(4?

However, Ranke and Burckhardt also agreed that human beings display the same
character, regardless of place or culture. The historian finds in every epoch the same
unwillingness to allow reason to guide the passions, the same disordered jumble of
hopes and fears. Ranke’s studies had convinced him that religion and politics provided
necessary systems of belief and order, allowing human beings to find coherence and a
stable balance in their collective lives through institutions specific to their time and
place. The historian had to realize that man’s historical destiny has many faces, not

2 Ranke was pleased when his History of the Papacy (1834-1836) generated criticism from leading
Protestants for being too sympathetic to the Catholic Church and from leading Catholics for being too
severe.

(139 Quoted in Gooch , History and Historians in the Nineteenth Century , p. 126; Burckhardt , Force
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just one. “These many separate, earthly-spiritual communities called forth by moral
energy, growing irresistibly ... each in its own way! Behold them, these celestial bodies,
in their cycles, their mutual gravitation, their systems!”(*3)

In Ranke’s “organicist” view of history and society, the nation forms “a living thing,”
not an abstract principle; it was “an individual, a unique self.” But Ranke had also
turned his back on German Romanticism’s vitalism. Unlike Gobineau (whose works
he despised), Ranke did not see society’s organic changes coming from the brutal
biological imperatives of a mysterious life force. Instead, societies are rational wholes,
the parts of which fit and grow together in a balanced, orderly way and in “a creative,
unifying sense.”(44)

But Ranke’s organicist view also faced one large difficulty. Like any living organic
system, society’s ordered process of development could sometimes fail. Under certain
conditions, it could lose the delicate balance between the parts and the whole. Unless
the society’s members are then able to summon up the spiritual strength to restore the
overall balance, disorder will follow and energy stream out not “in a creative, unifying
sense” but as “dissolution.” This is what had happened, Ranke argued, at certain critical
junctures in the European past, such as at the end of the Roman Empire and again,
before the Reformation. (1)

But what if such evidence of breakdown and dissolution appears not at the end
of the Roman Empire, but in our own time? Suddenly dynamic contemporary trends
assume a terrible new significance. What other people unthinkingly accept as “normal”
the trained observer recognizes as warning signs of impending collapse. In this case,
Ranke’s organicist view of society and history produces a particular kind of pessimism
about the future, which can be called “historical pessimism.” The historical pessimist
sees the present as systematically undoing the achievements of a creative and ordered
past. Institutions that used to be in harmonious balance are now out of sync, and social
development becomes chaotic and destructive. At the same time, individuals are help-
less to do anything to avert the disaster about to happen. Unless the system somehow
repairs itself, the historical pessimist concludes, its breakdown is virtually preordained.
Pessimism turns to fatalism, and the only option is resignation and withdrawal.

Burckhardt had been a passionate supporter of German liberal nationalism during
his stay in Berlin. However, a wave of political violence and democratic upheaval that
struck his beloved Basel and the other Swiss cantons in the 1840s, and the European
debacle of 1848, reversed his earlier enthusiasm. One of his closest friends, Gottfried
Kinkel, was tried and executed in the German revolution’s aftermath. Burckhardt’s
grief turned to disgust with the Romantic idealism that had brought him and Europe
to the brink of disaster. “I have given up all political activity forever.... The whole
business is alien to me,” he wrote to one of his German friends. “I am tired of the mod-

(143) Ranke , “A Dialogue on Politics,” reprinted in von Laue , Leopold Ranke , p. 180.
(149 Tbid., pp. 162-63.
(145) . White , Metahistory , pp. 170-71.
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ern world. I want to escape them all, the radicals, the communists, the industrialists,
the overeducated, the fastidious, the imitative and the abstract, the absolutists, the
philosophers, the sophists, the state fanatics, the idealists, the -ists and -ers of every
kind.”(146)

For Gobineau, the violent dawn of modernity was something that had happened to
his father’s generation, during the French Revolution. It assumed the status of myth,
like Adam’s fall from grace. Burckhardt experienced that fall directly and personally.
The stable, secure world he knew had changed horribly before his eyes, leaving him
frightened and disillusioned. “I have no hope at all for the future,” he wrote to a friend.
“It is possible a few half-endurable decades may still be granted to us, a sort of Roman
imperial time.”") Burckhardt withdrew into a monkish solitude, finding refuge in
his love for history and art. He made an eye-opening trip to Italy, where he became
enraptured with the masterpieces of Michelangelo, Raphael, and Titian. He returned
to write a book on the artistic culture of Italy—the Cicerone —and to accept a post
at the University of Basel as professor of history. From 1885 until his death thirty-
four years later, he never again left his hometown, except for vacations in his beloved
Italy. Living modestly and dressed in a modest black suit, his hair prematurely white,
Burckhardt could easily have been mistaken for a minister, which indeed he might
have been had he not lost his religious faith. Even when his fame as an historian grew,
he refused to venture outside. In 1871 the University of Berlin offered him the chair of
history once occupied by his beloved teacher, Leopold von Ranke. Burckhardt turned
it down.14®)

For the ivory tower of his study, surrounded by his books and manuscripts, Burck-
hardt struggled to place the events of 1848 within the wider historical context of Euro-
pean civilization. Like Gobineau, Tocqueville, and many others, Burckhardt thought
the revolutions and the violent middle-class reaction marked the rise of a modern bar-
barism. But Burckhardt also disagreed with vitalists such as Gobineau and the Swiss
Romantic historian Ernst von Lasaulx, who tried to distinguish between an “ancient”
barbarism, the expression of energetic and dominant races such as the Germanic tribes
and Vikings, and a “modern” or decadent version, in which the life force has exhausted
itself. Burckhardt believed that the vitality of a people or a race did not determine
the health of a society, but the other way around. A primitive people can be as ener-
vated and sterile as their modern counterparts. What matters is the state of the larger
social order: whether it is still growing and developing, or whether it has achieved
overripeness, with the “inward degeneration and decrease of life” that marks the end
of the old and the beginning of the new.

All societies and civilizations, Burckhardt argued, are a dynamic balance among
three social elements or powers. Two he borrowed from Ranke, religion and the state.

(146) Craig , Triumph of Liberalism , pp. 248-49.
(147) Burckhardt , Force and Freedom , pp. 36-37.
(149) Thid., p. 19.
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The third was culture (or what the Enlightenment would have called “manners”), “that
process by which the spontaneous and unthinking activity of a race or nation is trans-
formed into considered action.” Each element follows a course of “growth, bloom, and
decay,” as new social groups and forces come and go with the passage of time. “During
epochs of high civilization, all three powers exist simultaneously at all levels of mutual
interaction.” However, when they collide or conflict with each other, “a crisis in the
whole state of things is produced,” which affects entire peoples and populations. Bur-
ckhardt’s history does not present us with a smooth and progressive working out of
human forces and movements, but instead with a recurring tension among the three
elements, expressed in periodic “crises.” In a crisis, “the historical process is suddenly
accelerated in a terrifying fashion. Developments which would otherwise take centuries
seem to flit by like phantoms in months and weeks, and are fulfilled.”(1*)

The fall of the Roman Empire was one such crisis. Burckhardt’s first extended
historical work, The Age of Constantine the Great (1852), showed how the power of
the Roman imperial state had expanded at the expense of other social institutions to
the point that civilization itself broke apart. The barbarian invasions did not cause the
fall of the Roman Empire, Burckhardt argued; they simply exacerbated a crisis that
was already under way in Roman society itself. The “youthful, very prolific” Germans
smashed through a vulnerable imperial frontier, prompting a series of ruthless military
emperors to seize power. It was these emperors and their legions, not the German
tribes, who destroyed the ancient world’s civic life as they tried to prop up their great,
sagging dominion.

As a result, another power, religion, rose up to replace the state. When the Catholic
Church abused its authority, once again overbalancing the system, the result was the
Reformation. A new historical force, the nation, rose up to topple the Church’s might.

Now, Burckhardt believed, European civilization was undergoing another similar
crisis. This time it was a cultural crisis, as the national movements and ideals unleashed
by the nineteenth century destroyed their own future.

Burckhardt: Democracy, Individualism, and the
European Crisis

One of those self-destructive forces, Burckhardt believed, was modern democracy.
The French Revolution had established the principle that the rule of the people is the
only legitimate form of political power. From Burckhardt’s perspective, that principle
galvanized the great unwashed masses from town and countryside in the form of public
opinion, and made them part of the political fabric of the nation (as was happening to
the working class in his beloved Basel). But it had also increased social resentment and
demands for social and economic leveling. Men hoped “to find salvation in demolishing

(149 Thid., pp. 229-31; 124; 92, 96, 238.
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and rebuilding the whole [social] structure” in the name of progress and reform. This
is what set off the radical and socialist revolts in 1848; in the aftermath, political
institutions and politicians learned to submit. “Statesmen no longer seek to combat
‘democracy,”” Burckhardt wrote in 1873, “but in some way or other to reckon with it”
and manipulate its awesome power for their own purposes.

However, demands for the destruction of the old continue unabated. “In the end
people believe that if the state power were completely in their hands they could fashion
a new existence.” The masses join forces with the dynamic power of commercial society,
“big business,” industry, and the thirst for “property and money-making.” Business
turns to the power of the state to protect and extend its interests, while the masses
want the state to provide the benefits they cannot acquire on their own."? From
these twin pressures the all-powerful modern state emerges, along with its new power
wielders. Burckhardt saw in France’s Napoleon III an example of the archetypal rulers
of the future: “the terrible simplifiers” as he called them, military dictators and their
henchmen who reduce the fragile complexity of human experience to the single reality of
power.(Y) The masses learn to acquiesce. “They want their peace and pay,” Burckhardt
wrote sardonically, and will accept them from whatever political form will deliver, even
if it means a “long, voluntary servitude” to a brutal dictatorship.

Of course, Burckhardt’s conclusion that democracy inevitably gives way to dicta-
torship was as old as Plato and Aristotle. But Burckhardt added to this traditional
antidemocratic critique a new fear, which would be the foundation stone of all subse-
quent critiques of “mass society”: that popular rule threatens the cultural life of society
as a whole. “The decisive new thing that has come into the world through the French
Revolution,” he explained, “is the permission and will to change things” simply because
the masses wish it. The uneducated mass man uses his political ascendancy to set his
own mediocre stamp on all human activities, because he now defines the priorities of
society. This was the true “despotism” unleashed by the French Revolution, Burckhardt
believed, “the unfettering of ... all passions and selfishness.” Burckhardt saw the events
of 1848 and the subsequent rise of nationalism as proof of this larger trend; the new
democratic despotism would “serve as the model for every despotism for all eternity.”

“Democrats and proletarians must submit to an increasingly harsh despotism,” Bur-
ckhardt asserted, as their intellectual and moral corruption draw down “all the hellish-
ness of human nature.” As political, intellectual, and moral standards collapse and a
rising class of bureaucrats snatch away all freedom and autonomy, society will not be
able to withstand the ruthless, ambitious wielders of modern military power. Society
must become one great “military factory,” Burckhardt predicted, with the masses con-
scripted into great and destructive armies and its rulers dealing out mass death in the
same way as its industries deal out mass production and its press mass propaganda.(*?)

(150) Burckhardt , On History and Historians , p. 220; Force and Freedom , p. 263.
(151) Quoted in Trevor-Roper, Introduction, Burckhardt , On History and Historians , p. xvi.
(152) Burckhardt , Force and Freedom , pp. 263, 265.
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Jacob Burckhardt was not only the first prophet of the totalitarian state and the
military-industrial complex. He was also describing the triumph of a debased mass
culture that comes to dominate all of society. That culture destabilizes the social order,
with its traditional and organic balance of institutions and ideals. Modern democracy
was destroying a European civilization that he believed was “decadent” and had lost
its raison d’étre . But democracy was incapable of producing anything constructive to
replace it. This was indeed a “purely negative and destructive barbarism.”

In a democracy, people learn to reject their assigned role as parts of the systematic
whole; individual striving helps to unravel the fabric of society and culture. Modern
man wants to break the rules, while true freedom for Burckhardt was the desire to live
within them—just as Burckhardt himself and his family had done for generations in
Basel.

Yet ironically, as Burckhardt was forced to admit, this desire to break the rules had
also produced one of the high points of European civilization, the Renaissance. His
most famous work, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1859), revealed how
in the Renaissance for the first time “man became a spiritual individual and recognized
himself as such.” The result was a momentous release of human activity from the
constraints of medieval ideals and traditions, providing the impetus for the modern
age. That release had obvious positive results: great works of art, the rediscovery
of the values of ancient Greece and Rome, and a passion for political freedom. The
Renaissance established the modern principle that it is not birth but achievement that
counts. In the Renaissance, as in the modern world, “talent and audacity win the great
prizes.”

But the Renaissance also revealed the negative side of individualism. Burckhardt
was not an unqualified admirer of the Renaissance. Personally he preferred the Middle
Ages, with its sense of organic unity and spiritual community.? The Renaissance, to his
mind, gave rise to the shameless worship of power. Burckhardt wrote, “For the first time
we detect the modern political spirit of Europe ... often displaying the worst features
of an unbridled egoism, outraging every right, and killing every germ of a healthier
culture.” Rulers like the Borgias shed their sense of moral responsibility. “Where indi-
viduality of every sort attained its highest development we find instances of that ideal
and absolute wickedness which delights in crimes for their own sake.”!5)

The Renaissance of Michelangelo was also that of Machiavelli. This is the dark
specter that haunts The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy and, Burckhardt be-
lieved, modern Europe. The book was, as he told a friend, “a child of sorrow.” Yet
Burckhardt could not find the answer to a larger question: what if the two sides of
individualism, its creative virtue and its destructive evil, were one and the same thing?

3 As he remarked in On History and Historians: “The Middle Ages are not responsible for our
present decline! It was a time of natural authority. It is not its fault that we no longer have this or can
regain it, but are instead flooded by waves of majority from below” (p. 32).

(153) Burckhardt , Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy , pp. 441; 22.
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In Gobineau’s Renaissance, the question does not arise. Blood tells all: where we find
the actions of a racial elite, however cruel and savage they may seem, there we also
find vitality and health. “Go straight ahead. Simply do as you please, insofar as it
serves your interest. Leave weakness and scruples to the petty minds and the rabble
of underlings.”(1*%

Burckhardt could not accept such a monstrous conclusion. For all his historical pes-
simism, he remained as much an heir to the Enlightenment as Tocqueville. Burckhardt
was convinced that the distinction between good and evil had to be something more
than just personal whim; it somehow had to be revealed in man’s inner nature. But if
civilization and progress did not necessarily destroy man’s moral nature, as Rousseau
and the Romantics claimed, Burckhardt conceded that they did nothing to contribute
to it either.(1®® Once again, societies and nations existed to fulfill their purpose as
collective organisms; they stood above and apart from the moral questions that vexed
their individual members.

So where did the difference between good and evil reside, if it existed at all? Bur-
ckhardt could no longer answer or even face that question in his own work. His young
colleague Friedrich Nietzsche, however, would press it to its limit.

Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, and Wagner

One of Burckhardt’s favorite images of encroaching modern life was the railway loco-
motive. The first rail line into Basel opened in 1844, connecting the city to Berlin and
the rest of Germany. On April 19, 1869, the train from Berlin brought a new profes-
sor of philology to the University of Basel, the twenty-four-year-old prodigy Friedrich
Nietzsche. As he disembarked from the train, Nietzsche presented an unprepossessing
figure in a drab suit, with thick spectacles and diffident manners. He hardly looked like
a man about to set off a revolution that would shake Europe even more profoundly
than the events of 1848. However, this was to be a revolution not in the streets but in
the mind.

Like Burckhardt’s father, Nietzsche’s had been a Lutheran pastor. He died when
Nietzsche was only five. Nietzsche’s formative years as an intellectual would involve a
series of intense but ambivalent relationships with a series of older and distinguished
father figures.('"® His family had expected the bookish and withdrawn Friedrich to
follow in his father’s footsteps and enter the ministry. He received extensive training
in Greek and Latin at one of Prussia’s most distinguished preparatory schools.* But
Nietzsche’s faith in Christianity did not survive his matriculation at the University of

4 This was Schulpforta, where Ranke had also been educated.

(154) Gobineau , The Renaissance , p. 67.
(155) Cf. Burckhardt , Force and Freedom , p. 132.
(156) Pletsch , Young Nietzsche .
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Bonn and, like the young Burckhardt, he had to find another outlet for his intellec-
tual energies. This turned out to be classical philology, the intensive study of Latin
and Greek grammar according to rigorous scientific principles and the central pier of
humanistic education in the nineteenth century. A brilliant and precocious doctoral
scholar at the University of Leipzig, Nietzsche’s appointment to the University of Basel
made him one of the youngest professors in the German-speaking world. His inaugural
lecture at Basel on May 28 was a ringing defense of the value of philology as a means
of unlocking the secrets both of Greek and Latin literature and of Europe’s ancient
past.(157)

But the speech already belied Nietzsche’s own doubts. Privately he had decided that,
despite his obvious competence as a philologist, he had become a classical scholar not
by choice but by default. Accepting the position at Basel with its rigorous teaching
duties would require him to set aside his blossoming interest in philosophy, comparative
literature, and music. Although he proved to be a popular teacher, Nietzsche was
unhappy and restless. As he explained years later, he felt that he was wasting his time
in Basel. University life seemed nothing more than an idle holding pattern as he waited
for some greater inner awakening to stir him out of his lethargy.(!>®

One small ray of light broke in on his boredom and restlessness in Basel: his growing
friendship with Jacob Burckhardt. Although Nietzsche and Burckhardt were thirty
years apart in age, they established an immediate rapport. They took to attending
each other’s lectures, and even planned to write a book together on the culture of
ancient Greece. Nietzsche regularly sat in on Burckhardt’s lectures on modern history,
where he witnessed the older man’s vigorous attacks on “our old friend, the idea of
Progess.”

The guiding principle of this new modern age, Burckhardt told his audience, was
equality. “Equality before the law, equality of taxes and ... equal eligibility for of-
fices” shared the same democratic podium with equal opportunity for property and
material afluence. Yet with all the advantages of the modern world—equality, wealth,
rapid communication, and “the great influence of public opinion on all events” through
the modern press—“it is doubtful whether the world has on the average become hap-
pier.”(1%) Capitalism, with its worship of “absolute, ruthless acquisition,” had created
new miseries in the squalor and exploitation of industrial labor. High culture and cre-
ativity had become debased in a world where “money becomes and remains the great
measure of things, [and] poverty the greatest vice.” Certainly, “at our present moment
of history ... we have no business sitting in judgment on any past age.” This included
the Middle Ages, which for all its faults had been “without ... threatening national wars,
without forced mass industry with deadly competition, without credit and capitalism.”
Burckhardt concluded, “Our life is a business, theirs was living.”

(157) Thid., pp. 104-05.
(158) Nietzsche , Ecce Homo , p. 286.
(159) Burckhardt , On History and Historians , p. 218.
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Today, “hurry and worry are spoiling life. Through universal competition everything
is forced to the greatest speed and struggle for minimal differences.” Underneath this
“strong change in the pulse beat” of the nineteenth century, Burckhardt recognized the
“prevalent optimism” of the Enlightenment, a “blind will to change” that results from
a faith in progress. However, he argued, as people come to realize that their fondest
hopes for wealth and happiness will never be realized, that optimism will turn sour.
“It is conceivable that a shifting of that optimism to pessimism may take place” in the
near future, he concluded, “such as happened at the end of antiquity” and the fall of
Rome. 160

“Yesterday evening,” Nietzsche wrote to a friend, “I had the pleasure of hearing
Jacob Burckhardt.... I am attending his weekly lectures on the study of history, and
believe I am the only one of his sixty hearers who understands his profound train of
thought.... For the first time in my life I have enjoyed a lecture: and what is more,
it is the sort of lecture I shall be able to give when I am older.”(®) Although he
and Burckhardt belonged to different generations, Nietzsche already shared the older
man’s disillusionment with post-1848 Europe. Nietzsche had also read the philosopher
Eduard von Hartmann, who predicted that the world of the future would be one
of material wealth but spiritual poverty.(1%% Nietzsche, too, saw industrial capitalism
and its socialist alternative as a “distinction without a difference,” since both relied
on a gross materialist view of the world and both placed the same demands on the
omnipotent power of the state.’

Burckhardt’s gloomy predictions became Nietzsche’s guide to the future of modern
European civilization, particularly its political future. Burckhardt argued that the tri-
umph of democratic nationalism marked the final collapse of freedom. For Nietzsche,
nationalism marks the end of politics as such. Far from bringing a new sense of unity
and solidarity, the nation-state completes the divorce between individual and com-
munity that characterizes the entire modern age. Democracy makes a stable civic life
impossible. As Nietzsche’s Zarathustra says, “I turned my back on those who rule when
I saw what they call ruling: higgling and haggling for power with the rabble.”

The socialist delusion is the reductio ad absurdum of democracy. The collapse of
the traditional social order and “the absence of superior presence,” the “notorious vul-
garity of manufacturers with red, fat hands,” convinces the common man that he too

® He also shared wholeheartedly Burckhardt’s fear of modern militarism. As a student he had
served briefly in the Prussian reserve horse artillery, and had taken a fall from a caisson that ended his
service and gave him a loathing for the military that lasted all his life. Nietzsche even went so far as
to renounce his Prussian citizenship when he moved to Basel. However, when the Franco-Prussian War
broke out, he quixotically decided to volunteer as a medical orderly. His experiences at a field hospital
during the siege of Metz did not lead him to revise his low opinion of war and soldiering.

(160) Thid., p. 32; Force and Freedom , p. 132.
(161) Burckhardt , Letters , p. 23.
(162) Burckhardt , On History and Historians , pp. 235-56.
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should have a chance at running the state.('%®) Democracy, nationalism, socialism—for

Nietzsche they formed a single continuum, extensions of a meaningless and debased
modernity. His mature works were liberally sprinkled with attacks on modern Germany
and its leading figures, particularly Bismarck and the kaiser, which later admirers had
to excise for publication.(6%

At the same time, Nietzsche remained optimistic while Burckhardt had given up
hope. Nietzsche believed European civilization might still be saved, although not on
the terms familiar to Burckhardt and other old-fashioned Enlightenment liberals. In
his opinion, European culture required a revolution that would reverse the nineteenth
century’s course, with the submission of the bourgeoisie and the masses to a new
elite—and Nietzsche had just met the man who could lead it.

Nietzsche was an adolescent when he first encountered the emotional power of
Richard Wagner’s music. However, it was not until 1868, at a performance of the
overtures to Die Meistersinger and Tristan und Isolde , that he fell under the Wager-
nian spell. “My every fiber, every nerve vibrates to this music. And I have hardly had
such a lasting feeling of release as upon listening to this overture [to Die Meistersinger
|.” Later that year, Nietzsche attended a dinner party with the composer, and was so
nervous that he tore his new dinner jacket up the back as he was putting it on.1%) But
the composer was taken with the young philology student and invited him to his home
at Triebschen near Lucerne; Nietzsche would make several visits during his tenure at
Basel.

Wagner was then engrossed in his great life work, the Ring des Nibelungen . His
household was what contemporaries would have called bohemian: he was living with
Cosima von Biilow, a woman who was not his wife who was also bearing his child. In
fact she was the wife of his friend Hans von Biilow, and Wagner’s power of personality
was such that von Biillow remained Wagner’s dedicated (one might even say abject)
disciple, continuing to conduct his works for an increasingly admiring public.('%) Wag-
ner’s operas had already made him the cultural hero of an entire generation of late
Romantic artists and writers in both Germany and France, and he was at the brink
of becoming a symbol of artistic creativity and philosophic profundity on a par with
Goethe and Shakespeare. He was also the same age as Nietzsche’s father would have
been had he been alive.

Nietzsche was enthralled by Wagner’s expansive personality and boisterous self-
confidence, which contrasted sharply with Nietzsche’s own diffidence, as well as with
the self-effacing irony and melancholy of Nietzsche’s other mentor, Jacob Burckhardt.

(163) Quoted in Tracy Strong , “Nietzsche and Politics,” in R. Solomon , ed., Nietzsche: A Collection
of Critical Essays (Garden City, NY, 1973), p. 282. See also T. Strong , Nietzsche and the Politics of
Transfiguration .

(164) Nietzsche , Thus Spake Zarathustra , p. 97. Cf. Kaufmann , Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist,
Antichrist .

(165) Pletsch , Young Nietzsche , p. 97.

(166) Gregor-Dellin , Wagner , pp. 385-87.
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Richard and Cosima Wagner opened up a new world for Nietzsche, one in which,
despite his peculiarities and introversion, he seemed welcome and accepted.® Wagner,
in turn, appreciated the worshipful attention of a brilliant university professor. Here,
Wagner thought, was a willing disciple who could defend his works and present his
theory of aesthetics in respectable academic language. At the heart of that theory
were the ideas of the chief German philosophic critic of nineteenth-century progress,
Arthur Schopenhauer.

Schopenhauer is a good example of how the spell of Orientalism in the early
nineteenth century could transform a thinker’s life. As a young philosophy student,
Schopenhauer had stumbled on a French translation of the Indian Upanishads , and
he became enthralled with Hindu and Buddhist doctrines regarding renunciation.
Schopenhauer’s one major philosophic work, The World as Will and Idea (1818),
pitted this Eastern mystical version of wisdom against the Enlightenment’s faith in
reason, science, and civilization.

The world we perceive around us, Schopenhauer explained, “the world as idea,” is
a creation of our self-centered ego. It is an illusion, the projection of our hopes and
fears. Schopenhauer agreed with German Romantic philosophers that the only reality
is the human will. However, Schopenhauer’s Eastern influences pushed him to a more
radical position. The subjective human will is the source of all striving, for money,
love, and power. It is also the source of all our anguish. We must learn to abandon it,
renounce it, in order to escape what Schopenhauer called “the sickness” of our lives in
the world. The wise man’s final goal is what Buddhists called nirvana , or “emptiness,”
a final release from will and desire that leads finally to extinction and death. “Life,” he
was often quoted as saying, “ought not to be”—meaning life according to the secular
European or Western tradition.

Schopenhauer directed his philosophy of radical renunciation at two principal tar-
gets. The first was the Enlightenment, with its false optimism and its empty faith in
reason and progress, epitomized by the philosophy of Hegel.” Schopenhauer’s second
target was Christianity, or more precisely the Judeo-Christian tradition. Most Ro-
mantics understood the Enlightenment and organized religion to be mutual enemies.
Schopenhauer, however, saw them as allies. Both urged men to strive for their salvation
in this world, whether through scientific rationalism, or the nation-state, or through ad-
herence to religious law. Schopenhauer was particularly antagonistic toward the Jews
in this regard. Judaism, Schopenhauer believed, had permanently infected Christianity
with the illusion of “will as idea” the striving to change or alter the world to fit a set

6 Even after he had turned against Wagner years later, Nietzsche would admit, “I should not want
to give away at any price my days at Triebschen.”(167)

7 Shortly after the publication of The World as Will and Idea, Schopenhauer offered a series of
lectures at the University of Berlin, scheduled at the same time as Hegel’s, to expound his doctrines.
No one came.

(167 Hayman , Nietzsche: A Life , pp. 302-04.
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of religious and moral preconceptions, which the Jews and then the Christians called
the laws of God.®

Now only one path of liberation remains. This is art, and particularly music. Art
becomes a new way of knowing the world, immune from the remorseless desires of the
ego and the “world as will.” Through aesthetic experience, such as looking at a painting
or listening to a symphony, we both experience the world in a new way and obtain a
momentary release from the prison house of desire. Art and music provide moments of
pure contemplation, uncorrupted by contact with the gross materiality that surrounds
us. They must remain so, Schopenhauer stated, if they are to be “true philosophy.”

Schopenhauer’s book remained virtually unread for forty years, until Romantic dis-
illusionment after 1848 brought him a new and willing audience. One disciple was
Burckhardt. Another was Eduard von Hartmann, who in the Philosophy of the Uncon-
scious (1869) turned Schopenhauer’s remorseless human will into the “unconscious,” a
concept that Sigmund Freud later adopted and revised. Meanwhile, the young Niet-
zsche discovered a copy of The World as Will and Idea in a used bookshop in Leipzig
in 1865. A shared admiration for Schopenhauer’s philosophy was the starting point
of Nietzsche’s friendship with Burckhardt, for whom Schopenhauer would always be
simply The Philosopher. (6%

Richard Wagner was yet another convert. His operas The Flying Dutchman,
Tannh&user, and Tristan und Isolde revolved around Schopenhauer’s central idea,
that the world of human activity is one of suffering from which the soul yearns to be
freed.” When Nietzsche paid his first visit to Triebschen in May 1869, he could hear
torturous piano chords through an open window. Wagner was working that morning
on the final scene of the Ring cycle, the suicide of Briinnhilde, whose acceptance of
her fate finally releases her and the world from the endless cycle of rebirth, desire,
and death. The scene was pure Schopenhauer:

8 The only parts of Christianity of any lasting value—its self-denying asceticism and its pessimism
regarding the world of the flesh—were, Schopenhauer claimed, derived from Hindu India. Jesus, he
concluded triumphantly, had been raised by Brahmin teachers during his flight into Egypt and absorbed
their message of renunciation and spiritual release. Like the doctrines of another great spiritual teacher,
Gautama Buddha, “Christian doctrine [was| born of Hindu wisdom,” Schopenhauer wrote, and eventually
“completely covered the old trunk of a grosser Judaism uncongenial to it.”(*69

9 Schopenhauer even inspired Wagner to plan an opera on the life of Buddha.(17

(168) Nietzsche , Ecce Homo , pp. 243, 247.

(169) Thid., p. 326; Selected Letters of Friedrich Nietzsche , ed., C. Middleton (Chicago, 1969), pp. 345-
47.

(170) Nietzsche , Will to Power , pp. 3, 71; 14-15.
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I shall proceed to the most hallowed chosen land
beyond both desire and illusion

the end of the earthly journey.

Do you know how I attained

the blessed goal

of all that is eternal?

The pain of grieving love opened my eyes

I saw the world end.

Schopenhauer had stressed that music allowed human beings to transcend, albeit
only temporarily, the will’s relentless grip. Wagner explained to Nietzsche that he be-
lieved his operas could provide a more permanent respite. The Ring des Nibelungen
would transform opera into a new revolutionary art form, he declared, one that com-
bined music, drama, poetry, and the plastic arts in a single Gesamtkunstwerk , or
“complete work of art.” Wagner’s operas would literally redeem a corrupted modernity
through a combination of emotional catharsis, transcendent musical experience, and
mythic ritual.

The breathtaking arrogance of this vision went with an equally audacious plan to
construct a huge theater in which the Ring could be presented as an annual event, part
artistic festival and part religious service. This theater would be built on German soil,
at Bayreuth in Upper Franconia. As the months passed and the friendship between
Nietzsche and Wagner grew, the composer found in his young professor friend a willing
ally in his plan to launch a new beginning for art and humanity. For the next two years,
1870 and 1871, while continuing his round of lectures and duties at Basel, Nietzsche
eagerly threw himself into this new, much larger undertaking: the literal salvation of
Europe through Wagner’s music. In the following year he published his first book, The
Birth of Tragedy. It was ostensibly about Greek drama and religion; but in truth it
was a celebration of Wagner’s conception of the relation between art and society. The
book also represented Nietzsche’s first provisional answer to the question that would
preoccupy him for the rest of his life: how to prevent the decay of modern civilization.

All of Nietzsche’s writings from the 1870s, including The Birth of Tragedy and his
four Untimely Meditations, took shape from Schopenhauer’s view of the futility of hu-
man will and from Burckhardt’s bleak picture of the modern industrial age. “The waters
of religion are ebbing away and leaving behind swamps or stagnant pools,” Nietzsche
wrote in “Schopenhauer as Educator.” As a general war threatens to destroy Europe,
“the educated classes and states are being swept along by a hugely comtemptible money
economy.” He declared that “the world has never been more worldly, never poorer in
love and goodness.”'™ Men of intellect have made matters worse by encouraging a
belief in the illusion of progress instead of being “beacons or refuges in the midst of
this turmoil of secularization.” They have persuaded the masses to believe that the

(7)) Schwab , Oriental Renaissance , p. 430.
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final improvement of mankind lies somewhere in the future, and “that happiness lies
behind the hill they are advancing towards.” Nietzsche concluded in Burckhardtian
fashion: “Everything contemporary, art and science included, serves the coming bar-
barism. A winter’s day lies upon us, and we dwell in high mountains, in danger and
in poverty.”(17)

But Nietzsche also rejected Rousseau’s primitivist solution to modern civilization.
Any “return to nature” is for Nietzsche only a return to poverty and hopelessness.
History would always have a forward momentum, even if it was only toward limited
horizons. However, social life and the civilizing process are expressions not of our
higher nature but of our base animality, an unvarying continuum of humdrum human
experience. It cannot be improved upon but only, as Schopenhauer suggested, tran-
scended.('™) So while Nietzsche accepted Burckhardt’s diagnosis of modern civilization
as doomed, as riddled with “degeneracy” and “weakness,” he modified the historian’s
larger assumption that society as a whole followed a regular course of organic develop-
ment. Every nation or civilization is for Nietzsche, as it was for Burckhardt, a dynamic
unit of forces and counterforces that balance or displace each other over time.('™ This
means that the present is an irrevocable unfolding of the past. “The best we can do,”
he proclaimed, “is to confront our inherited and hereditary nature ... and implant in
ourselves a new habit, a new instinct, a second nature, so that our first nature with-
ers away.” His adherence to Schopenhauer then compelled him to add, “Every past is
worthy to be condemned—for that is the nature of human things.”!™)

This was where Nietzsche parted company with Burckhardt. He gave the older
man credit for recognizing the forces that have led to the decay and breakdown of
the old order, but Burckhardt had failed to see that the fault lay not in the individual
components but in the weakness of the old order itself—FEuropean civilization according
to its traditional, Judeo-Christian pattern. Burckhardt still worshipped at the shrine of
the old society. He still hoped to save the “polite” conventions of manners and morality
of his fellow Basel burghers, as well as their trust in a good and just God. Burckhardt’s
blindness was the blindness of the nineteenth century. “It knows only how to preserve
life, not how to engender it.... Its motto is: ‘let the dead bury the living.” This is
precisely why our modern culture is not a living thing.” Modern Europe has not lost
its vital spark of greatness, Nietzsche proclaimed; in a crucial sense, it never had it. In
order to break free of this dying world, men must now push on to a new culture, with
new habits and “new instincts.”

Nietzsche’s antidote to Burckhardt’s historical pessimism was Romantic heroism.
He issued an appeal to those he called “men of redemption”—philosophers, artists, and
writers—selected individuals ... who are equipped for great and lasting works.” A new

(172) Letter to H. von Preen, 27 September 1870, in Burckhardt , Letters , p. 144.

(173) Hollinrake , Nietzsche, Wagner, and the Philosophy of Pessimism , p. 59.

(174) Nietzsche , “Schopenhauer as Educator,” in Untimely Meditations, p. 148.

(175) Nietzsche , “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life” and “Schopenhauer as Educator,”
in Untimely Meditations, pp. 65, 148, 149.
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cultural elite will step forward, Nietzsche argued, and deliberately turn their backs on
the prevailing materialistic direction of modern civilization. They will toil to produce
a true “Schopenhauerian culture,” in which “one giant calls to another across the desert
intervals of time and, undisturbed by the chattering dwarfs who creep about beneath
them, the exalted spirit-dialogue goes on.”'") Nietzsche suggested to his readers that
one such “man of redemption” was already living in their midst: Richard Wagner.
Wagner’s operas would renew civilization and release man’s great vital instincts by
overcoming the fateful division that lay at the foundation of European culture itself.

In his study of ancient Greek culture, The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche drew what
would become a famous distinction, between the Dionysian spirit, the untamed spirit
of art and creativity, and the Apollonian, that of reason and self-control.'"” The story
of Greek civilization, and all civilizations, Nietzsche implied, was the gradual victory
of Apollonian man, with his desire for control over nature and himself, over Dionysian
man, who survives only in myth, poetry, music, and drama. Socrates and Plato had
attacked the illusions of art as unreal, and had overturned the delicate cultural balance
by valuing only man’s critical, rational, and controlling consciousness while denigrating
his vital life instincts as irrational and base. The result of this division is “Alexandrian
man,” the civilized and accomplished Greek citizen of the later ancient world, who
is “equipped with the greatest forces of knowledge” but in whom the wellsprings of
creativity have dried up.

Modern European man is the direct descendant of Alexandrian man.(!™ He is the
epitome of civilization according to a Thomas Buckle or an Auguste Comte. His belief
that he can discover reality by reason alone leads directly to “the spirit of easy opti-
mism which is the germ of the destruction of our society,” as well as of its misplaced
faith that science and institutions can make men happy and free.!™ Nietzsche saw
Wagner’s operas as a momentous return to European man’s original wholeness, the
world of “tragic culture” that accepts both human helplessness and human triumph,
the monstrous and the sublime. With one hundred such men, “the whole noisy sham-
culture of our age could be silenced forever” and the human mind and spirit become
one again.(1%0)

On May 22, 1872, crowds trudged up the hill at Bayreuth amid a daylong downpour
to witness the dedication of Wagner’s new theater. Nietzsche and Richard Wagner,
“a man who lives out idealistic speculations in an age when the world is ruled by

1
(177) Peter Heller , Studies on Nietzsche (Bonn, 1980), p. 172.

(176) Nietzsche , “Schopenhauer as Educator,” in Untimely Meditations, p. 158.
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Nietzsche , “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life,” in Untimely Meditations, p. 76.

(179 Nietzsche , “Schopenhauer as Educator,” in Untimely Meditations, p. 111.

(180) Nietzsche’s revisionist view of the Greeks was heavily influenced by Burckhardt’s lectures on
Greek culture that began in May 1872. K. Schlechta , “The German ‘Classicist’ Goethe as Reflected
in Nietzsche’s Works,” in O’Flaherty , Sellner , and Helm , eds., Studies in Nietzsche and the Classical
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speculation on the stock exchange,”®) rode side by side in the carriage. Nietzsche

glanced at Wagner: “He was silent and he seemed to be gazing into himself with a look
not to be described in words.... Everything that had gone before was a preparation for
this moment.” To both men it seemed literally the dawn of a new age.

Nietzsche and Cultural Pessimism

“Only he who has attached his heart to some great man is by that act consecrated
to culture”—unfortunately, as work began on the Bayreuth theater that summer, so
did Nietzsche’s first doubts. At first he limited his misgivings to his private notebooks.
“Wagner’s art speaks a theatrical language ... a popular language, and as such it is
bound to coarsen even the noblest sentiments.” He decided that Wagner was a “mis-
placed actor.” Later on he concluded that “none of our great composers was such a
poor musician at the age of 28 as Wagner,” and in a final outburst that “his music
is not worth much, nor is the poetry, nor is the plot, the dramaturgy is often mere
rhetoric.”(182)

Nietzsche’s worst fears were confirmed at the first Bayreuth festival in 1876. Its au-
dience were the fashionable bourgeoisie and aristocracy whom Nietzsche despised and
whom he had thought Wagner also despised. Wagner’s biggest publicity coup, however,
was the appearance of Kaiser Wilhelm I himself. As Nietzsche watched the kaiser ap-
plaud at the end of a scene and then turn to his military aids to remark, “Deplorable!
Deplorable!” Nietzsche’s patience snapped. Wagner had sold out, Nietzsche told himself.
Bayreuth had become a showcase for all the shallow, bourgeois, patriotic sentiments
that Nietzsche most detested (although these were the very qualities that would draw
Ludwig Schemann, Houston Chamberlain, Nietzsche’s future brother-in-law Bernhard
Forster, and other admirers into Wagner’s orbit). Nietzsche’s new assessment of his
erstwhile idol was reflected in the title of his next book: Human, All Too Human.

Meanwhile, Jacob Burckhardt was beginning to be concerned about his young friend.
On April 5, 1879, he wrote to Nietzsche, thanking him for having sent a copy of Human,
All Too Human and praising him for the book’s profundity and “freedom of mind.” To
others, however, he worried about Nietzsche’s deteriorating physical and mental state,
his “very weak sight, constant headaches, violent attacks |of nausea| every few days.”
Nietzsche deteriorated to the point that he was forced to take a leave of absence from
the University of Basel that summer. He never returned. (3

The end of Nietzsche’s father-son relationship with Wagner led to a searching self-
examination (how could he have made such a mistake about Wagner?) and launched

(181) Nietzsche , Birth of Tragedy , p. 110.
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him on the philosophical journey that would consume the rest of his life. Nietzsche had
decided that Wagner’s art suffered from the same disease that afflicted Alexandrian
man in The Birth of Tragedy and the rest of modern society: decadence.

What is ... decadence? That life no longer dwells in the whole ... the vibration and
exuberance of life is pushed back into the smallest forms.... The whole no longer lives
at all; it is composite, calculated, artificial, and artifact.

Here Nietzsche echoed the criticisms by Nisard, Couture, and other conservative
critics forty years earlier. Above all, the decadent work of art or decadent person lacks
“authenticity,” a term that Nietzsche would make famous. “No one dares to appear as he
is, he masks himself as a cultivated man, as a scholar, as a poet, as a politician”—or a
musician. As proof of his diagnosis, Nietzsche could point to Wagner’s own popularity,
which reached new heights after the composer’s death in 1883. “In declining cultures,
wherever the decision comes to rest with the masses, authenticity becomes superfluous,
disadvantageous ... Only the actor [Wagner] still arouses great enthusiasm.”(1¥9

All of Nietzsche’s later influential works—his Joyful Science, Genealogy of Morals,
Beyond Good and Evil, and the brooding epic parable Thus Spake Zarathustra—were
in a profound sense a search for the origins of decadence in European culture. As
Burckhardt himself astutely observed, what Nietzsche wrote was not so much philos-
ophy in the normal sense as history.('®® Nietzsche’s point of departure was the same
as Burckhardt’s: the rise of a mass democratic and capitalist age, precipitating the
breakdown of European society and its “values” (another term Nietzsche would make
famous).

But Nietzsche arrived at a conclusion much closer to Gobineau’s: modern Europe
has lost the vital life force necessary for the creation of values and “the overflowing
riches” of a truly strong culture. That life force Nietzsche called “the will to power.”
The historical root of modernity’s “declining life,” Nietzsche concluded, was not racial
miscegenation (although he did not rule it out as a contributing factor) but instead
“the birth of morality.” This is why he would later describe his entire philosophy as a
“campaign against morality”—and a celebration of the will to power.(50)

Nietzsche understood man’s will to power to be something far broader and more
pervasive than a conscious desire to exercise control over others, as in politics or master-
slave relations. The latter were merely manifestations of what is in a sense a part of life
itself; as philosopher Richard Schacht explains, the will to power is “the basic tendency
of all forces and configurations of forces”—in man, society, or nature—"*to extend their
influence and dominate others.” These forces “collectively constitute the reality of the
world as it actually exists.” The will to power is the origin of all that exists and all that
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man has made, from the most sublime works of art to the most violent and horrific
crimes.('”) The healthy, vital individual, like the healthy society, is aware of his will to
power. It gives him, Nietzsche wrote, “a feeling of plenitude, of dammed-up strength”
and well-being that “permits [him| to meet with courage and good-humor much that
makes the weakling shudder.”!®®) Sickness and decadence, by contrast, are horrified by
and shun the instinct for life and power; “life, equal vitality, is pushed back into the
smallest forms.” The larger whole loses energy and decays, entering a state in which
“one loses the power of resistance” and a “weary nihilism” sets in. “Wherever the will to
power declines in any form there is also a physiological regression, a decadence.”'%?)

For Nietzsche, all of history becomes a metaphysical struggle between two groups,
those who express the will to power and the life instinct, and those who do not. “Those
poor in life, the weak,” impoverish culture; “those rich in life, the strong, enrich it.”(*%0)
Nietzsche explained that all civilization is the work of “men of prey who were still in
possession of unbroken strength of will and lust for power, [who| hurled themselves on
weaker, more civilized, more peaceful races ... or upon mellow old cultures whose last
vitality was even then flaring up in splendid fireworks of spirit and corruption.”V
These men of prey Nietzsche called the Aryans—Gobineau’s term—who become the
ruling class of the new society. “The noble caste was always the barbarian caste,”
Nietzsche wrote, because they are literally more alive and complete human beings
than the jaded sophisticates they conquer.

Nietzsche’s Aryans breathe a vitalism that Gobineau would easily have recognized.
In fact, the evidence of Gobineau’s influence on Nietzsche may be indirect but it
is convincing.¥? Like Gobineau, Nietzsche admired the aristocrat as the paragon
of society’s vital life force. “Every enhancement of the type ‘man,”” he wrote, “has
so far been