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ABSTRACT 

In the twentieth century, a great many Western 

thinkers, especially Germans, have been preoccupied with the 

philosophical, psychological and moral implications of 

the immersion of traditional absolutes in time and process. 

Many important intellectuals have contributed to this de

velopment, some of them being Heidegger and Bergson in 

philosophy, Proust and Mann in literature, and Einstein 

in science. Generally they can be said to have radicalized 

in various ways the traditional view of time in Western 

civilization and to have insisted that previous efforts to 

transcend temporality were ill-founded. 

This idea, however, has engendered considerable 

opposition on the part of those who fear and deplore the 

relativism inherent in time-bound thought and activity. 

Among German intellectuals this opposition has been es

pecially vocal and productive. In fact, the question of 

the nature and the scope of temporality has been the most 

important problem confronted by German thinkers in this 

century. This is certainly true in the cases of Hermann 

Hesse, Hannah Arendt and Karl L6Vith. 

Hermann Hesse's critique of temporality took form 

in the novels written after World War I. In Demian, 

v 
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Siddhartha, Per Steppenwolf, Narziss und Goldmund and Die 

Morgenlandfahrt, Hesse chronicled his gradual but pervasive 

disillusionment with time. And in his last major work, 

Das Glasperlenspiel, he described "Castalia," a spiritual 

province devoted to cultural greatness and permanence. But 

Hesse ultimately rejected his imagined escape from time and 

concluded by affirming its hegemony, whatever the conse

quences . 

Hannah Arendt likewise sought a way to avoid 

radical temporality and the antinomies of contemporary 

Western culture. In particular, she explored the phe

nomenon seen as the unique and most frightening product 

of the twentieth century, totalitarianism. Basic to an 

understanding of the modern period and of totalitarianism 

was, she argued, an appreciation of the extent to which 

Western man has foresaken the extra-temporal absolutes of 

past ages. With this in mind she explored not only The 

Origins of Totalitarianism but also the problems of revolu

tion and violence and the ways in which individuals have 

responded in this century to the crisis of belief. Unlike 

Hesse, she did not finally affirm time but rather clung to 

the hope that somehow a miracle of temporal-negation might 

occur in the present or the future. 

Karl Lo'with, unlike Hesse and Arendt, began his 

career as a disciple of Heidegger but soon discovered that 
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time, in the guise of historicism, was the source of modern 

relativism and nihilism. After fleeing Nazi Germany in 

1933, Lowith devoted himself to the discovery of a way out 

of time. In Meaning in History (19 49), this effort assumed 

a Christian form but Lowith subsequently abandoned this kind 

of atemporal meaning in favor of the "permanence" which he 

found characterized the natural world. He seems to have 

concluded, contrary to the findings of Hesse and Arendt, 

that an avoidance of time remains well within the realm 

of possibility. This was, however, clearly a supra-

rational evasion of time. 

Each of these thinkers attempted, in other words, 

to discover a non-temporal perspective valid for the con

temporary imagination. Each ultimately failed but their 

failures remain among the most penetrating analyses of the 

modern spiritual crisis. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: TIME AND THE WESTERN 

INTELLECTUAL CRISIS 

It is no exaggeration to call the idea of time the 

most important philosophical and psychological problem of 

the twentieth century. That which for thousands of years 

was dismissed as unreal, merely contingent, superficial, 

has appeared at the very heart of reality. The Western 

thinker, formerly engaged in the pursuit of Plato's eternal 

world of forms and essences, has become a "Time-haunted 

man" for whom "Passing time, once almost meaningless, is 

now the inescapable beat . . . .11 "Time, alas, is our 

2 3 essence;" we are immersed in the wild river of history. 

1. J, B, Priestley, Man and Time (New York: Dell, 
1968), pp. viii and 123. 

2. William Barrett, Irrational Man: A Study in 
Existential Philosophy (Garden City, New York: Doubleday 
Anchor Books, 1962), p. 110. 

3. The river metaphor, along with that of the arrow 
in flight, represents the dominant symbolic rendering of the 
concept of time in Western thought. The Oriental, on the 
other hand, generally portrays time as a silent pool within 
which ripples come and go. See F. S. C. Northrup, The 
Meeting of East and West (New York: Macmillan, 1946); 
Joseph Needham, Time and Eastern Man (London: Royal An
thropological Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1965); 
and J. T. Fraser, ed., The Voices of Time: A Cooperative 
Survey of Man's View of Time as Expressed by the Sciences 
and by the Humanities (New York: George Braziller, 1966). 

1 



2 

Martin Heidegger, time's advocate, describes this condi

tion with uncharacteristic clarity: "... this [human] 

entity is not temporal because it stands 'in history,' 

but that, on the contrary, it exists historically and can 

so exist only because it is temporal in the very basis of 

4 its Being," 

The blame and the credit for this remarkable intel

lectual transformation is many-sided. Time has found many 

champions, Heidegger, Bergson and Ortega y Gasset being 

just a few, if the most prominent. In literature one 

thinks of Faulkner, Camus, Mann and a host of other time-

bound writers. Even religious thinkers, for example Tillich, 

find themselves forced by history to confront an issue 

traditionally passed over by theologians. But those most 

directly responsible for the speculation about the true 

nature of time and its relation to human existence are the 

great European physicists of the twentieth century, most 

notably Einstein. For these scientists introduced theories 

and experiments which rendered all but nonsensical the older 

conceptions of time and eternity. According to Lincoln 

Barnett, together with absolute space: 

Einstein discarded the concept of absolute time -
of a steady, unvarying, inexorable universal time 
flow, streaming from the infinite past to the infinite 
future .... For Relativity tells us there is no 

4. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John 
Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper, 19 62) , 
p. 428. 
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such thing as a fixed interval of time independent 
of the system to which it is referred. There is 
indeed no such thing as simultaneity, there is no 
such thing^as "now," independent of a system of 
reference. 

Nor has the physicist's assault upon common sense 

stopped here. Hans Reichenbach, for example, has recently 

argued that "absolute" or "objective" time as traditionally 

experienced and thought about is a feature of the macro

scopic world alone, that microscopic phenomena have no 

£ intrinsic temporal direction or flow. Clearly the assump

tions previously held by philosophers and laymen alike no 

longer hold. Whether viable alternatives, ones not totally 

alien to human "common sense," will be discovered remains 

to be seen. 

If this were the extent of the temporal dilemma, 

if its effects were confined to the world of concepts, its 

scope would occasion little real alarm. But events and 

social developments during the past century have shown 

that this is not the case; facts seem to have vindicated 

theory. Religious and political institutions, long seen 

as bulwarks against time and change, have clearly been 

swept up in the rampant "future shock" of the contemporary 

5. Lincoln Barnett, The Universe and Dr. Einstein 
(New York: Mentor, second revised ed,, 1957), pp. 46 and 48. 

6, Hans Reichenbach, The Direction of Time, ed. 
Marie Reichenbach (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1956), p. 268. 
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age. Technology, the very essence of modern civilization, 

has brought reliance upon the clock into the forefront of 

human affairs, leaving but little room for the temporal 

7 opacity of pre-technological societies. The world wars 

and the sense of futility and omnipresent death which ac-

g 
companied them must also be taken into account. But per

haps most important is the attitude which has often been 

described as the "religion" of the modern period, namely 

the so-called "idea of progress." For progress, above all, 

requires time, raises it to the very center of meaning. 

Helen Augur, in the process of describing the primitive 

conception of time, offers a good statement of the implica

tions of progressive time: "To us Anglo-Saxons time is 

horizontal, and in movement. It is a stream moving out of 

the past through the present into the future, and the human 

game is to rush with time as far into the future as pos-

9 
sible." It is this "rush with time," a rush into an 

7. See Lewis Mumford, "Time and the Machine: 
Authority of the Clock," Technics and Civilization (New 
York: Harcourt, 1934), pp. 12-18; Jacques Ellul, The 
Technological Society, trans. John Wilkinson (New York: 
Vintage, 1964), pp. 328-30. 

8. For a cursory examination of the role which 
death has played in Western thought from Socrates to the 
Existentialists, see Jacques Choron, Death and Western 
Thought (New York: Collier, 1963). 

9. Helen Augur, Zapotec (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1954), pp. 273-74. 
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ill-defined and problematic future, that is a characteristic 

feature of our age. 

We must now turn to a brief survey of Western man's 

philosophy of time from the Greeks to the present. In it 

will be traced one of the most momentous mental transforma

tions in human history. What for thousands of years was 

seen as either illusory, insignificant or meliorative has 

become, in the words of a contemporary philosopher and poet 

" . , . the substance I am made of. Time is a river that 

c a r r i e s  m e  a w a y  .  .  .  i t  i s  a  t i g e r  t h a t  m a n g l e s  m e  . . .  i t  

i s  a  f i r e  t h a t  c o n s u m e s  m e  . . .  .  

10. Jorge Luis Borges, Other Inquisitions, 1937-
1952, trans. Ruth L. C. Simms (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1964), pp. 186-87. 



CHAPTER 2 

TIME AND THE WESTERN MIND 

Time has posed an intellectual problem for Western 

thinkers only since the Greeks and the Hebrews forsook the 

mythic consciousness of the ancient civilizations. In most 

primitive societies, as in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, 

temporality is not an essential feature of existence. Life 

proceeds according to archetypal patterns which are rela

tively unaffected by the passage of time. Thomas Mann has 

described this aspect of the myth-oriented mind: 

For life in the myth, life, so to speak, in quota
tion, is a kind of celebration, in that it is a 
making present of the past, it becomes a religious 
act, the performance by a celebrant of a prescribed 
procedure; it becomes a feast. For a feast is an 
anniversary, a renewal of the past in the present 
. . . . The feast is the abrogation of time, an 
event, a solemn narrative being played out con
formably to an immemorial pattern; the events in 
it take place not for the first time, but ceremonially 
according to the prototype. 

Human time, in other words, clearly reflects the natural and 

cyclical time of the cosmos. 

But men experience time in a way quite remote from 

the cyclical path of natural time. When man began to sub

ject his experience to rational analysis, time began to 

11. Thomas Mann, Essays, trans. H. T. Lowe-Porter 
(New York: Vintage, 1957), pp. 320-21. 

6 



assume far different proportions. Increasingly, especially 

for the Greeks, human existence came to be seen much less 

in terms of cycles than in terms of a line or progression 

from one point to another. Man's time, in fact his entire 

being, began to appear peculiar. "The discovery of the 

self and the experience of temporality occurred simul

taneously since it is the self that posits, separates, and 

12 mediates the dimensions of past and future." Thus, the 

Weltanschauung of the West became "essentially a view of 

time. 

For the Hebrews the new time was understood in 

rather simple terms: time was seen as a linear progression 

toward the future Kingdom of God, a vehicle of collective 

14 
salvation. For the Greeks, however, the problem of ad

justment was a more complex one. Having forsaken the 

defunct mythic vision in favor of rational consciousness, 

they continued to seek the solace of eternity. Thus they 

were driven to view man as set apart from the whole, as a 

12. John G. Gunnell, Political Philosophy and Time 
(Middletown, Conn.; Wesleyan University Press, 1968), 
p. 11. 

13. Fraser, The Voices of Time, op. cit., p. xxi. 

14. For a discussion of the Hebrew conception of 
time and the literature relating to the problem, see 
Arnaldo Momigliano, "Time in Ancient Historiography," 
History and Theory, Beiheft 6, "History and the Concept of 
Time," 19 66, pp. 1-5. 
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unique, time-bound creature immersed in an otherwise time

less cosmos. "Against this background of nature's ever-

recurring life and the gods' deathless and ageless lives 

stood mortal men, the only mortals in an immortal . . . 

universe, confronted with the immortal lives of their gods 

15 but not under the rule of an eternal God." Man, according 

to Greek thought, had come to exist without the confines of 

the natural cycle; the very substance of his tragic and 

liberating estrangement was his newfound temporal con

sciousness. Mortality had assumed a new dimension and 

now meant to "move along a rectilinear line in a universe 

where everything, if it moves at all, moves in a cyclical 

n n -16 order, 

The Greeks sought various means to mitigate this 

problematic condition. In th>_. ^rst place, they conceived 

of the noble and self-sacrificing life whereby the individual 

could, through his deeds, realize a degree of immortality. 

This is, of course, the kind of imperishability praised by 

Pericles in his famous oration. With the advent of Greek 

tragedy, however, this means of imbedding one's memory in 

the collective consciousness was challenged. In Sophoclean 

drama, for instance, "man is distinguished by his time-bound 

15. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Garden 
City, New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1959), p. 18. 

16. Ibid., p. 19. 
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condition, and tragedy is largely the futility of individual 

action performed a^.-inst the backdrop of time. Time faces 

17 the Sophoclean hero as an enemy . . . ." Oedipus sums 

up this experience: 

The immortal Gods alone have neither age nor death! 
All other things almighty time disquiets. 
Earth wastes away; the body wastes away; 
Faith dies; distrust is born. 
And imperceptibly the spirit changes 
Between a man and his friend, or between two cities. 
. . . but time goes on, 
Unmeasured Time, fathering numberless 
Nights, unnumbered days . . . .^8 

Meanwhile, the Greeks sought another means to con

found time: the immortal polis. The polis came, in the 

Classical period, to represent not only the natural and 

highest form of human society but also a bulwark against 

change and erosion. Through his involvement in the po

litical life of the city-state, the Greek citizen made 

himself part of "a unity greater and more lasting than 

19 
himself." Expressed differently, the Greeks sought to 

impart to social and political existence, by nature tied 

to time, the stability of space. 

17. Gunnell, Political Philosophy and Time, op. 
cit., p, 119. 

18. From Oedipus at Colonus; quoted in Ibid., 
p. 121. 

19. C. M. Bowra, The Greek Experience (New York: 
Mentor, 1959) , p. 50. 
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To follow Gunnell's argument, while the Hebrews: 

. . . rejected reassimilation in the objectified 
and spatial order of the natural world in favor 
of participation in the dynamic reality of God which 
manifested itself in the events of history, the 
Greeks rejected history as an ultimate order of 
reality and sought to regain through the idea of 
political order a measure of the eternal being which 
was most perfectly reflected in the space of the 
natural world and the movement of the cosmos.20 

The veneration of the polis was, it seems, at least 

in part a response to the Greek descent into time. Rather 

than an organic growth, the city-state was viewed as an 

everlasting form and, as such, succeeded, however briefly, 

in giving an atemporal hue to human existence. 

Thirdly, and most obviously, the Greeks responded 

to time through their philosophy. Here, due primarily to 

the efforts of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, they formu

lated a philosophy of time and eternity which literally 

dominated Western thinking until the nineteenth century. 

Plato's conception of time, the most important of the 

three, can be briefly summarized without doing irreparable 

21 damage to his philosophy as a whole. Essentially he 

argues that reality consists of a division between the 

"form" or essence of experience and its particular material 

20. Gunnell, Political Philosophy and Time, op. 

21. See John F. Callahan, Four Views of Time in 
Ancient Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1948), Ch. 1. 
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manifestations. All individual objects of particular 

class possess the same form, though they express or embody 

it with varying degrees of authenticity. Forms are ab

solute and eternal while individual objects are subject 

to change and ultimate disappearance. Particulars are, 

in other words, subject to time. The world, as ordinary 

men perceive it, is in time and the only world there is. 

The philosopher, on the other hand, glimpses eternity. 

Thus, Plato reasoned, time is actually an illusion, 

the "moving image of eternity." This is expressed most 

succinctly in the Timaeus: 

When the father who had begotten it perceived 
that the universe was alive and in motion, a shrine 
for the eternal gods, he was glad, and in his de
light planned to make it still more like its pattern; 
and as this pattern is an eternal Living Being, he 
set out to make the universe resemble it in this way 
too as far as was possible. The nature of the Living 
Being was eternal, and it was not possible to bestow 
this attribute fully on the created universe; but 
he was determined to make a moving image of eternity, 
and so when he ordered the heavens he made in that 
which we call time an eternal moving image of the 
eternity which remains forever at one. 2 

Aristotle, while accepting the basic tenets of 

Platonic philosophy, sought to give it empirical content. 

To time, he tried to return the immanent quality which 

Plato had forsaken. What Plato had viewed as fundamentally 

unreal and described symbolically and poetically, Aristotle 

22. Timaeus, trans. H. D. P. Lee (Baltimore: 
Penguin, 1965), pp. 50-51. 
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23 quantified as "the number of motion." Time became either 

identical with motion or a phenomenon very closely tied to 

it; time was thus bound to space and "human" or "psycho

logical" time left unexplained. Plato's eternal world of 

forms was left intact; history, process and change being 

mere attributed of the immediate, material reality. Thus 

the philosopher provided a kind of temporal flow which, 

until recently, very adequately mirrored Western man's 

24 
notions of truth and reality. 

What Aristotle had dismissed as merely incidental, 

merely the measure of change in movable space, Plotinus, 

the next important thinker to see time as a problem, saw 

as hardly worthy of consideration at all, except in a 

negative sense. Reality itself became spaceless and time

less and what men experience as time was only "a product 

of a kind of fall from pure contemplation into practical 

25 life." At best, Plotinus argued, time was "the life of 

2 6 the Soul in movement," a movement in fact illusory. 

23. Callahan, Four Views of Time in Ancient 
Philosophy, op. cit., Ch. 2. 

24. Howard A. Slaatte, among many others, criticizes 
this view of time from the modern perspective; see his Time 
and Its End: A Comparative Existential Interpretation of 
Time and Eschatology (New York: Viking, 1962), pp. 35-36. 

25. Ibid., p. 37. 

26. Callahan, Four Views of Time in Ancient 
Philosophy, Ch, 3. 
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More than ever before in Occidental thought, time was 

reduced to an apparition. 

But St. Augustine found this doctrine of time ex

cessively mystical. In his Confessions, one of the land

marks of Western thought concerning time, he rejected both 

Plotinus' view and the still prevalent classical idea of 

time. Instead, for the first time in Western history, 

the meaning of personal, "psychological" time was explored. 

Despairing of final answers, he declared: "What, then, is 

time? If no one ask of me, I know; if I wish to explain 

27 to him who asks, I know not." But he also advanced 

tentative suggestions of a revolutionary nature and thus 

introduced a way of thinking about time which is currently 

generally called "existential." Basically, Augustine 

located eternity not in some remote, "Platonic" world of 

forms, but rather in the present moment-the "eternal now." 

Without denying the reality of linear time, a basic pillar 

of Christian faith, he gave the present primacy over all 

other modes of time. 

For if there are times past and future, I desire 
to know where they are. But if as yet I do not 
succeed, I still know, wherever they are, that 
they are not there as future or past, but as 
present. For if there also they be future, they 
are not as yet there; if even there they be past, 

27. Confessions, Book XI, trans. J. G. Pilkington 
(New York: Heritage, 1963), p. 215. 
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they are no longer there. Wheresoever, therefore, 
they are, whatsoever they are, they are only so as 
present.28 

Ultimately, however, for St. Augustine, as for any 

Christian, the problem of time was subsumed by the quest 

for eternity. Though the life of the believer is immersed 

in time, his final salvation is without time. Thus, once 

more, time is almost dismissed as an illusion. 

Throughout the Middle Ages time remained a secondary 

problem in a world and universe still seen as part and 

parcel of a hierarchical arrangement of reality, a "chain 

of being." This chain or ladder of existence comprised, 

accordingly, both the temporal and eternal realms; the 

29 11 temporalizing of the chain of being" would not occur 

for centuries and man remained suspended between two ex

tremes. Increasing, however, during the Renaissance, 

thinkers did tend to depart from the Christian point of 

view and move, in this as in other respects, toward the 

Greeks. Man once again was pictured apart from the 

eternal cosmos, alienated by time and forced to create 

28. Ibid,, pp. 217-18; for comprehensive discussions 
of Augustine's philosophy of time, see Callahan, Four Views 
of Time in Ancient Philosophy, Ch. IV and R. J. O'Connell, 
St. Augustine's Confessions: The Odyssey of the Soul 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969), 
pp. 135-44. 

29. A. 0. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A 
Study of the History of An Idea (New York: Harper Torch-
books, 1960), pp. 242-87. 



order and purpose in the face of fate and history. It is 

this view which dominates the thinking of Machiavelli who, 

in The Prince, conceived of politics primarily as a means 

to permanence. Through political order history could be 

30 at least partially overcome. 

As a result of the astronomical discoveries of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, man's con

ception of his place in the universe was radically altered. 

While the ladder of being retained a hold on the popular 

imagination, its reality was called into very serious 

question by the scientists and philosophers. Indeed, it 

has been argued that "the human mind changed in a matter 

of years or decades as radically as the human world in a 

31 
matter of centuries." And with it changed temporal con

sciousness , 

No instrument has done more to alter the human view 

of time than the telescope. The heavens, which since the 

beginning of history had appeared changeless, suddenly 

took on a new meaning. The "eternal cosmos" was found to 

be subject to corruption, to be in time; the limiting and 

stabilizing influence which had inspired men in the past 

30. The Prince and Discourses (New York: Modern 
Library, 1940), pp, 104 and 3 83, 

31. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., 
p. 247, 
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began to take on a new and frightening guise. The old 

32 coherence of the world had dissipated. 

Descartes' effort to begin anew by subjecting all 

to doubt must be understood in this light. But he was 

hardly willing, anymore than his predecessors, to descend 

completely into time and so determined to imagine a new 

eternity out of the ruins of the old. The universe took 

on a novel appearance: "Under this condition of remote

ness, every assemblage of things is transformed into a 

mere multitude, and every multitude, no matter how dis

ordered, incoherent, and confused, will fall into certain 

33 patterns and configurations." Ultimately it was these 

new "patterns and configurations" which provided the in

spiration for the "new" philosophy and for a new conception 

of time and eternity. 

Now time was to be transcended through the worship 

of the geometrical forms supposedly apparent in nature. 

The human experience of temporal duration, argued Descartes, 

is little more than an incoherent series of instants, none 

of which has a necessary relation to another. Therefore 

true .meaning must be sought elsewhere. Thomas Hobbes 

likewise rejected "unreal" time as the source of disorder 

32. See V, Harris, All Coherence Gone (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1949). 

33, Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., 
p. 243, 
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and contingency in a universe where "the present only has 

34 
a being in nature." And Spinoza, for whom reality was 

the changeless and the ever-present, denied emphatically 

the reality of change and becoming, concepts which "simply 

35 
do not fit into an eternal rational order." 

Of all the great minds of the early modern period, 

Pascal came closest to a view of time which might appeal 

to twentieth century thinkers. Much of his greatness 

stems from his recognition that geometrical patterns, 

however satisfying to the intellect, fall far short of 

providing the solace men had found in the pre-modern 

cosmos. The qualitative and inherently humanistic universe 

of the ancient and medieval periods had, he recognized, 

been pushed aside by infinity, a quantitative and remote 

source of doubt rather than certainty. He recognized what 

Thomas Mann recently described with great acuity: "Piety, 

reverence, intellectual decency, religious feeling, are 

only possible about men and through men, and by limitation 

3 6 to the earthly and human." Man's place had been reduced. 

34. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (New York: Collier, 
1962), p. 30, 

35. A. O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being, 
op. cit., p. 154. 

36. Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus: The Life of the 
German Composer Adrian LeverkGhn As Told By A Friend, 
trans. H. T, Lowe-Porter (New York: Vintage, 1971), 
p, 273. 
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He was now a pitiable creature caught "between infini-

37 
ties. " 

When I consider the short duration of my life, 
swallowed up in the eternity before and after, 
the little space which I fill and even can see, 
engulfed in the infinite immensity of spaces of 
which I am ignorant and which know me not, I am 
frightened and am astonished at being here rather 
than there; for there is no reason why here 
rather than there, why now rather than then. Who 
has put me here? By whose order and direction 
have this place and time been allotted to rae?^ 

No truer statement of the philosophical and moral implica

tions of the scientific revolution has ever been penned. 

Boundless, pointless time had found its way into the 

Western imagination. 

But Pascal's insights were generally ignored by his 

contemporaries. The optimistic climate of the late seven

teenth and the eighteenth centuries demanded a less 

mysterious, more congenial, view of time. This was pro

vided through the combined efforts of Locke and Newton 

who together seemed to have provided, once and for all, 

answers to the perplexities of both subjective and ob

jective duration. Locke began by assuming, as did Newton, 

37, For a discussion of the profound implications 
of this development, see Karl L'dwith, "Man Between In
finities," Nature, History, and Existentialism and Other 
Essays in the Philosophy of History (Evanston: North
western University Press, 1966), pp. 102-115. 

38, Blciioc Pascal, Thoughts and Minor Works 
(New York: Collier, 1962) , p. 25. 
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that the existence of time was obvious and beyond question 

and then concerned himself with the way in which men ex

perience it. Time, he concluded, was one of the "complex 

ideas" arising out of the interaction of mind and sensory 

stimulation; it was one of the ways in which the mind 

39 
gives experience dimension, Newton likewise saw time as 

an absolute reality, a necessary feature of the objective 

world, something discovered rather than manufactured by the 

mind. In a passage made famous by Einstein's revision of 

the eighteenth century view, Newton described time as 

follows: 

Absolute, true, and mathematical time, of it
self, and from its own nature, flows equably with
out relation to anything external, and by another 
name is called duration; relative, apparent, and 
common time, is some sensible and external (whether 
accurate or equable) measure of duration by means 
of motion, which is commonly used instead of true 
time; such as an hour, a day, a month, a year.^0 

Thus, Locke and Newton posited, and the Enlightenment ac

cepted, a notion of absolute, independent time whose 

39. It should be emphasized that Locke's view is 
not nearly so radical as Kant's, who held time to be, in 
effect, a category which the human mind imposes upon 
reality. 

40, I, Newton, Mathematical Principles of Natural 
Philosophy and His System of the World, revised Florian 
Cajori (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1962), Vol. I, p. 6. 



relation to the human mind was in no way offensive either 

. . 41 to optimism or to common sense. 

The next important contribution to the philosophy 

of time was that of Immanuel Kant. Though his thinking 

can be correctly described as "fundamentally ahistorical," 

he raised time itself to a level of importance which it 

had not enjoyed in the work of any of his predecessors. 

He did this by primarily two means. First, Kant gave 

eloquent expression to the idea that naan was progressing 

with time in the direction of universal peace. More im

portant, however, was the conception of time elaborated 

in the Critique of Pure Reason where temporal sense was 

turned into one of the hallmarks of human consciousness. 

Unlike Locke, Kant divorced time from the external world; 

unlike Newton, he refused to abstract time from experience 

Rather, he insisted, time was a form of human intuition 

basic and peculiar to the mind. Man was compelled by his 

very being to see within a temporal frame of reference. 

As Kant expressed his thought: 

41, The only eighteenth century thinker of con
sequence to challenge, prior to Kant, the dominant view 
was Leibniz who viewed time not as an absolute but rather 
as a product of the interrelationship between mind and 
external reality. 

42, John T. Marcus, Heaven, Hell and History; 
A Survey of Man1s Faith in History from Antiquity to the 
Present (New York: Macmillan, 1967), p. 134. 
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, . , space and time are only forms of things as 
appearances ... we have no concepts of under
standing , and consequently no elements of know
ledge of things, save insofar as intuition can 
be given corresponding to those concepts.^3 

Here the groundwork was established for the emergent tem

poral and historical consciousness of the next century. 

The nineteenth century is known to intellectual 

historians as the age in Western history in which change, 

evolution and historicism became common currency, not only 

among men of letters but for the educated populace as a 

whole, "Time such as humanity had never dreamed before 

44 lay across the world." Nowhere, of course, was this more 

evident than in the philosophy of Hegel who granted time 

dominion hitherto unimagined. Herbert Marcuse described 

the role of temporality in Hegelian thought; 

[Hegel argued] that the true being is the idea, 
but the idea unfolds itself "in space" (as nature) 
and "in time" (as mind). Mind is of its very 
essence affected by time, for it exists only in 
the temporal process of history. The forms of 
the mind manifest themselves in time, and the his-
tory of the world is an exposition of mind in time. 

43, Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 
trans. Norman Kemp Smith (London: Macmillan, 1956), 
p. 27. 

44, Loren Eiseley, Darwin1s Century: Evolution 
and the Men Who Discovered It (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday Anchor Books, 1961), p. 2. 

45. Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution: 
Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory (Boston: Beacon, 
1960), p. 224, 



Time, after centuries of obscurity, had become supremely 

necessary, the tool or means by which the "Idea" mani

fested itself. 

But even Hegel stood far removed from the radical 

temporality of the twentieth century. For, however 

necessary, his time existed without the true center of 

reality which was eternal. Hegel stated this most clearly 

in the Philosophy of History where he eulogized the 

"highest moment," the eternal "now" apart from time: 

, for philosophy, as occupying itself with the True, 

has to do with the eternally present. Nothing in the past 

is lost for it, for the Idea is ever present; Spirit is 

immortal; and with it there is no past, no future, but an 

46 
essential now , . . Hegel, for all his concern with 

time and history, ultimately remained well within, in fact 

he was the last great spokesman for, the traditional 

Western view of time. Meaning remained apart from time, 

even while requiring it to fulfill its ends. 

. . . Hegel, and Marx after him, sought to har
monize the permanent and temporal in a process 
which constituted a dialectical timelessness, 
an eternal returning-upon-itself where the past 
was continually appropriated in the present and 
history was drawn into the infinite time of a 
final fulfillment which annulled temporal suc
cession. Being in the end stood beyond and en
compassed history, and although order and meaning 

46, Hegel Selections, ed. Jacob Loewenberg (New 
York: Scribner1s, 1957), pT 442. 



were situated in the historical process, history 
had its end, and the vision of society was that 
of a society beyond time.^7 

Meanwhile, social and technological developments 

were profoundly altering the human sense of time. The 

rhythm of daily life, so long patterned after the daily 

and seasonal natural cycles, was deeply affected by the 

advent of the machine and the new demands which it made 

upon life. The railroad, the most important "machine" 

of the nineteenth century, whose very existence depended 

upon its running "on time," had increasingly come to in

fluence life in much of Europe and America. To quote 

Stringfellow Barr, "Even men who never touched a real 

machine felt as if they were tending the Machine itself, 

as if, so to speak, they were living in shifts. It was as 

if leisure could be found only in a sense of the eternal, 

and timeless; and the Machine operated in time and on 

48 
time." And Jacques Ellul, "Little by little this mech

anical kind of time . . . penetrated, along with machinery 

into human life .... Time was an abstract measure 

separated from the traditional rhythms of life and nature. 

It became mere quantity. But since life is inseparable 

47. Gunnell, Political Philosophy and Time, 
op. cit., p. 253. 

48. Stringfellow Barr, The Pilgrimage of Western 
Man; A History of Modern Europe (New York; Lippincott, 
rev. ed., 1962), p. 292. 
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from time, l;i re too was forced to submit to the new 

guiding principle. 

Occidental views of time changed considerably after 

Hegel, largely in response to these new technological and 

social developments. More and more, temporal speculation 

took on a desperate air. Unlike Schopenhauer, who continued 

to see time .1:; unessential, merely an aspect of the "phe

nomenal" world, most intellectuals found time suddenly 

thrust into the foreground. 

Kierkegaard's existentialist reaction against 

Hegelianism c,,n be understood in this light. Basically, 

the Danish tlij.nker considered time to be a vital part of 

human existence, one of the progenitors of its "absurdity." 

Traditional thinking failed most decisively, he believed, 

at exactly tho point where it forsook time for eternity. 

He did not, however, merely abandon man to flux and despair, 

for precisely now, at the moment of.his most pervasive 

Angst, the individual could, if he had sufficient faith 

and power in himself, have dissolved the tension between 

the temporal and the eternal. Man was, Kierkegaard be

lieved, at least potentially a synthesis of the finite 

and the infinite and capable of discovering the "Moment," 

49. Hllul, The Technological Society, op. cit., 
p. 329. 
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50 the point at which eternity dissected time. Abraham, 

-"-n Fear and Trembling, represented the Kierkegaardian 

man-above-time: . .he had struggled with Time and har, 

preserved his faith. And now all of the terror of that 

fight v/as concentrated in one moment," the moment when 

51 faith stopped time. Furthermore, for the true Christian, 

the contemporary of Christ, time and history were meaning

less. As Kierkegaard wrote: 

Historic Christianity is sheer moonshine and un
christian muddleheadedness. For those true Christ
ians who in every generation live a life contem
poraneous with that of Christ have nothing to do 
whatsoever with Christians of the preceding genera
tion, but all the more with their contemporary, 
Christ. His life here on earth attends every 
generation, and every generation severally, as 
Sacred History; his life on earth is eternal con
temporaneousness , ̂2 

The "leap into faith" was, in other words, a leap out of 

time. 

Kierkegaard's philosophy had little influence out

side of Copenhagen until the twentieth century. More 

widely appreciated was the cultural historian Jacob 

50. S. Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Post
script , trans. David F. Swenson (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1941), pp. 86-87. 

51. Selections From the Writings of Kierkegaard, 
ed. and trans. Lee M. Hollander (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday Anchor Books, 1960), pp. 129-30. 

52, From Preparation for a Christian Life; see 
Kierkegaard Selections, op. cit., pp. 212-13. 
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Burckhardt, While the "historicists," led by Dilthey, 

proposed to circumvent time by discovering permanent em

pirical structures within human consciousness itself, 

Burckhardt took another course. Disclaiming any interest 

in philosophy - meaning specifically the Hegelian philosophy 

of history - he forsook mere chronological narration in 

favor of what he saw as the extra-temporal relationships 

lying behind the state, religion and culture. All of his 

thinking, especially his Weltgeschichtliche Betrachtungen, 

played upon this motif; Burckhardt brought time to a 

standstill and proceeded to dissect a cross-section of 

history, calling forth all of the sources of permanence 

which he could discern. History thus became the means to 

its own transcendence. Anything less than this, he im

plied, rendered the whole historical enterprise futile; 

the study of time for its own sake was a meaningless and 

a nihilistic pursuit. 

And, finally, Nietzsche, Burckhardt's admirer and 

colleague and the last of the great nineteenth century 

philosophers, tried to forestall time. Rejecting, at least 

after The Birth of Tragedy, the belief in the power of 

art and culture to create permanence, he ruthlessly dis

sected the historicist Weltanschauung. Shed of attractive 

progressivist outer garments historicism and all time 

philosophies led, he argued, only to moral relativism 
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and nihilism. Thus ho became one of the great seekers 

after eternity, the man who, though he proclaimed the death 

of the timeless God, though he fully recognized "that the 

53 Eternal has been vanquished by Time," also reincarnated 

in modern guise the ancient notion of time-negating eternal 

recurrence. This paradox is expressed most forcefully in 

Zarathustra: 

Look, we know what you teach: that all things 
return forever, and we along with them, and that 
we have already been here an infinite number of 
times, and all things along with us. 

You teach that a great Year of Becoming exists, 
a monster of a great year: like a sandglass it 
must everlastingly turn itself over, so that it 
can run out over and over again . . . ,54 

That, then, was the Nietzschean paradox: endless and 

pointless flux reigned supreme, and yet time was a circle. 

"For I love thee, Eternity," he proclaimed as he sought to 

place himself "six thousand feet beyond man and time." 

And yet no one in the last century saw as deeply into the 

problematic nature of time or saw as completely the ex

tent of its triumph. 

With Nietzsche, the struggle against time, at least 

until recently, came to an end. At the outset of the 

53. Erich Heller, The Artist's Journey Into the 
Interior and Other Essays (New York: Vintage, 1968), 
p. 176. 

54. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 
trans, Marianne Cowan (Chicago: Gateway, 1957), p. 227. 



28 

twentieth century time found its philosopher in Bergson 

who took time "seriously" and signalled the acceptance of 

55 it as constitutive for human existence. In the writings 

of the French philosopher, the age-old tensions between 

form and flux, between man's creative impulse and his 

historical being, were resolved. Whatever meaning there 

was, he concluded, its very substance was time. Time was 

an eminently creative as well as destructive .medium which, 

far from the source of nihilism only, was the essence of 

qualitative existence. Furthermore, time was no homogeneous 

phenomenon as previously supposed; instead, Bergson argued, 

there were two dimensions of time: on the one hand, ob

jective, "spatialized" time and, on the other, the more 

vital subjective duree of the individual who existed beyond 

the scope of clocks and calenders.The self, far from 

being the mere plaything of time, lived and expanded in 

this qualitative temporality. It was time that in fact 

57 made human life and culture possible. 

55. Samuel Alexander, Space, Time and the Deity 
(New York: Macmillan, 1920), Vol. I, p. 44. 

56. This idea of multiple times has found wide 
acceptance in the twentieth century; see, for example, 
Georges Gurvitch, The Spectrum of Social Time (Dordrecht, 
Holland: D. Reidel, 1964). 

57. Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay 
on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (New York; Harper, 
1956). 
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Such, then, was the situation on the eve of the 

First World War. Existence in time had finally taken 

primacy over the pursuit of eternity, duree and process 

seemed finally to have overcome the "Moment" and the magical 

nunc stans. As Thomas Mann's I-Ians Castorp descended from 

the timeless "magic mountain" into the nether world, 

European civilization descended into dynamism without 

limit. Few voices echoed the warnings of Burckhardt and 

Nietzsche. 

But at the base of the mountain Hans and the 

civilization he represented found a horror undreamed of by 

the hawkers of progress. The over-ripe fruit had become 

rotten. With the Great War came the realization that, 

just as life in the heights had become tenuous, so had 

life in the flatlands. Consequently, the intellectual 

history of Europe since 1914 can be seen, quite justifiably, 

in terms of a retreat from time. Western man had discovered 

that he was indeed a "being-in-time." But he found also, 

to his dismay, that he was not one of time's privileged 

children. Like young Castorp, his existence had become 

problematic and uncertain. 



CHAPTER 3 

GERMAN TEMPORAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

The response to the newfound temporality in Germany 

has been, needless to say, a very complex one. It has 

ranged from outright rejection of time to passive and re

signed surrender. Certainly, this seems almost to be the 

case with single individuals, as we will witness in the 

consideration of Thomas Mann. In most cases it has been 

mixed and paradoxical. With this in mind, it is approp

riate to consider briefly the work of five men, three of 

Germany's most accomplished novelists and her two most 

important philosophers of the twentieth century. In this 

way we can illuminate, first of all, the extent of time's 

penetration of the German imagination and, secondly, the 

diverse nature of the responses. Only when this has been 

accomplished can we make sense of those who would seek an 

affirmative answer to Jaspers' important and very repre

sentative question, "... can I elude history, escape from 

it into the timeless?""'" 

1. Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of History, 
trans, Michael Bullock (New Haven and London: Yale Uni
versity Press, 1953), p. 271. 

30 
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In a testimonial published three years prior to 

his death in 1955, Thomas Mann affirmed the creative and 

positive nature of time: 

What I believe, what I value most, is transitori-
ness. But is not transitoriness - the perishableness 
of life - something very sad? No! It is the very 
soul of existence. It imparts value, dignity, in
terest to life. Transitoriness creates time - and 
time "is the essence." Potentially at least, time 
is the supreme, most useful gift. 

. . . Timelessness ~ in the sense of time never 
ending, never beginning - is a stagnant nothing. 
It is absolutely uninteresting.^ 

With these brave words one of the great European writers of 

the twentieth century, Germany's consummate novelist of 

ideas, paid tribute to the intellectual problem which, 

more than any other, had occupied him and his fellow German 

3 
thinkers since 1914. 

2. Thomas Mann, "Life Grows in the Soil of Time," 
in This I Believe: The Living Philosophies of One Hundred 
Thoughtful Men and Women in All Walks of Life - As Written 
for Edward R. Murrow, ed. Edward P. Morgan (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1952), p. 113. 

3, The German intellectual community is herein 
taken to include all those thinkers who spent the formative 
periods of their lives in Germany and whose thinking matured 
within a peculiarly German atmosphere. Thus Erich Kahler, 
Hannah Arendt, Herbert Marcuse, Hans Jonas, Karl LSwith and 
the rest of the intellectuals who left Germany in the 
thirties, whether they eventually returned or not, are in
cluded. On the other hand, younger thinkers of German 
lineage, such as Hans Meyerhoff, Walter Kaufmann and Peter 
Gay, are properly seen as American since their thinking 
has been influenced at least as much by their experience 
in this country as by their national origins. For an ex
haustive list of the European thinkers who fled Hitler's 
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Mann's fascination with time, if not his eager 

acceptance of it, has been evident in all of his major 

4 works, especially the "time-romance" of 1924. Nothing 

obsessed him more than the dialectical relationship between 

time and eternity which ran like a thread through his 

stories, though appearing in various guises. In Joseph and 

His Brothers mythic timelessness was examined and extolled. 

Two decades later the chastened Mann, disillusioned by the 

Great War and its aftermath, in The Magic Mountain removed 

eternity to the heights. And finally, in Doctor Paustus, 

written during the Second World War and published in 1948, 

his gradual disillusionment bore final fruit. For the 

latter work, above all, signified Mann's extreme rejection 

of his earlier optimism. In that time-bound tragedy of 

the composer Leverklihn, he appeared most clearly as "an 

5 imagination seeking refuge from the terror of time." For 

Leverkuhn, the creation Mann later claimed to love above 

Europe, see Donald Fleming and Bernard Bailyn, eds., The 
Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, 1930-1960 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969), 
pp. 675-718. 

4. Mann himself, in an afterword written especially 
for English and American readers of Per Zauberberg, referred 
to his tale in these terms; see "The Making of the Magic 
Mountain," in The Magic Mountain, trans. H. T. Lowe-Porter 
(New York; Vintage, 1969), pp. 717-27. 

5. Erich Heller, The Ironic German: A Study of 
Thomas Mann (Boston: Little and Brown, 1958), p. 257. 
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all others, discovered and came to loath what Castorp's 

experience only hinted at; the complete and paralyzing 

immersion of Western man in time. He possessed only 

"plenteous, boundless time . . , the actual thing, the best 

7 
we give." His life in time ended neither in creativity 

and triumph, nor in Hans' perplexity, but rather in despair-

filled lamentation and insanity. The music of subjective 

harmony and metaphysical assurance, culminating in Bee

thoven's Ninth Symphony, gave way to the barely-bridged 

chaos of atonal composition. Music, so long a source of 

inspiration, had become a desperate vehicle of defiance 
g 

and rejection from which the time-defying spirit "had fled." 

Erich Heller, in a most perceptive essay on Mann's Faustus, 

wrote: "'Being' has been returned to 'doing,' and substance 

to virtuosity: but 'being' means being damned, and the 

9 substance is the stuff of Hell." Pure contingency, in 

the form of unending, inhuman flux, had pushed its way to 

the fore in Mann's writings. 

6. See Thomas Mann, The Story of A Novel: The 
Genesis of Doctor Faustus, trans. Richard and Clara Winston 
(New York: Knopf, 19 61), p. 88. 

7. Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus, op. cit., p. 227, 

8. Ibid., p, 509. 

9. Erich Heller, "Faust's Damnation," The Artist's 
Journey Into the Interior, op. cit., p. 42. 
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Mann's experience has been summarized as follows: 

When the individual soul loses the measure of 
certainty and the prospect of continuity vouch
safed by tradition, time and death take on another 
and more troublesome aspect. Emancipation from 
the common lot is bought at the price of a 
heightened awareness of transience. In a world 
of radically conscious individualities, time 
and death become more aggressive foes. ^ 

Mann's acceptance of time was therefore, it would seem, far 

from a willing and a joyful one; rather it reminds one of 

the existentialist's acceptance of and exhaltation over the 

human condition despite its "absurdity." The writer was, 

in other words, defiant. If he continued to cast longing 

glances in the direction of a childlike acceptance of 

eternity - as personified in the characters of Tony 

Buddenbrook and later Leverktihn' s angelic nephew Nepomuk -

and to the end wrote of that "which put it out of one's 

11 power to believe in time and time's common work," it 

was done so ironically. At best, rather than surrender to 

time completely, he suspended his judgement, finding "an 

12 eloquent compromise with silence . . . ." 

10. Erich Heller, The Ironic German, op. cit., 
p. 14. 

11. Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus, op. cit., p. 466. 

12. Erich Heller, The Ironic German, op. cit.., 
p. 277. 
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Mann, then, found, like Camus, the "absurd man 

13 . . . who is not apart from time." Rilke and Kafka made 

14 the same discovery. In the Notebooks of Malte Laurids 

Brigge, Rilke explored the question first raised in 

Sonnets to Orpheus: "Giebt es wirklich die Zeit, die 

15 zerstorende?" Here the author's "other self" recalled 

the plight of a minor official, Nikolai Kusmitsch, a time-

16 haunted man of the first order. One day, as Malte told 

it, it occurred to Kusmitsch to calculate his assets, not, 

as might be expected, his capital or properties but rather 

the amount of time he had left before death. At first, 

he rejoiced over his enormous reserve and gleefully set 

about to ration it carefully and objectively. Time, he 

decided, can and must be treated as one treats his material 

wealth. But Kusmitsch very soon discovered a frightening 

thing: despite his best efforts, he was "spending an 

13. Albert Camus, "The Absurd Man," The Myth of 
Sisyphus and Other Essays, trans, Justin O'Brien (New York; 
Vintage, 1955), p. 54. 

14. See Theodore Ziolkowski, "Rainer Maria Rilke: 
The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge," and "Franz Kafka: 
The Trial," Dimensions of the Modern Novel: German Texts 
and European Contexts (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton Uni
versity Press, 1969), pp. 3-36 and 37-67. Time is, ac
cording to Ziolkowski, one of the major "dimensions" of 
the modern novel. 

15. II, p. 27; quoted in Ibid., p. 6. 

16. Rilke, The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, 
trans, M. D, Herter Norton (New York: Norton, 1949), 
pp. 148-52. 
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17 incredible amount." There should be, he wailed pathet-

18 ically, some sort of authority, "a kind of Time bank," 

where one could preserve his precious seconds. Finally, 

this and other hopes frustrated, he collapsed into despair, 

even experiencing the passage of time in physical terms as 
V—— 

the flow of wind across his face. Time had brought him to 

his knees, 

Rilke, however, was not prepared to surrender so 

easily. Rather than leave his official in despair, he 

introduced him to a most "agreeable neighbor" who acquainted 

him with time-transcending poetry. Thus Kusmitsch was 

19 "reassured . . , uncommonly." In other words, here Rilke 

stated his aesthetic refutation of temporality. Indeed, 

"we find that the tension between the temporality of 

existence and the timelessness of art does . . . constitute 

one of the main themes - if not the principle one! - of 

9 0  
the whole work , . . ." 

But Rilke realized the narrow scope of such a solu

tion and explored, in addition, another, less exclusive 

avenue of transcendence. Malte reflected upon the character 

of his grandfather, a man who had held a truly remarkable 

17. Ibid., p. 149. 

1.8. Ibid. , p. 150. 

19. Ibid., p. 152. 

20. Theodore Ziolkowski, Dimensions, op. cit., p. 6. 
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view of time. In essence, he simply refused to recognize 

or be intimidated by it. 

Chronological sequence played no role whatever for 
him, death was a trifling incident which he utterly 
ignored, persons whom he had once received into his 
memory continued to exist, and their dying off 
could not alter that in the least. Several years 
later, after the old gentleman's death, they told 
how with the same obstinacy he would also take 
future events as present.21 

This, Rilke apparently believed, was the mark of a superior 

and all too rare individual. 

Kafka presents a more complex problem. Much like 

the later Mann, he would have found both the solutions of 

grandfather Brahe and Kusmitsch unsatisfactory. He seems, 

in fact, to take experience abstracted from time as a hall

mark of confusion and his protagonists repeatedly lose their 

bearings as they forsake time: Gregor Samsa's descent into 

insecthood is accompanied by the loss of his clock; the 

"Hunger Artist" maintains contact with the outer world 

only so long as his cage is graced with the time-piece which 

marks the hours of his fast; and the strange inhabitant of 

"The Burrow" exists in a subterranean world of fantasy and 

endless time where "one is calm and not worried about 

22 
time." The man who seeks timelessness finds only 

21. Rilke, The Notebooks, op. cit., p. 35. 

22. Kafka, The Metamorphosis, ed. and trans. 
Stanley Corngold (New York: Bantam, 1972), pp. 3-58; and 
The Great Wall of China: Stories and Reflections, trans. 
Willa and Edwin Muir (New York: Schocken, 1970), pp. 63 
and 80, 
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illusion and disorder: "A man was astonished how easily he 

went the eternal way; he happened to be rushing backwards 

along it."^ 

And yet, backwards or not, Kafka elsewhere seemed 

to express the same desire. For example, in a conversation 

with Gustav Jonouch, he noted: "I want to control time 

. . . but the world, or my body, always breaks this will 

24 of mine." There was in him an essential and basic 

ambiguity: better to face up to time and master it than 

25 
to flee; and yet was this possible? If Kafka affirmed 

time, this act was, like Mann's, an "existentialist" one; 

life both in and without time involved paradox and in

security. His characters, it appears, lived, like their 

creator, in a "common confusion," anxiously suspended 

2 g 
between time and eternity. 

23, Kafka, "Reflections," The Great Wall of China, 
p. 169. 

24. Gustav Janouch, Gespra'che mit Kafka; Erin-
nerungen und Aufzeichnungen (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer, 
1951), pp. 20-21; quoted in Ziolkowski, Dimensions, op. 
cit., p. 38. 

25. In this connection, see Hannah Arendt's re
marks about Kafka and time in "The Gap Between Past and 
Future," Between Past and Future: Six Exercises in 
Political Thought (New York: Meridian, 1963), pp. 3-15. 
As an example of the confusion which can result from 
Kafka's ambiguity, consider the view of Margaret Church 
that he held a "Platonic" conception of time; "Kafka and 
Proust: A Contrast in Time," Bucknell Review (1957), 
p. 107. 

26. Kafka, "The Common Confusion," The Great Wall 
of China, op. cit., pp. 129-30. 
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It has not been literature, however, which has 

raised the time-problem to pre-eminence in our century. 

The works of Mann, Kafka, Rilke and the other time-driven 

novelists, such as Alfred Doblin, Hermann Broch and Hermann 

Hesse, have been overshadowed by the strange philosophy of 

Martin Heidegger. A thinker who has been compared to Hegel 

27 in importance, Heidegger raised temporality to the very 

center of existence with the publication of Being and Time 

in 1927. Time became the essence and Dasein, the philoso

pher's fundamental existant, found itself "temporal in the 

2 8 very basis of its being." 

To pretend to describe Heidegger's very complex 

thought in a few brief paragraphs is, of course, presump

tuous. It is filled with paradox and seemingly unfinished 

ideas, as witness the promised but not yet published 

second volume of Sein und Zeit. Indeed, some commentators, 

who face the problem of synthesizing his diverse 

27. Thomas Langan, The Meaning of Heidegger: A 
Critical Study of An Existentialist Phenomenology (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1961), p. 9. 

28. The kernel of Heidegger's thought is, of 
course, to be found in his Sein und Zeit, Erste Halfte 
(Halle: Max Niemayer Verlag, 1927); first published in 
Jahrbucher fur Philosophie und ph^nomenologische Forschung, 
Vol. VIII (1927). Thirty five years later an English 
translation appeared as Being and Time, trans. John 
Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper, 1962). 
Since time is so much a part of the work, I will employ 
footnotes only where direct quotations are cited. The 
above remark is found on p. 278. 
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observations, find it necessary to contrast the "early" 

and the "late" Heidegger in order to explain an apparent 

29 change of direction after 1930. One can, however, offer 

certain tentative and general remarks about his philosophy 

without doing it a great injustice. This is certainly 

true of his view of time. 

In the first place, Heidegger set out to overcome 

Platonism in all of the various forms it has assumed in the 

Western metaphysical tradition. That tradition, he argued, 

has been the victim of a false eternalization of Being, a 

development which went unchallenged until Nietzsche pro

claimed the "death of God" and the end of metaphysics. 

Heidegger took Nietzsche's pronouncement as his starting 

point and attempted to ". . . give expression to the 

feeling of our generation by an interpretation of man and 

world which is free of any theological implication. Time, 

world, and being are here not interpreted from the stand

point of eternity, but the attempt is made to interpret 

30 
them directly from the phenomena themselves." 

29. For a typical statement of the argument that 
Heidegger's later thought represents "an important change," 
see J. Glenn Gray, "Heidegger's Course: From Human Exis
tence to Nature," Journal of Philosophy, 54 (1957), pp. 
197-207. For a criticism of this argument, see Langan, 
The Meaning of Heidegger, op. cit., p. 6. 

30. Helen Weiss, "The Greek Conceptions of Time 
and Being in the Light of Heidegger's Philosophy," 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, II (1941), 
p. 186. 
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As a disciple of Husserl, Heidegger tried to go "to 

the things themselves," not as abstracted from life and time 

but as immersed in them, and listen to their "message." 

Thus Dasein faced only one absolute, Nothingness - its 

harbinger being time. Human life was circumscribed by and 

governed by two thoroughly temporal events: man born out 

of Nothingness, thrown into the world and time, and living 

toward Nothingness, toward death. Heidegger thus defined 

man as a "being-toward-death," as time personified. 

For obvious reasons, Heidegger's philosophy has 

been called the most pessimistic in the history of Western 

ideas. Any meaning or purpose which remains for human 

Dasein is considered transient and ephemeral and projected 

by man himself onto the world. Man's place in nature is 

considered incidental, his decisions of no lasting con

sequence. Man, removed from the center of the universe, 

was reduced to the status of a temporary accident. "Since 

Copernicus," Nietzsche claimed, "man has been falling from 

a center toward an x;" Heidegger explored this profoundly 

bleak insight and attempted to construct a philosophy 

around it. 
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Being-in-time was not, however, completely devoid 

of solace. Temporal ex:i ntence could be creative. In 

order to illustrate thiu point Heidegger, like Kierkegaard, 

repudiated the objective temporality of Aristotle and 

Newton in favor of the existentialist unity of past, 
O p O O 

present and future m "the Moment." Like Whitehead, 

he preferred a present hound to but transcending past and 

future. Man was conditioned by what he had been"^ as well 

as by what he antitipatcj being. Both of these modes, past 

and future, demonstrated what was possible for Dasein in 

31. It should In. noted that the concept "Being" 
has a different meaning in the German language than in 
English and that this meaning is fully expoited by Heidegger. 
In English "being" can Morve either as a noun or a verb -
it can carry with it an Inherent reference to time or tense, 
or it can be used apart from any reference to time. 
Heidegger's das Sein, however, is thoroughly temporal. 
See William Barrett, Wh.il; is Existentialism? (New York: 
Grove, 1964), pp. 135-3 7. 

32. For a discussion of the similarity between 
the views of Kierkegaard and Heidegger, see Calvin 0. Schrag, 
Existence and Freedom: Towards an Ontology of Human 
Finitude (Evanston: Noithwestern University Press, 1961), 
pp. 119-53. Sartre, in his well-known theory of the 
pour-soi, also expresses the existentialist notion of time 
as a unity. 

33. See, for example, Alfred North Whitehead, 
Adventures of Ideas (New York: Macmillan, 1933), p. 246. 
For a discussion of the connection between Whitehead and 
Heidegger, see Calvin 0. Schrag, "Whitehead and Heidegger: 
Process Philosophy and Existential Philosophy," Dialectica, 
XIII (1959); and "Whitehead and Heidegger," Philosophy 
Today, 4 (Spring, 1960), pp. 29-36. 

34. Langan, Tht> Meaning of Heidegger, op. cit. , 
pp. 56-68. 
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the present; it was this "silent power of the possible" 

3 5 which formed the very essence of authentic existence. 

Human Dasein could drift with time - live "unauthentically" -

or take from the heart of time itself a renewed meaning 

3 6 and purpose. Some have found this argument distressing, 

but, whatever its logical and ethical defects, it did 

represent an ingenious attempt to find a new answer to a 

very old and compelling problem. 

Temporality is, then, in both its past and future 

manifestations, the true horizon of possibility. Existence 

without time is nothing more than a contradiction in terms, 

an illusion. Despite an occasional remark which can mis-

37 lead his readers to assume the opposite, Heidegger 

35. Barrett uses this phrase, from Sein und Zeit, 
p. 394, to characterize Heidegger's thought; see What is 
Existentialism?, op. cit., pp. 111-218. 

36. John Wild, for example, argues: "The greatest 
defect in Heidegger's analysis is his tendency to neglect 
the omnipresent flow of world time, and even at certain 
points to interpret it as a mere unauthentic mode of human 
time;" see "The New Empiricism and Human Time," Review of 
Metaphysics, Vol. VII (1954), p. 555. 

37. Consider, for example, the following passage 
from one of Heidegger's later essays: "But the one and the 
same can only be manifest in the light of something per
petual and permanent. Yet permanence and perpetuity only 
appear when what persists and is present begins to shine. 
But that happens in the moment when time opens out and ex
tends. After man has placed himself in the presence of 
something perpetual, then only can he expose himself to 
the changeable. Only after 'ravenous time' has riven into 
present, past and future, does the possibility arise of 



remains, in the later as well as the early writings, time 

champion. That which "shines forth perpetually" does so 

only because of "new time," the "very permanent [which is 

the transitory . , . [and] which is never taken from the 

3 8 
transitory." Man, whatever his capacity for wandering 

cognitively through the ranges of time and bringing forth 

the "perpetual," is in and must remain in time. 

For he must die! Here, of course, is the vital 

center of Heidegger's thought, the one great and ever 

present fact which negates all of his efforts. Indeed, 

"Humanity is . . , the poorest of the poor because it is 

only Being-toward-death, and death fulfills no need - it 

39 
only ends it," Death can, as the existentialists claim 

turn us toward life, make us admire and cherish it but it 

must also lead us to begrudge time's passing and even to 

despair of real solutions.^ In the final analysis, 

Dasein's descent into time is a one-way road and has only 

agreeing on something permanent." ("HOlderlin and the 
Essence of Poetry," trans. Douglass Scott in Werner Brock 
ed., Existence and Being (Chicago: Gateway, 1949), pp. 
278-79. 

38. Ibid., pp. 289 and 281. 

39. Langan, The Meaning of Heidegger, op. cit., 
p. 214. 

40. See Frederick J. Hoffman, The Mortal No: 
Death and the Modern Imagination (Princeton, N. J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1970), p. 208. 
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the certainty of non-being. Time remains the great 

destroyer. 

Jaspers shared Heidegger's emphasis upon time. He 

asserted also that man was in time and that his authen

ticity was determined by the quality of the response to 

the confusion and anxiety which comprised his temporality. 

Having been nurtured by two sources which assigned no small 

41 
place to time, "by the Bible and by Kant," he went far 

beyond either. For he saw man as a spark, "now scintil

lating more brightly, now vanishing to the point of 

42 
invisibility, constantly changing in the flux of life." 

43 "Man cannot live apart from the world or outside history," 

he argued. Nor were supra-temporal truths, the heart of 

Kant's ethical imperative, any longer possible. Existence, 

for Jaspers, was in time and man's knowledge and works 

41. Karl Jaspers, Myth and Christianity: An 
Inquiry Into the Possibility of Religion Without Myth 
(with Bultmann), trans. Norbert Guterman (New York: 
Noonday, 1958), p. 78. For a discussion of Jaspers' debt 
to Kant, see Charles F, Wallraff, Karl Jaspers: An Intro
duction to His Philosophy (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1970), pp. 93-99. 

42. Karl Jaspers, The Future of Mankind, trans. 
E, B. Ashton (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1961), p. 222. 

43. Wallraff, Karl Jaspers, op. cit., p. 208. 
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were necessarily temporal, "always having a historical 

44 
Gestalt." 

And, yet, Jaspers insisted that time was not every

thing. Beyond man and time there was something more com

plete, more tranquil. Thus endless succession must not be 

allowed to predominate; it must be turned into the source 

of its own negation. Jaspers knew full well the dif

ficulties involved in such an effort - "The question as 

45 to the reality of time can neither be evaded nor answered" 

- but it must, he concluded, be asked. For existence totally 

immersed in time was inhuman. 

Like Kierkegaard, Jaspers ultimately saw the "exis

tential Moment" as the means to temporal transcendence. 

This Moment, this atom of eternity drawn from the very 

heart of time, had neither future nor past but had future 

and past enclosed within itself. It enveloped and emas

culated these lesser modes of temporality. It was neither 

timelessness nor temporality but rather a mean between 

these extremes. And it was the source of Existenz, a 

higher and more complete form of life than mere empirical, 

day to day existence. "What disappears in every moment 

44. Karl Jaspers, Philosophie (Berlin: J. Springer, 
1956), II, p. 394; quoted by Wallraff, Karl Jaspers, op. 
cit.f p, 144. 

45. Karl Jaspers, Man in the Modern Age (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1933), p. 169. 



and yet is eternal in Existenz .... Existenz knows 

46 no death, that it is in time, but is more than time:" 

Existenz is historical as eternity in time, as 
the absolute historicity of its concrete empiri
cal existence in a spiritual opacity which is 
never removed. But Existenz is not merely this 
incompletion and perversity in all temporal 
existence, which, as such, must always expand 
and change into some spiritual totality, but 
rather temporal existence thoroughly and authen
tically penetrated; the paradox of the unity of 
temporality and eternity.^7 

It is, furthermore, Existenz in "the Moment" which 

makes it possible for the sensitive man to glimpse der 

Allumfasser, the "all encompassing" totality beyond time; 

A present that has attained fulfillment allows 
us to cast anchor in the eternal origin. Guided 
by history to pass beyond all history into the 
Comprehensive - that is the ultimate goal which, 
though thought can never reach it, it can never
theless approach.^ 

Man can, in other words, as historian and philosopher, 

catch Being in motion and render it still. Though cast 

into a temporal prison, he can look without its dismal con 

fines and begin to perceive truth. And finally, he can 

become "contemporaneous" with the great thinkers of all 

46. 0. Schrag, Existence, Existenz and Transcen
dence: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Karl Jaspers 
(Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1971), p. 124. 

47. Karl Jaspers, Reason and Existenz: Five 
Lectures, trans. William Earle (New York: Noonday, 1955), 
pp. 62-63. 

48. Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of History, 
op. cit., p. v, 
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49 
ages as Kierkegaard did with Christ. When all is said 

and done, according to Jaspers, man can discover that time 

is not everything, that he can somehow reach beyond the 

limits of the empirical world and of time. 

Most contemporary German intellectuals, however, 

have found this suspension between time and eternity to be 

unsatisfactory. And most have either succumbed to what 

50 Rauschning so aptly called "the logic of process" or 

gone to the opposite extreme, denying, or attempting to, 

time's new hegemony. Thus it has been argued that the 

world is history and little more, a "succession of events" 

51 rather than a given order of things, or that there is 

52 "nothing but history." Even in theology, time has re

ceived high praise, especially in the works of Oscar 

Cullmann who decided "plainly in favor of temporariness 

49. Karl Jaspers, "On My Philosophy," trans. 
Felix Kaufmann, in Walter Kaufmann, ed. , Existentialism 
From Dostoevsky to Sartre (New York: Meridian, 1956) , 
p. 137. 

50. Hermann Rauschning, The Revolution of Nihilism: 
Warning to the West (New York: Alliance, 1939), p. xiv. 

51. Wolfhart Pannenberg in James M. Robinson, 
ed., New Frontiers in Theology, Vol. Ill, Theology as 
History (New York: Harper, 1967), pp. 132-33. 

52. Friedrich Gogarten, "Theology and History," 
in Robert Funk and Gerhard Ebeling, eds., History and 
Hermeneutic (New York: Harper, 1967), p. 207. 



53 being the essence of eschatology . . . .11 On the other 

hand it has been written that "On the average . . . the 

contemporary world is represented by a wellnight anti-

54 historical or ahistorical consciousness." Quite clearly 

a great deal of confusion has prevailed. 

It would seem, though, that the majority of German 

thinkers are very reluctant to follow Heidegger. Whatever 

their reason might dictate, their emotional side seems to 

balk at a total acceptance of time. Thus most continue to 

seek alternatives to temporality. Herbert Marcuse is 

typical of this tendency: 

. . . the fatal enemy of lasting gratification 
is time, the inner finiteness, the brevity of 
all conditions. The idea of integral human 
liberation therefore necessarily contains the 
v i s i o n  o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  t i m e  . . . .  
If the "aesthetic state" is really to be the 
state of freedom, then it must ultimately de
feat the destructive course of time.^5 

53. Oscar Cullmann, Christ and Time: The Primi
tive Christian Conception of Time and History, trans. 
F. V. Filson (Philadelphia: Westminster, rev. ed., 1964), 
p. 3. 

54. Alfred Heuss, Verlust der Geschichte (Gottin-
gen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 19 59), p. 57. 

55. Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A 
Philosophical Inquiry Into Freud (New York: Vintage, 
1962), p. 175. Marcuse does not, however, carry this 
impulse to the extreme which his antagonist Norman 0. 
Brown does; see "Love Mystified: A Critique of Norman 0. 
Brown," Commentary, Feb. 19 67, pp. 71-7 4, where Marcuse 
appears, in comparison with Brown, almost an advocate of 
time. 
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We must now turn to a consideration of the ideas 

of three of these German intellectuals - Hermann Hesse, 

Hannah Arendt and Karl LSwith - to see more clearly how 

their desire for temporal transcendence has manifested 

- itself. Each, in his own way, is "time-haunted" and each 

56 seeks an escape from this condition. 

56. It might be objected that the three persons 
chosen to illustrate the "escape from time" idea are minor 
figures and not representative of the Zeitgeist. As 
Croce observed, however, the times are often better 
illuminated by the study of lesser thinkers who seek 
to extend and clarify the insights of their more accom
plished counterparts. 



CHAPTER 4 

TO CASTALIA AND BEYOND: 

HERMANN HESSE'S CONFRONTATION WITH TIME 

The post-World War II reception given Hermann 

Hesse's works presents an interesting and revealing 

phenomenon to the cultural and social historian. There was 

a time, not long ago, when he seemed on the verge of 

literary extinction even in his own country, where his 

novels have been in general disrepute since 1945. Most 

young Germans, it seems, have tended to associate Hesse 

with the kind of retarded romanticism which contributed 

so much to the success of National Socialism and have 

preferred instead the "realism" of writers like Gtlnther 

Grass. In 19 4 7 Thomas Mann was almost alone in Germany 

when he praised Hesse's works and supported his candidacy 

2 
for a Nobel prize. In America, currently the focal point 

1. By "his own country" is meant, of course, 
Germany. Hesse left Germany in 1912, becoming a Swiss 
citizen in 1923. His most significant works were written 
either in Switzerland or in Italy. In a cultural sense, 
however, he remained thoroughly German throughout his life. 

2. In "Hermann Hesse: Einleitung zu seiner 
amerikanischen Demian-Ausgabe," Neue Rundschau, 58 (1947), 
p. 248, Mann declared that Hesse's Per Steppenwolf is not 
inferior in experimental boldness to Gide's Faux-Monnayeurs 
or Joyce's Ulysses. His admiring remarks appear, in English 

51 
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3 
of the Hesse "renaissance,11 he remained, in the estimation 

of the New York Times, "largely unapproachable" as late as 

4 19 62. Only in Japan, where his popularity mushroomed 

after the appearance of the first translation of Siddhartha 

5 
xn 1925, did he seem destined to remain an important voice. 

During the past decade, however, a curious fate has 

befallen Hesse. Especially among the "disaffected young," 

in America and elsewhere, he has become nothing less than 

an oracle.^ Indeed, he has been described as "standard 

psychedelic equipment, along with water pipes, day-glow 

7 art, the Maharishi, Jim Morrison and the I Ching." The 

translation, as the introduction to Demian, trans. Michael 
Roloff and Michael Lebeck (New York: Bantam, 1968), 
pp. v-xi. 

3. See Egon Schwarz, "Hermann Hesse, the American 
Youth Movement, and Problems of Literary Evaluation," PMLA, 
85, no. 5 (Oct., 1970), pp. 977-87. 

4. 10 August 1962, p. 19. For a discussion of the 
curious neglect of Hesse in this country prior to 1957, see 
Eugene F. Timpe, "Hermann Hesse in the United States," 
Symposium, 23 (Spring 1969), pp. 73-75. 

5. By 1962 no less than seventy-five single edi
tions of Hesse's works had appeared in Japan and two 
entirely separate translations of his collected works 
were available. 

6. See Theodore Ziolkowski, "Saint Hesse Among 
the Hippies," American-German Review, 35, no. 2 (1969), 
pp. 19-23; Stephen Koch, "Prophet of Youth," New Republic, 
13 July 1968, pp. 23-26; and George Steiner, "Eastward Ho," 
New Yorker, 18 January 1969, pp. 87-97. 

7. Koch, "Prophet of Youth," op. cit., p. 23. 
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reasons for this new-found popularity are readily dis

cernible; his protagonists are generally "outsiders" 

seeking, like so many young persons today, an escape from 

or a redefinition of society; his disdain for modern 

science and technology is obvious; he seems to condone 

and even advocate the use of mind-expanding drugs; and he 

summarily rejects the conventional morality of middle-
g 

class society. And, perhaps most importantly, Hesse, 

though himself much concerned with ideas and a substantial 

thinker in his own right, is a writer whose books can be 

experienced and felt as well as analyzed. His works, in 

contradistinction to those of Mann and most other German 

novelists of the twentieth century, have a lyrical quality 

which masks their complexities. 

One would be ill-advised, however, to dismiss 

Hesse as merely another "Guru." While primarily a story

teller prior to 1914, "a nice poet [who] lived at peace 

9 with the world," he developed after the war into a thinker 

8. At least one critic has accused Hesse, probably 
unfairly, of being an "overt homosexual;" Ibid., p. 24. 

9. Hesse described himself in this way in "Kurz-
gefasster Lebenslauf" (1925), Gesammelte Schriften, IV, 
p. 475; quoted in Theodore ZiolkowsKT^ The Novels of Hermann 
Hesse: A Study in Theme and Structure (Princeton, N. J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1965), p. 5. Hesse's assess
ment of himself also appears as "Conjectural Biography," 
trans. Denver Lindley, Modern Writing no. 2 (New York, 
1954), pp. 55-72; and in "A Life in Brief," trans. Mervyn 
Savill, Horizon (1946), pp. 175-90, where he stresses the 
impact of the war upon his thinking. 
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of major dimensions. Initially caught up in the frenzy 

of the war's early months, he quickly recovered his balance 

and became one of Europe's outcast pacifists. And, aban

doning his earlier literary course, he embarked upon what 

was to become a profound critique of Western civilization. 

Even before the publication of Spengler's Decline of the 

West in 1918, Hesse, drawing upon Dostoevsky, meditated 

upon the downfall of Europe. 

The ideal of the Karamazovs, primitive, Asiatic, 
occult, is becoming the European ideal, and has 
begun to devour the spirit of Europe. That is 
what I term the downfall of Europe .... The 
Russian man, the Karamazov, is at once murderer 
and magistrate, brute and the tenderest of souls. 
He is equally the most consummate egoist and the 
self-sacrificing hero. He is incomprehensible to 
us from a European, from a solid, moral, ethical, 
doctrinal point of view. Outside and Inside, 
good and evil, God and Satan coexist in this man. 

It was this insight into the decline of civiliza

tion which occupied Hesse after 1917. Demian, written 

during the war and published in 1919, thus represented "a 

12 complete break with his poetic past," Hesse's first real 

10. Of the pre-war novels, the most important are 
Peter Camenzind (1904), Unterm Rad (1904) and Gertrude 
(1910) . 

11. "The Brothers Karamazov or the Downfall of 
Europe; Thoughts on Reading Dostoevsky," trans. Harvey 
Gross, Western Review, 17 (1953), pp. 185 and 187; see Die 
Brilder Karamasoff oder der Untergang Europas, Gesammelte 
Schriften (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 1957), Vol. VII, pp. 164-65. 

12, Ernest Rose, Faith From the Abyss: Hermann 
Hesse's Way from Romanticism to Modernity (New York: New 
York University Press, 1965), pp. 51-52. 
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effort to explore the underside of human existence. We 

will concentrate upon this work as well as Siddhartha 

(1922), Per Steppenwolf (1927), Narziss und Goldmund 

(1929-1930), Die Morgenlandfahrt (1931) and, finally, Das 

Glasperlenspiel (1943), in order to understand better what 

Hesse saw as the cause and cure of this disease. No 

attempt will be made to pass judgement upon the literary 

merits of these works. They will be considered within 

the context of the intellectual and moral crisis which has 

13 
convulsed Western civilization m the twentieth century. 

In particular they will be seen as a prime example of the 

extent to which time, or what Cioran has recently described 

as a "fall into time," dominated the thinking of a sensi

tive and acute German intellectual. Hermann Hesse will be 

portrayed as a man who sought, throughout most of his life, 

a refuge from time and who ultimately recognized the 

futility of this pursuit. 

Demian: The Story of Emil Sinclair's Youth, like 

all of Hesse's novels, arose directly out of his own ex-

14 perience. Because of a series of personal tragedies in 

13. Hesse himself recognized the aesthetic short
comings of his later works noting, quite candidly, "I know 
that I am not a story teller;" see "Obituary Notice," New 
York Times, 10 August 1962, p. 19. 

14, Hesse at first published Demian under the 
pseudonym "Emil Sinclair" meaning, among other things, to 
indicate his break with his past works and attitudes. This 
ruse worked quite well for several months and "Sinclair" 



1916 - Hesse's father diud, his youngest son became 

seriously ill and he was forced to commit his wife to a 

mental institution - and because of his rejection of the 

war aims and practices o l" both his countrymen and the 

allies, he came close to mental collapse. When his 

physician urged psychiatric care the sceptical novelist 

underwent a prolonged analysis with Joseph B. Lang, a 

15 prominent disciple of Jung. The result of this ex

perience was a radically new conception of human existence 

nurtured both upon the psychoanalytic view of the mind 

and what Hesse was to label, in Demian and subsequent 

works, "magical thinking."16 Suddenly a deeper, more 

problematic understanding of life overwhelmed the super

ficial confidence of the earlier novels. 

was even awarded a prestigious prize for beginning 
novelists. When it becaime common knowledge that he was 
the author, Hesse was roundly attacked by many of his 
former admirers for abandoning his previous concerns in 
favor of so strange a work. With the post-war disillusion 
ment, however, Demian became one of the most popular and 
influential novels in all of Europe. 

15. For a discussion of the relationship between 
Hesse and the psychoanalysts, as well as a critique of the 
relevant bibliography, see Joseph Mileek, Hermann Hesse 
and His Critics: The Criticism of Half a Century (Chapel 
Hill, N. C,: University of North Carolina Press, 1958), 
pp. 158-66. In his essay "Kunstler and Psychoanalyse," 
Gesammelte Schriften, VII, pp. 137-42, Hesse denies that 
analysis radically altered his thinking, claiming instead 
that the same insights can be gleaned from a. sensitive 
reading of Nietzsche. 

16. See Ziolkovski, The Novels of Hermann Hesse, 
op. cit., pp. 15-33. 
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Like so many of Hesse's works, Demian has only a 

minimum of exterior action or plot. Ostensibly, it is the 

story of a young man who relates the experiences of his 

adolescence, all of which center around his efforts to 

somehow adjust to what seems a rather harsh reality. The 

youth, Emil Sinclair, is especially concerned with his 

relationship with a strange series of acquaintances, in 

particular the enigmatic Max Demian. It is Demian who 

instils in Sinclair a consciousness of evil, of the under

side of life, something which his respectable parents 

sought to ignore. In particular, Demian introduces Sinclair 

to Abraxas, the creative and demonic force worshipped by 

the Gnostic sects. The young man also meets Pistorius 

who, like the psychoanalyst, serves as an interpreter of 

17 Sinclair's frequent and puzzling dreams. At this junc

ture, Sinclair gives vent to his newfound insights by 

painting a picture of a woman, outwardly a representation 

of his mother but in reality a portrayal of his vision 

of the universal mother figure with whom, as the story 

progresses, he seeks to unite himself. Finally he rises 

to a state of consciousness which renders external therapy, 

such as that offered by Pistorius, unnecessary and is 

17. Pistorius represents Hesse's characterization 
of his friend and analyst J. B. Lang. The fact that 
Sinclair progresses beyond any need for Pistorius obviously 
relates to Hesse's criticism and final rejection of psycho
analysis . 
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introduced by Demain to his mother and spiritual guide, 

Frau Eva. Sinclair quickly becomes intimate with Frau 

Eva whom he sees as the universal mother figure and source 

of meaning he has been seeking. When war breaks out in 

1914, Demian and Sinclair go to the front where both are 

seriously wounded. They meet for the final time in a 

hospital where Demain dies and the two are forever sep

arated. Sinclair survives to record their strange rela

tionship and, presumably, to further enhance the higher 

state of consciousness which he found through his friend's 

intervention. 

The central message of the novel is that each man 

must, if he is to find salvation, plumb the depths as well 

as the heights of his own experience. Sinclair's pro

ductive relationships, with Demain, Pistorius and Frau 

Eva,- all depend upon introspection: "An enlightened man 

had but one duty - to seek the way to himself, to reach 

inner certainty, to grope his way forward, no matter where 

18 
it led." To accomplish this Sinclair requires many 

guides but finally moves beyond them all, even Demain. 

He discovers within himself a source of meaning, purpose, 

18. Demian, p. 107. 
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and even temporal transcendence; he becomes Nietzsche's 

19 "rope over the abyss" of flux and decay. 

If we were not something more than unique human 
beings, if each one of us could really be done 
away with once and for all by a single bullet, 
storytelling would lose all purpose. But every 
man is more than just himself; he also represents 
the unique, the very special and always signifi
cant and remarkable point at which the world's 
phenomena intersect, only once in this way and 
never again. That is why every man's story is 
important, eternal, sacred; that is why every 
man, as long as he lives and fulfills the will 
of nature, is wondrous, and worthy of every con
sideration, In each individual the spirit has 
become flesh . . . .20 

The individual, outwardly a creature of time, is, in fact, 

its very negation. By looking into himself, Hesse had come 

to believe, he could glimpse the universal and eternal 

essence. 

Though Hesse had only begun to perceive the menace 

of time, Demian contained further indications of what was 

to come. We find, for example, that Demain was remote from 

time: "neither old nor young, but somehow a thousand 

years old, somehow timeless, bearing the scars of an 

21 entirely different history . . . ." Again, "I noticed 

in his gaze . . . that strange, animal-like look, expressing 

19. See Ziolkowski, "The Nietzschean Goal," The 
Novels of Hermann Hesse, op. cit., pp. 102-105. 

20. Demain, pp. 3-4. 

21. Ibid., p. 43. 
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22 timelessness and unimaginable age." Frau Eva, perhaps 

even more instrumental in Sinclair's salvation than Demian, 

23 reflected the same agelessness. Also significant was 

the fact that no dates were mentioned in the narrative, 

even though it was obvious that the story occurred in the 

24 decade immediately preceeding the First World War. 

Whatever his intention, Hesse achieved in Demian "a depth 

25 and sense of timelessness and mystery" which was more com

pletely developed in his subsequent works. 

While working on the more notorious Demian, Hesse 

also wrote three shorter tales in which time was more 

2 (5 
clearly a central concern. For Klingsor, a painter on 

the verge of death, time was more than an illusion to be 

somehow transcended; he experienced time without end or 

negation, "time running away with me as if pouring out of a 

27 hole in a bag," He was transience personified, life 

22. Ibid., p. 52. 

23. Ibid., p. 118. 

24. It is no accident that Thomas Mann employs 
the same device in Per Zauberberg. 

25. Ziolkowski, The Novels of Hermann Hesse, 
op. cit., p. 131. 

26. "A Child's Heart," "Klein and Wagner," and 
"Klingsor's Last Summer," published collectively under the 
title Klingsors letzter Sommer (Berlin: Fischer, 1920). 
The quoted passages are from Klingsor's Last Summer, trans. 
Richard and Clara Winston (New York: Noonday, 1971). 

27. Ibid., p. 205. 
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2 8 towards death, at best a "symbol of transitoriness." 

Klingsor, more than Sinclair or Demian, should be read as 

the herald of the new Hesse who, from 1920 until his death 

in 1962, conducted a vendetta against time unparalleled 

in contemporary literature. In "Klein and Wagner," the 

tale of an outwardly successful and contented bank official 

who one day abandoned his middle class life for a brief 

fling at decadence before his eventual suicide, Hesse 

set the stage for his subsecjuent works. 

How young, foolish, comical this mind was. One 
of its inventions was time. A subtle invention, 
a refined instrument for torturing the self even 
more keenly and making the world multiplex and 
difficult. For then man was separated from all 
that he craved only by time, by time alone, this 
crazy invention I It was one of the props, one 
of the crutches that you had to let go, that one 
above all, if you wanted to be free.29 

Klein then "freed" himself by drowning, thus merging once 

again with what he understood to be simultaneity.*^ 

Here the stage was set for Siddhartha where, in 

another attempt to surmount the "unanswerable question" 

31 of his life, Hesse confronted time through the medium 

28. Ibid., p. 179. 

29. Ibid., p. 143. 

30. As we shall see, water-symbolism plays a very 
important role in many of Hesse's novels, especially in 
Siddhartha where it is employed clearly and effectively to 
represent time-negation. 

31. Oscar Seidlin, "Hermann Hesse: The Exorcism 
of the Demon," Symposium, IV (November 1950), p. 341. 
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32 of Oriental contemplation. Once again, though the com

pletion of Siddhartha required four frustrating years 

(Demian was written in a few short months), the plot was 

simple. It was based ostensibly on the life of Buddha, 

"Siddhartha" being the Buddha's original name and meaning 

"he who is one the right path." The son of a Brahmin, 

Siddhartha decided to investigate other ways and left home 

with his young friend Govinda to join the Samanas, an 

ascetic sect of beggars. Here they were taught to stifle 

their bodily impulses in the name of contemplation but, 

after three years, they left in disillusionment to seek 

out the great teacher Gautama. Even here, however, 

Siddhartha could not find contentment and so decided to 

set out on his own. Finally, after despairing completely 

of his ability to find and cultivate true spirituality, 

Siddhartha immersed himself in the life of the senses, 

acquiring wealth and marrying the famous courtesan Kamala. 

32. Hesse's turn eastward was not the product of 
whim. Since childhood, when he came under the influence 
of his grandfather, a learned philologist and a man 
thoroughly at home in Sanskrit and many Indian dialects, 
he had experienced a strikingly cosmopolitan atmosphere. 
His parents had also spent a great deal of time in India 
as missionaries and lovers of the Orient. Throughout his 
lifetime Hesse, like Schopenhauer and so many other Germans 
(see A. Leslie Wilson, A Mythical Image: The Ideal of India 
in German Romanticism (Durham, N. C.: 1964) remained 
strongly attracted to the East. It is hardly surprising 
that, even though his actual journey to the East in 1911, 
the product of which was the travel book Aus Indien (1913), 
produced disillusionment resulting from the discrepancy 
between ideal and practice, Hesse retained until his death 
an interest in Eastern mysticism. 
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But even here eventual despair and disillusionment awaited 

and Siddhartha decided, like Klein, to drown himself. 

Hesse, however, had by 1922 found the previous solution 

wanting. Before committing himself to the river, 

Siddhartha happened upon the wise ferryman Vasudeva who 

taught him that his goal was now at hand in the timeless 

unity of the ever-flowing yet always present v/ater. Vasudeva 

then died, his goal in life fulfilled, and Siddhartha took 

his place at the eternal water's edge. 

Hesse's fictional solution now clearly focused on 

the mastery of time. Initially Siddhartha found only 

frustration in his search for unity: 

. . . he learned many ways of losing the Self. 
He travelled along the path of self-denial through 
pain, through voluntary suffering and conquering 
of pain, through hunger, thirst and fatigue. He 
travelled the way of self-denial through meditation, 
through the emptying of the mind of all images. 
Along these and other paths did he learn to travel. 
He lost his Self a thousand times and for days on 
end he dwelt in nonbeing. But although the paths 
took him away from Self, in the end they always led 
back to it. Although Siddhartha fled from self a 
thousand times, dwelt in nothing, dwelt in animal 
and stone, the return was inevitable . . . .33 

But the humble ferryman brought the quest to an end. As 

34 often before m Western thought since Heraclitus, the 

33. Siddhartha, trans. Hilda Rosner (New York: 
New Directions^ 1957), p. 12. 

34. See Hans Meyerhoff, Time in Literature 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1955), pp. 14-19. 
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river stopped time in its tracks. It was at once fluidity 

and simultaneity: "... the river is everywhere at the 

same time, at the source and at the mouth, at the water

fall, at the ferry, at the current, in the ocean and in 

the mountains, everywhere and . . . the present only exists 

for it, not the shadow of the past, nor the shadow of the 

35 
future." Thus Siddhartha learned the momentous "secret 

3 6 from the river; that there is no such thing as time." 

For Hesse this insight meant that, temporarily at 

least, despair had been overcome: "This discovery made 

him very happy. Was then not all sorrow in time, all 

self-torment and fear in time? Were not all difficulties 

and evil in the world conquered as soon as one conquered 

37 
txme, as soon as one dispelled time?" Even death itself 

was robbed of its sting; as he gazed upon the face of his 

dead wife, Siddhartha mused: 

For a long time he looked at her mouth, her old 
tired mouth and her shrunken lips, and remembered 
how once, in the spring of his life, he had com
pared her lips with a freshly cut fig. For a 
long time he looked intently at the pale face, at 
the tired wrinkles and saw his own face like that, 
just as white, also dead, and at the same time he 
saw his face and hers, young, with red lips, with 
ardent eyes and he was overwhelmed with a feeling 

35. Siddhartha, op. cit., p. 87. 

36. Ibid. 

37. Ibid,, p. 88. 
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of the present and contemporary existence. In 
this hour he felt more acutely the indestruc-
tibleness of every life, the eternity of every 
moment.38 

Thus, at the end of the work when Siddhartha once 

again confronted Govinda, he instructed his friend in the 

39 great secret of life whereby time became "only time" 

and all individual existence merged with ever-present 

unity. Even Govinda experienced the "smile of unity over 

flowing forms, this smile of simultaneousness over the 

thousands of births and deaths" and ended "no longer 

40 knowing whether time existed." 

But while Siddhartha and his friend managed to find 

unity and bliss, their creator was less successful. As 

a European thoroughly immersed in the troubles of the 

twenties, he increasingly found such lyrical and mystical 

reveries very remote. For this reason, in Per Steppenwolf, 

composed after Siddhartha and published in 1927, Hesse 

returned to the spiritual agonies of the West. 

Steppenwolf, generally considered to be Hesse's 

greatest work, depicted a general phenomenon of the early 

twentieth century, the tragedy of the alienated and 

38. Ibid.f p. 93. 

39. Ibid.f p. 121. 

40. Ibid., p. 122. 
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41 
despairing intellectual. Harry Haller, the "wolf of the 

steppes" or "lone wolf," was a forty-eight year old intel

lectual who could endure life in his bourgeois surroundings 

only because he had promised himself the luxury of suicide 

on his fiftieth birthday. Unlike Sinclair and Siddhartha, 

he was completely unable to transcend the world of everyday 

existence. Thus he wallowed in self-pity, bemoaning the 

ignorance and insensitivity of his contemporaries. 

One evening, however, Haller was given a strange 

pamphlet entitled the "Treatise on the Steppenwolf" which 

described his condition as seen through the eyes of a 

higher intelligence. The Treatise distinguished between 

three levels of being: that of the self-righteous and 

contented bourgeois; that of alienated "outsiders" like 

himself; and, finally, that of the "Immortals" who had 

managed to rise above the narrowness of the other viewpoints 

and embraced a belief in the fundamental harmony of life. 

It was the Immortals who introduced Harry to a new con

ception of life in time. 

Harry was led to the "Magic Theater" by Pablo, a 

jazz musician whose personality later blends with that of 

41. This aspect of Hesse's thought is treated best 
by Colin Wilson, "The Romantic Outsider," The Outsider 
(New York: Dell, 1956), pp. 51-68; also see Kurt J. 
Fickert, "The Development of the Outsider Concept in Hesse's 
Novels," Monatshefte, LII (1960), pp. 171-78; and W. 
Naumann, "The Individual and Society in the Work of Hermann 
Hesse," Monatshefte, XLI (1949), pp. 33-42. 
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Mozart as a synthesis of all of the forms and expressions 

of musical harmony. In the Theater Harry was taught the 

great lesson that he must recognize the narrowness of his 

previous outlook, that he "must learn to perceive the 

eternal spirit behind the spurious phenomena of external 

reality and take seriously only the things which deserve 

42 
it." Pablo-Mozart exposed the real root of Harry's 

distress; "You have no doubt guessed long since that the 

conquest of time and the escape from reality, or however 

else it may be that you choose to describe your longing, 

means simply the wish to be relieved of your so-called 

43 personality. That is the prison where you lie." Thus 

44 did Harry learn to glimpse a "world beyond time" and 

suffering which earlier in the novel had been described 

to him by another of the Immortals, his lover Hermine: 

"It is the kingdom on the other side of time and ap-

45 pearances. It is where we belong. This is our home." 

Haller was able to rise briefly to a new state of 

consciousness free of despair: "Time and the world, money 

and power belong to the small people and the shallow 

42. Ziolkowski, The Novels of Hermann Hesse, 
op. cit., p. 221. 

43. Steppenwolf, trans, Basil Creighton, rev. 
Joseph Mileck and Horst Frenz (New York: Holt, 1963), 
p, 176. 

44. Ibid., p. 175. 

45. Ibid., p, 153. 
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people. To the rest, to the real men belongs nothing. 

Nothing but . , . eternity at the back of time . . . nothing 

else but redemption of time, its return to innocence . . . 

46 and its transformation into space." He believed that he 

could now reject himself, as well as modernity: "I was 

not a modern man, nor an old fashioned one either. I had 

47 escaped time altogether . . . ." 

But Harry's triumph, like Hesse's, was short

lived. The Magic Theater dissipated and he found himself 

"bewildered and exhausted. I was not among the immortals, 

not yet. I was still, as ever, on this side of the riddle 

of suffering, of wolf-men and torturing complexities. I 

4 8 had found no happy spot, no endurable resting place." 

Unlike Siddhartha, he was a failure. 

Nor would he finally succeed. But at the end of 

the novel he received a final lesson in transcendence from 

Pablo-Mozart with whom he listened to Handel on a cheap 

and malfunctioning radio. What for Harry sounded like life 

49 itself, a "mixture of bronchial slime and chewed rubber," 

was for the Immortals the very essence of beauty. 

46. Ibid., pp. 152 and 154. 

47. Ibid., p. 159, 

48. Ibid,, p. 2 08. 

49. Ibid., p, 212. 
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Just listen, you poor creature, listen without 
either the pathos of mockery, while far away 
behind the veil of this hopelessly idiotic and 
ridiculous apparatus the form of this divine 
music passes by .... Listen well. You have 
need of it. And now you hear only Handel who, 
disfigured by radio, is, all the same . . . still 
divine; you hear as well and you observe, most 
worthy sir, a most admirable symbol of all life. 
When you listen to the radio you are a witness 
of the everlasting war between idea and appearance, 
between time and eternity, between the human and 
the divine. 

Harry was thus taught to view life ironically, to face 

courageously and laugh at its distortions, be they temporal 

51 
or spatial. He was left in limbo, on the verge either of 

despair and suicide or salvation. It was this suspended 

state which Hesse explored in the Journey to the East four 

years later. 

Before he embarked upon Die Morgenlandfahrt, how

ever, Hesse wrote the medieval allegory Narziss und Goldmund 

which, while lacking the subtleties of Steppenwolf, clearly 

again reflects an ambivalent view of time. Here the paradox 

was further developed: without time, Hesse had concluded 

by 1930, there can be no truly human existence; and yet 

existence in time necessarily made a shambles of all that 

had previously brought meaning to life. 

The novel draws a vivid contrast between a time

less, spiritual person, the priest Narziss, and a person 

5°. Ibid., pp. 212-13. 

51. Ibid., p. 216, 
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immersed in the flow of time, personified by Goldmund, a 

52 renegade monk and wandering artist. The introspective 

and remote nature of Narziss is contrasted sharply with 

that of "golden-mouth" who is forever reaching out to the 

world, hoping to devour all of its pleasures. The priest 

seeks to perceive reality in conceptual terms while the 

monk wants only to experience it. "Narziss' activity con

sists largely of making distinctions, of defining dif

ferences, categorizing, scholasticizing; whereas Goldmund, 

in both love and art, seeks to efface all differences in 

53 unification and flux." 

The story itself concerns Goldmund's adventures 

in fourteenth century Europe. These consist mainly of a 

series of sexual escapades tempered by a growing interest 

in the meaning of artistic creation. After wandering for 

many years Goldmund is reunited with Narziss, the spiritual 

mentor of his youth, and prolonged discussions about the 

meaning of life ensue. Finally Goldmund, after an abortive 

52. Many critics have attacked this vivid and "un
realistic" contrast; see, for example, Karlheinz Deschner, 
Kitsch, Konvention und Kunst (Munich: 1957). Others, 
however, have given the novel high praise; for example, 
Ernst Robert Curtius, "Hermann Hesse," Kritische Essays 
zur europaischen Literatur (Bern: Francke, 1950) and Mileck, 
Hermann Hesse and His Critics, op. cit. , p. 10. In any 
event, it has sold more copies and been translated more 
often than any of Hesse's other works. 

53. Ziolkowski, The Novels of Hermann Hesse, 
op. cit., p. 232. 
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attempt to recapture the reckless spirit of his youth, 

dies in the presence of his friend leaving only a few wood 

carvings to testify to his existence. Narziss, on the other 

hand, survives basically unchanged from the beginning of 

the story. 

The temporal dilemma was clearly represented in 

the figure of Goldmund. While Narziss remained a static 

and rather uninteresting figure, the artist descended into 

the natural world of time and flux. He refused to accept 

Narziss" scholastic dogmatism, preferring instead to re

flect upon the great mystery of life. 

It was shameless how life made fun of one; it 
was a joke, a cause for weeping! Either one lived 
and let one's senses play, drank full at the primi
tive mother's breast - which brought great bliss 
but was no protection against death; then one lived 
like a mushroom in a forest, colorful today and 
rotten tomorrow. Or else one put up a defense, 
imprisoned oneself for work and tried to build a 
monument to the fleeting passage of life - then one 
renounced life, was nothing but a tool; one en
listed in the service of that which endured, but 
one dried up in the process and lost one's freedom, 
scope, lust for life.^4 

Either way, Goldmund concluded, as had his creator, life and 

time make fools of men. 

At first Goldmund marvelled at the creative and 

exciting possibilities opened up by time: "How fast things 

happened, everywhere happiness lay in one's path, how 

54. Narcissus and Goldmund, trans. Ursule Molinaro 
(New York: Noonday, 1968), p. 248. 
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beautiful and hot it was, and how strangely transitory."^ 

But gradually the deeper insight dawned: "... the 

world is full of death, full of death. Death sits on 

5 6 every fence, stands behind every tree." Suddenly an 

undreamed of dimension intruded upon his reverie, "a sudden 

awareness of impermanence washed over him, a feeling that 

often deeply tortured and intoxicated him. Everything was 

soon wilted, every desire quickly exhausted; nothing re-

57 
mamed but bones and dust." He had discovered that he 

himself was time incarnate. 

Narziss, on the other hand, was able to ignore 

time because he retained a conception of permanence and 

Being ultimately rejected by Goldmund and by Hesse. 

It is a philosophical concept, I can't express 
it any other way. For us disciples ol Aristotle 
and St. Thomas, it is the highest of all concepts: 
perfect being. God is perfect Being. Everything 
else that exists is only half, only a part, is be
coming, is mixed, is made up of potentialities. 
But God is not mixed. He is one, he lias no poten
tialities but is the total, the complete reality. 
Whereas we are transitory, we are becoming, we are 
potentials; there is no perfection for us, no com
plete being.^8 

But Goldmund found ultimately both his view of the 

world and the philosophical concepts of Narziss 

55. Ibid., P- 97. 

56. Ibid., P- 140. 

57. Ibid., P- 188. 

58. Ibid., P- 280. 
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unsatisfactory. There must be a means, he decided, if not 

to conquer time then to mitigate its effects. This he 

found in artistic creation. 

He thought that the fear of death was perhaps 
the root of all art, perhaps also of all things 
of the mind. We fear death, we shudder at life's 
instability, we grieve to see the flowers wilt 
again and again, and the leaves fall, and in our 
hearts we know that we, too, are transitory and 
will soon disappear. When artists create pictures 
and thinkers search for laws and formulate thoughts, 
it is in order to salvage something from the great 
dance of death, to make something that lasts longer 
than we do. " 

Thus his wood-carvings took on a higher significance, they 

represented "the overcoming of the transitory," the "silent 

empire of images and relics beyond the fleeting moment." 

Goldmund "almost succeeds in making the transitory 

eternal."^ 

Hesse's preference for the existential way of 

Goldmund rather than the static and abstract path taken 

by Narziss, emerges quite clearly in the novel. Not only 

is the greater part of the narrative devoted to the ex

periences and the reflections of the artist, with Narziss 

appearing only in relation to his friend, but the priest 

is made to appear sterile and unfulfilled. For all his 

philosophizing, Narziss has nothing to rival the time-

effacing carvings. Even he concedes Goldmund's superiority: 

59. Ibid,, p. 157. 

60. Ibid., pp. 270-71. 
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Our thinking is a constant process of converting 
things to abstractions, a looking away from the 
sensory, an attempt to construct a purely 
spiritual world. Whereas you take the least 
constant, the most mortal things to your heart, 
and in their very mortality show the meaning of 
the world. You don't look away from the world; 
you give yourself to it, and by your sacrifice 
raise it to the highest, a parable of eternity. 
We thinkers try to come closer to God by pulling 
the mask of the world from His face. You come 
closer to Him by loving His creation and re
creating it. Both are human endeavors, and ^ 
necessarily imperfect, but art is more innocent. 

6 2 His subsequent denials to the contrary, Hesse ob

viously preferred Goldmund's way. Though Narziss survived 

his friend, whose adventures in time destroyed him physi

cally, he was no closer to salvation at the end of the novel 

than at its beginning. Goldmund, meanwhile, had brought 

meaning to flux. Before he died the monk admonished 

Narziss, telling him that he will die improperly because 

he has lived incompletely. The priest, much like Harry 

Haller, was left suspended over the abyss; he has neither 

won nor lost the game of time. Goldmund, on the other hand, 

had overcome time by submitting to it and grasping its 

essential spirit. 

To this point in his career, then, Hesse had por

trayed seekers of one kind or another, all of them thirsting 

after some ill-defined and remote ideal such as Sinclair's 

61. Ibid., pp. 293-94. 

62. See Ziolkowski, The Novels of Hermann Hesse, 
op. cit., pp. 239-40. 
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"universal mother." In the last two novels, Die Morgen-

landfahrt and Das Glasperlenspiel, this vision was brought 

more clearly into focus. H. H., for example, the central 

figure of the former work, searched desperately for the 

"League," a spiritual brotherhood devoted to the eternal 

element within the human spirit. Once he had been a member 

in good standing but, sometime in the not too distant past, 

H. H. had lost contact with the brotherhood and, indeed, 

assumed its demise. Because his life had seemed empty 

since this time, he set out to find other former members 

and to write a history of the League. 

H. H. describes himself as a participant in a unique 

journey undertaken by those who, in their attempt to tran

scend modernity and material existence, have forsaken the 

use of "those contrivances which spring into existence in 

a world deluded by money, number and time, and which drain 

life of its content; mechanical contrivances such as rail-

6 3 ways, watches and anything else that runs on time." 

They are the men of spirit whose designated goal is "the 

East," not a geographical location but rather "the home and 

youth of the soul , . , everywhere and nowhere . . . the 

64 
union of all times," It is what Sinclair, Haller, 

63. The Journey to the East, trans. Hilda Rosner 
(New York; Noonday, 1969), pp. 13-14. 

64, Ibid.f p. 27. 
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Goldmund and Siddhartha were seeking. It is the goal of 

the great spiritualists of history: "Zoroaster, Lao Tse, 

Plato, Xenephon, Pythagoras, Albert Magnus, Don Quixote, 

Tristam Shandy, Novalis and Baudelaire were cofounders and 

65 
brothers of our League." In this select company, H, H. 

had found sustenance and inspiration. 

But one day H. H. and his companions, in the course 

of their pilgrimage, entered the gorge of Morbio Inferiore. 

Here H. H. began to doubt the validity of the journey and, 

in fact, the reality of the League itself. This doubt was 

compounded by the departure of various pilgrims, most notably 

that of the servant and guide Leo. Gradually, the purpose 

of the journey became unclear to H. H. and he began to wander 

aimlessly. Soon, however, he discovered a new purpose; he 

would write a history of the defunct brotherhood and perhaps 

even serve as the vehicle of its restoration. 

But the history would not be written simply. H. H. 

discovered a curious inability to describe something so 

familiar and yet strangely alien. And so he sought out the 

servant Leo. But Leo, far from providing aid, seemed un

aware of the League's demise and oblivious to H. H. and his 

noble purpose. 

He seemed to dedicate himself steadfastly and to 
rest continually in an easy, balanced relationship 

65. Ibid., p. 55. 
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with his surroundings, knowing all things, known 
and beloved by all. Only with me, who loved and 
needed him so much, was there no contact, only 
from me did he dissociate himself . . . .66 

H. H., like Harry Haller and Narziss before him, could only 

stand back and marvel at the serenity of others. 

But suddenly, in the middle of his agony, H. H. is 

led by Leo to the realization that the League has not died, 

that it is in fact "timeless." His inability to sustain 

belief has simply made it "historical" for him; for others 

it is vitally alive and thriving. After pleading for 

readmittance, H, H. is led before the High Throne to be 

judged for his transgressions and scrutinized by such 

notables as the artist Klingsor and the ferryman Vasudeva. 

Finally, he is addressed by the highest official of the 

brotherhood, who turns out to be Leo himself, and told that 

he must once again become recognizable as a League member 

before he can write his history. He is offered a choice 

of three trials of which he chooses the most difficult, 

that which requires that he consult the League archives 

about himself. Here he discovers behind a thin veil a 

dual figure joined by a common backside and, after con

templating the image, begins to perceive its meaning: 

half of the likeness represents himself, blurred and 

66. Ibid., p. 75. 
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imprecise; the other half is clear and robustly colored and 

represents Leo. The meaning of the form dawns upon him. 

It represented a figure which was myself, and this 
likeness of myself was unpleasantly weak and half-
real; it had blurred features, and in its whole ex
pression there was something unstable, weak, dying 
or wishing to die, and looked rather like a piece 
of sculpture which could be called "Transitoriness" 
or "Decay," or something similar. On the other 
hand, the other figure which was joined to mine to 
make one, was strong in color and form . . . .67 

Finally, as H. H. watches, his figure gradually 

merges with that of Leo, nourishing and strengthening it 

as he rises to the realization that while the League "must 

6 8 grow, I must disappear." While individuals and poets 

live and die, he concludes, their works, being "more vivid 

and real than the poets themselves," continue to exist, 

69 "radiantly, as though there were no time." In the end, 

then, H. H. forsakes his doubts and re-enters the magical 

realm of simultaneity. 

Thus Hermann Hesse signalled his return from the 

state of despair explored in Steppenwolf. It only remained 

to define further the spiritual kingdom. He had arrived in 

Castalia and was prepared for the game of beads. 

67. Ibid., p. 117, 

68. Ibid., p. 118. 

69. From an essay written by Hesse in 1930 and en
titled, "The Magical Quality of Books," Gesammelte Schrifton, 
VII, pp. 343-54; quoted by Ziolkowski, The Novels of Iierman~n 
Hesse, op. cit., p. 272. 
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Like the earlier works, Das Glasperlenspiel, which 

Hesse viewed as the final goal of his poetic activity, can 

be summarized briefly. Much longer than his other efforts, 

it took the form of an historical biography written around 

the year 24 00 by an anonymous narrator. Divided into 

three parts, the first outlined the history of the Glass 

Bead Game, an institution centered in the province of 

Castalia. The central narrative related the life story of 

Joseph Knecht, a famous Magister Ludi or Master of the 

Bead Game and the pre-eminent figure in the Castalian 

hierarchy. The third and final section contained the 

writings of Knecht, his poetry and three fictional lives 

written while he was a student of the Game. The central 

section of the novel, the longest and the most important, 

concerned primarily Knecht's initial enchantment and even

tual disillusionment with the Game and his concomitant 

search for an alternative life style and ideal. Knecht 

resigned his position as Magister Ludi (an unheard of 

development) and left Castalia to become the tutor of the 

son of a childhood friend. On the second day of his 

emancipation, he drowned while swimming in the frigid 

waters of a mountain lake in an effort to prove his 

worthiness to his sceptical and arrogant pupil. 

The Bead Game itself cannot be described with 

precision since Hesse himself avoided doing so. Generally, 
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it represented what Ziolkowski calls "an exercise in 

70 
symbolic logic," Originally a rather simple game invented 

by a group of musicians shortly after 1900, it soon de

veloped into a highly complex and sophisticated symbolic 

sign system meant to arrange and summarize all human 

knowledge, symmetrically and synoptically, around a central 

idea. Initially Hesse apparently saw the Game as a cure-

all for the ills of modern pluralistic civilization, a 

central point around which believers in values and culture 

might rally. It was to function, in other words, much 

like the Church in the Middle Ages. Life, as in The 

Journey to the East, was conceived symbolically and the 

Bead Game was the means of giving that symbol a living 

content. Accordingly, a civilization itself would be re-

71 shaped and revitalized by the sages of Castalia. 

In Castalia all manifestations of individual 

existence, and therefore of time and death, were to be 

absorbed and emasculated through immersion in the Game. 

As for the members of "the League," culture was a means 

of transcendence, a way out of time. 

70. Ziolkowski, The Novels of Hermann Hesse, 
op. cit., pp. 289-93. 

71. Castalia received its name from the spring 
on the slopes of Mount Parnassus in central Greece, an 
area sacred to the muses; see Rose, Faith From the Abyss, 
op. cit,, p. 125. 
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The achievements of thought, of culture, of art 
are , . , always an escape from the serfdom of time, 
man crawling out of the muck of his instincts and 
out of his sluggishness and climbing to a higher 
plane, to timelesnness, liberation from time, 
divinity. They are utterly unhistorical and 
antihistorical .... A dialogue of Plato's or 
a choral movement by Heinrich Isaac . . , are the 
outcomes of a struggle for purification and libera
tion. They are escapes from time into the timeless 
and . . , we Castalians live almost entirely by 
them .... We live permanently in that realm be-
beyond time and conflict .... And we go even 
further into the realms of pure mind, or if you 
p r e f e r ,  p u r e  a b s t a c t i o n  i n  o u r  G l a s s  B e a d  G a m e  . . . .  

Castalia and its Game represented the goal towards which 

Hesse had been groping since Demian. Here were exposed the 

mature fruits of his penultimate vision. 

But the novel took almost a decade to complete and 

Hesse's ideal evolved considerably. What had originally 

seemed immeasurably superior took on problematic dimensions. 

Thus the career and gradual disillusionment of Knecht 

assumed pressing significance for the narrator of the tale, 

a later Castalian, For as the decay of the spiritual 

province became more evident, so did the validity of his 

insight that life out of time cannot succeed. Das Glas-

perlenspiel thus represented, at the same time, Hesse's 

greatest attempt to define a way out of time and his ul

timate recognition of the sterility of this pursuit. 

72. The Glass Bead Game: A Tentative Sketch of the 
Life of Magister Ludi Joseph Knecht together with Knecht's 
Posthumous Writings, trans. Richard and Clara Winston (New 
York: Holt, 1969), pp. 278-79. 
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Knecht's enlightenment proceeded in various stages. 

As part of his education he became intimate with various 

sages, most notably the Music Master, whose praise of music 

as a source of harmony and morality as well as beauty 

greatly influenced Knecht, and the Elder Brother, a strange 

recluse who had withdrawn from the world in pursuit of 

concord and unity. Unlike his peers, Knecht was able to 

recognize, like Siddhartha, the shortcomings of this latter 

way of life. 

It was possible ... as the recluse had done, to 
turn oneself into a Chinese, shut oneself off 
behind a garden hedge, and live in a self-sufficient 
and beautiful kind of perfection. One might also 
become a Pythagorean or a monk and scholastic -
but these were still escapes, renunciations of 
universality possible and permissible only to a few. 
They involve the renunciation of the present and 
future in favor of something perfect enough, but 
past.73 

Furthermore, despite his training, Knecht could not com

pletely forget time, "the transitoriness inherent in all 

beautiful things and the ultimate dubiety immanent in all 

74 soaring flights of the intellect." 

73. Ibid., pp. 134-35. 

74. Ibid., p. 148. 
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Beset by these doubts, Knecht encountered Pater 

75 Jacobus, an eminent Benedictine historian. No one person 

was more responsible for Knecht1s final rejection of 

Castalia and for what he described as his "awakening" 

than Jacobus. The historian clearly anticipated the reason 

for the eventual failure of the province and the increasing 

futility of the Bead Game. 

You mathematicians and Glass Bead Game players have 
distilled a kind of world history to suit your own 
tastes. It consists of nothing but the history of 
ideas and of art. Your history is bloodless and 
lacking in reality. You know all about the decay 
of Latin syntax in the second and third centuries 
and don't know a thing about Alexander or Caesar of 
Jesus Christ. You treat world history as a mathema
tician does mathematics, in which nothing but laws 
and formulas exist, no reality, no good and evil, 
no time, no yesterday, no tomorrow, nothing but an 
eternal, shallow mathematical present. 

History, Pater Jacobus insisted, was the greatest threat to 

the Castalian ideal and yet, at the same time the possible 

basis for a deeper and more satisfying appreciation of 

life. "To study history means submitting to chaos and 

nevertheless retaining faith in order and meaning. It is 

77 a very serious task . . . and possibly a tragic one." 

75. The character Peter Jacobus represents a veiled 
tribute to a man much admired by Hesse, especially late in 
his life, the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt. For a dis
cussion of Burckhardt's influence upon Hesse, see Ziolkowski, 
The Novels of Hermann Hesse, op. cit., pp. 312-20. 

76. The Glass Bead Game, op. cit., p. 168. 

77. Ibid., p. 169. 
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It was this historical sense that transformed the 

life of Joseph Knecht and, by implication, the very nature 

of Castalia itself. As a result of the departure of the 

greatest player, the participants in the Bead Game caught 

a glimpse of their time-bound natures and came to "ex

perience history not as an intellectual discipline, but 

as reality, as life; and . . . the elevation of the per-

7 8 sonal life into history." Gradually the 2-lagister Ludi's 

great insight, that the glory of Castalia was "an imperiled 

greatness that is on the wane," that the spiritual province 

was indeed "a historical entity, subject to time, washed 

79 and undermined by time's pitiless surges," began to make 

itself felt. 

Knecht1s ultimate defection from Castalia should 

be understood in this light. He applied the great Burck-

hardtian insight to the province itself: that though the 

idea underlying an institution might remain aloof from 

time, the particular forms assumed by that idea are mutable 

and, as in the case of Castalia, usually in great need of 

criticism and reformation. In his conversations with his 

friend from the outside world, Plinio Designori, Knecht 

thus emphasized a heretical notion, that Castalia, if it 

were to last, must turn once more to the lower world and 

78. Ibid., p. 192. 

79. Ibid., p. 265. 
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8 0 
draw sustenance from it. When he announced his departure 

from Castalia Knecht (Hesse) drew directly upon Burck-

hardt's writings to explain his action. 

Times of terror and deepest misery may be in the 
offing. But if any happiness at all is to be 
extracted from that misery, it can only be a 
spiritual happiness, looking backward toward the 
conservation of culture of earlier times, looking 
forward toward serene and stalwart defense of the 
things of the spirit in an age which otherwise 
might succumb wholly to material things.81 

But this happiness must no longer be based upon renunciation 

of the world. Life, with all of its order and absurdity, 

must be taken as a whole. The chaos of time, as well as 

the order of eternity must, Hesse concluded, be confronted 

directly. 

Thus Knecht left "timeless" Castalia to become the 

guide and tutor of Plinio's young son. Shortly thereafter 

he died seeking to live up to his new ideal. But his death, 

far from appearing accidental or negative, became the 

culminating point of his spiritual metamorphosis, his 

"existential Moment." And it was creative in a broader 

sense for the young man, formerly contemptuous of Knecht 

and Castalia, was overwhelmed by a sense of tragedy and 

guilt and the concomitant recognition that the Magister's 

80, Ibid., p. 309. 

81. Ibid., p. 363; this passage from Burckhardt's 
writings was first identified by G. F. Bering, "Burckhardts 
Worte im Glasperlenspiel," Die Zeit, no. 28 (10 July 1947), 
p. 6. 
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sacrifice had profoundly affected him, "would utterly 

change him and his life, and would demand much greater 

things of him than he had ever before demanded of him-

8 2 
self." Time, while it had destroyed Knecht, had renewed 

the Spirit which made Castalia and all culture possible. 

And so Hesse came full circle. From a yearning 

for eternity he moved to its rejection. Joseph Knecht 

clearly repudiated the earlier heroes; only Goldmund came 

close to approximating his rejection of transcendent 

resolution in favor of the totality of life. The Glass 

Bead Game clearly negated Hugo Ball's famous description 

of Hesse as "the last knight in the glorious cavalcade of 

83 84 Romanticism." It was the work of an existentialist. 

Knecht was clearly an existential, "absurd man" fully 

conscious of the primordial chaos underlying human exis

tence, yet also one who accepted its harshness as a stimu

lus, He sought "authentic" selfhood without recourse to 

82. Ibid., p. 425. 

83. Hugo Ball, Hermann Hesse. Sein Leben und sein 
Werk (Suhrkamp Verlag, second ed., 1947), p. 26. Ball's 
description is based on the novels published by 1927, up 
to and including Steppenwolf. 

84. Many critics have placed Hesse's works within 
the existentialist context, among them: Franz Baumer, 
Hermann Hesse, trans. John Conway (New York: Ungar, 1969); 
Hans Jaegar, "Heidegger's Existential Philosophy and German 
Literature," P.MLA, 67 (1952), esp. p. 676; and Ziolkowski, 
The Novels of Hermann Hesse, op. cit., pp. 341-61. 
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higher meanings and ideals and was thus thrown violently 

into all-embracing time. Hesse found the escape from time 

to be an impossible dream. "Hesse the romantic, who tried 

again and again in his literary work to heighten 'so-

called reality1 and to transform it into a fully realized, 

pure present, always nevertheless remained a very critical 

n • 4. ,,85 realist." 

Nowhere was this newfound reconciliation with time 

more evident than in Hesse's characterization of Fritz 

Tegularius, a brilliant but unbalanced intellectual re

nowned throughout Castalia as a man apart from time, a 

"fierce despiser of history."^0 For Tegularius, who un

doubtedly would have found a place of high honor in the 

earlier novels, was held up to ridicule and made to appear 

definitely inferior to Knecht, his friend and intellectual 

foil. In fact, despite his intense devotion and fierce 

pride, he was little more than a caricature of the great 

time-surpassers of past ages. He and the philosophy he 

represented were, Hesse argued, no longer truly vital and 

alive. 

Thus, despite his apparent disavowal of Heidegger's 

radical existentialism, we can only conclude that Hesse 

agreed with the philosopher in rejecting the eternalization 

85. Baumer, Hermann Hesse, op. cit., p. 94. 

86. The Glass Bead Game, op. cit., p. 337. 
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8 7 of being in Western intellectual history. Joseph Knecht 

arrived at a conception of existence in which time, rather 

than being interpreted from the standpoint of and in opposi

tion to eternity, was considered in its own right. But 

time, while remaining the great destroyer and harbinger of 

death and decay, was also eminently creative, a flowing to 

as well as a moving away. As long as he remained aloof from 

time and reality, Knecht failed. But, when he abandoned 

himself to time and the world, he succeeded, though he died 

in the process. He had learned to seek, like Goldmund 

before him, the permanent within the transitory, the 

paradoxical goal of the existentialist Weltanschauung. 

Hesse, late in his life and not without foreboding, 

accepted the fundamental tenets of many of the existen

tialists, perhaps even Heidegger. Like so many of his 

contemporaries, he recognized the dangers of time and 

sought to elude its grasp. But this proved impossible. 

Heidegger's previously cited description of the existen

tialist might well be applied to Hesse: "After he has 

placed himself in the presence of something perpetual, 

then only can he expose himself to the changeable." 

87. Baumer, Hermann Hesse, op. cit., p. 66, cites 
Hesse's rejection of Heidegger's Geworfensein as a prin
ciple of existence; and Joseph Mileck, Hermann Hesse and 
His Critics, op. cit., p. 305, discusses a conversation 
with Hesse in which the author could only shake his head 
in dismay at Heidegger's philosophy. 
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Hesse's final vision was of the changeable. But rather than 

succumb to nihilism or retreat further into unrealistic 

fantasy, he chose to nurture the only sort of meaning left 

for the inquiring mind of the twentieth century. He paid 

homage to the "great mystery, that life and time bear some 

curious relationship to each other that is not shared by 

8 8 
inanimate things." Thus, the proposed escape from time 

proved abortive, and his became, rather, a joyous affirma

tion of temporality. As he wrote in 1943: 

We must prepare for parting and leave-taking 
Or else remain the slaves of permanence. 

Even the hour of our death may sent 
Us speeding on to fresh and newer spaces, 
And life may summon us to newer races. R£) 

So be it, heart: bid farewell without end. 

88. Loren Eiseley, The Firmament of Time (New 
York: Athenum, 1970), p. 169. 

89. The Glass Bead Game, op. cit., p. 444. 
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CHAPTER 5 

IN PURSUIT OF THE PRESENT: 

THE ROLE OF TEMPORALITY IN THE THOUGHT OF HANNAH ARENDT 

Hannah Arendt's attempt to probe the enigmas of con

temporary existence is at once more profound and more pessi

mistic than that of Hesse. Unlike the latter, she envisions 

no Castalia but harbors only the highly questionable hope 

that somehow, somewhere a "new beginning," very ill-defined, 

will occur and culture will once again assert itself."^" 

Until then, she argues, we must live suspended above the 

abyss knowing all the while that this is the nadir of the 

West in which the human mind and capacity for truth has 

2 "ceased, for some mysterious reason, to function properly." 

Western man has reached a point of crisis. Wherever he 

3 goes, "he encounters only himself." These are the "dark 

1. See, for an example of the hesitant and incon
clusive nature of Professor Arendt's "optimism," The Origins 
of Totalitarianism (New York: Meridian, 2nd ed., 1958), 
pp. 478-79. Subsequent references will be to this edition. 

2. Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future: Six 
Exercises in Political Thought (New York: Meridian, 1963), 
p. 9, A later edition of this work, including two addi
tional essays, was published by Viking in 1968. All 
references will be to the former unless otherwise noted. 

3. Ibid., p. 89. 

90 
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times" in which the world has shown itself to be "inhuman, 

4 inhospitable to human needs." 

At the heart of this bleak view lies the conviction 

that the modern world has been overcome by process, thus 

forsaking the traditional centers of permanence and sta

bility which have given Western civilization its form and 

substance. Time has found its way into the center of con

temporary life. "Individual life [has become] part of the 

5 
life process" and social existence has been violently 

wrenched "into a movement in which there is no longer any 
g 

sort of permanence." This insight has two apparent 

sources; first there is her experience as an immigrant 

and a Jew in the troubled twentieth century and, secondly 

her enduring relationship with her teacher and friend Karl 

7 Jaspers, It is Jaspers' dictum - Weder dem Vergangenen 

4. Hannah Arendt, Men in Dark Times (New York: 
Harcourt, 1968), p. 11. 

5. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition: A Study 
of the Central Dilemmas Facing Modern Man (Garden City, 
New York. Doubleday Anchor Books, 1959), p. 294. 

6. Men in Dark Times, op. cit., p. 11. 

7. Hannah Arendt was born in Hannover in 1906. 
Under Jaspers' direction at Heidelberg she studied phi
losophy, theology and Greek, receiving the Doctor of 
Philosophy degree in 1928. Forced to flee Germany in 
1933, she went to Paris where she lived and was a social 
worker until again forced to emigrate by the Nazis in 1941. 
She then came to the United States where she became a 
citizen in 1950. Since this time she has held various 
posts of honor and importance, among them: Research 
Director of the Conference on Jewish Relations, 1944-46; 



92 

anheimfalien noch dem Zukunftigen. Es kommt darauf an, 

g  
ganz gegenwartig zu sein. - which heads the preface of 

her most important work, The Origins of Totalitarianism. 

It is this belief, that the present life-order is profoundly 

unstable and that the source of salvation in the modern 

world is to be found in the overcoming of time and process, 

9 which gives her work its unity. It is the underlying 

assumption of her intellectual life. 

Dr. Arendt's most direct treatment of time is to 

be found in the essays comprising Between Past and Future. 

This work takes the form of a prolonged commentary upon an 

abrupt aphorism of the contemporary French poet, writer 

and resistance fighter Rene Char: "Our inheritance was 

left to us by no testament." Also, and more importantly, 

she reflects upon a remote parable of Kafka's: 

Chief Editor of Schocken Books; Executive Director of the 
Jewish Cultural Reconstruction Center in New York, 1949-52; 
Rockefeller Foundation Fellow; Guggenheim Fellow, 1952-53; 
and the Lessing Prize of the city of Hamburg, 1959. She 
has also held Visiting Professorships at the universities 
of California at Berkeley (1955), Princeton (1959), 
Columbia (1960) and was a Professor at the University of 
Chicago (1963-67). Since 1967, Professor Arendt has been 
associated with the New School for Social Research in 
New York. 

8. "One must attempt to succumb neither to the 
past nor to the future. What matters is to be of the 
present entirely." (My translation) 

9. See Jaspers, Man in the Modern Age, trans. Eden 
and Cedar Paul (Garden City, New York: Doubleday Anchor 
Books, 1957), esp. pp. 71-74. 



93 

He has two antagonists: the first presses him 
from behind, from the origin. The second blocks 
the road ahead. He gives battle to both. To be 
sure, the first supports him in his fight with 
the second, for he wants to push him forward, and 
in the same way the second supports him in his fight 
with the first, since he drives him back. But it 
is only theoretically so. For it is not only the 
two antagonists who are there, but he himself as 
well, and who really knows his intentions? His 
dream, though, is that sometime in an unguarded 
moment - and this would require a night darker than 
any night has ever yet been - he will jump out of 
the fighting line and be promoted, on account of 
his experience in fighting, to the position of um
pire over his antagonists in their fight with each 
other. 

Each of these strangely opaque ruminations, she believes, 

tells a great deal about the dilemma of the twentieth 

century. Each reveals the pathos of man cast into time. 

Char's statement is taken to be both an indication 

of an an indictment of this state of affairs. Contemporary 

civilization has lost its viable "testament," that is, a 

living tradition to guide it. There "seems to be no willed 

continuity in time and hence, humanly speaking, neither past 

nor future, only sempiternal change of the world and the 

11 biological cycle of living creatures in it." Modern man 

has, in other words, lost the capacity to take hold of time 

10. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
pp. 3 and 7. Char's aphorism appears in Feuillets d'Hypnos 
(Paris, 1946), Kafka's story is the last of a series of 
"Notes From the Year 1920," entitled "He." The latter 
appears, in a slightly different translation, in Franz 
Kafka, The Great Wall of China, op. cit., pp. 160-61. 

11. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 5. 
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and create from it something of meaning for the present. 

This is, Arendt tells us, the very essence of the twentieth 

century "age of confusion." Because of his immersion in 

process, modern man has come to live in "a world in which 

his mind and his tradition of thought [arel not even 

capable of asking adequate, meaningful questions, let alone 

12 of giving answers to its own perplexities." Because man 

has lost his sense of Being, of stability, he has become 

curiously impotent. Tradition appears for Arendt, as for 

Char, to have lost its hold upon man's imagination. He 

is consequently cast adrift. 

Kafka's parable is put to more instructive use. 

As Arendt explains it, it is an account of man's relation

ship to time in all of its forms: past, present and future. 

"He," that is contemporary man, though deprived of his tra

ditional allies, must attempt to hold his ground, the 

meaningful present, while pummeled from all sides. He may 

use the past, the first antagonist, in order to overcome 

or at least help control a hostile future. Conversely, 

the time yet to be can help to free him from the bonds of 

history. But ultimately both past and future are an

tagonistic and stand at odds with any success. He is time-

bound, tied to an onrushing, ever-confusing and debilitating 

process. 

12. Ibid., p. 9, 
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Neither Kafka nor Hannah Arendt will admit, however, 

that this is all that '"he" has. For "it is only theoreti

cally so;" man retains his capacity to "dream" that somehow 

he may stand his ground, "jump out of the fighting line and 

be promoted . , . to the position of umpire." He can, in 

fine, live, however intermittently, in what Kierkegaard 

and Jaspers have seen as the "existential Moment," that 

point of non-time in the very midst of time where "time is 

not a continuum, a flow of uninterrupted succession" but 

13 is "broken in the middle . , . In this "small non-

14 time-space in the very heart of time," he can reflectively 

stand his ground. It is that person, for whom the nocturnal 

hour is "darker than any night has ever yet been," whose 

experience is explored in the works of Dr. Arendt. It is 

his dream which she seeks to give substance by instructing 

him in the true meaning of authority, of tradition, of 

freedom and, most importantly, of thought. 

Arendt's critique of contemporary culture has 

taken the form of an extensive commentary upon the nature 

of Western thought and practice. In opposition to "the 

15 growing meaninglessness" and the "universal relativity 

13. Ibid., P- 11. 

14. Ibid., P' 13. 

15. Ibid., P' 78. 
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16 , . , and loss of intrinsic worth" that has characterized 

much Western thought during the twentieth century, she 

proclaims the "naive" stability of previous ages. These 

periods should, she feels, serve not as models for those 

who would reform the present world (to attempt to return 

to previous forms of existence would obviously be absurd 

and futile) but rather as examples of what is humanly 

possible. A consideration of ancient Greek culture, for 

example, can demonstrate man's creative capacities and his 

ability to make dramatic changes of course and intent. 

Thus man, who once stood defiant in the face of flux and 

decay because he knew himself to be protected by absolutes, 

might, once the nightmare of the present age has been diag

nosed, remove himself to a cultural pinnacle whose grandeur 

can rival that of his ancestors. Although its climate 

might be less hospitable, such a stand might overlook the 

abyss. It could grant to human life the meaning and 

purpose which Arendt fails to find in the present. 

Her attention has been drawn to the Greeks and 

Romans who experienced various sources of stability and 

permanence. First there was the eternal cosmos which acted 

as a stable backdrop to the lives of men in time. Human 

life itself may have lacked essential stability, been 

16. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 145. 
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subject often to radical upheaval, but the cosmos, never

theless, functioned in terms of an orderly, ever-recurring 

cycle apart from the ravages of time. This was mortality: 

"to move along a rectilinear line in a universe where 

everything, if it moves at all, moves in a cyclical 

17 
order." Man thus stood apart, an anomaly. "Imbedded 

in a cosmos where everything was immortal, mortality 

18 became the hallmark of human existence." 

Had this been the extent of their "escape from 

time," Hannah Arendt would not be so impressed with the 

ancients. But another, more humanly compelling, way to 

overcome time existed. 

The task and potential greatness of mortals 
lie in their ability to produce things - works 
and deeds and words - which would deserve to be 
and, at least to a degree, are at home in ever-
lastingness, so that through them mortals could 
find their place in a cosmos where everything is 
immortal except themselves.^ 

Thus, the ancients could think in terms of the "good life," 

that type of existence which was superior to mere mortality 

in so far as it was "no longer bound to the biological life 

20 
process." It was the origin of and the motive force 

p. 42. 
17. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 

18. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 19, 

19. Ibid. 

20. Ibid., p. 33. 
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behind the philosopher's effort to "dwell in the neighbor-

21 hood of those things which are forever." It inspired 

the ancient historian to preserve the collective memory 

of the outstanding deeds of his contemporaries, thereby 

rescuing from oblivion "that which owes its existence to 

22 men . , . lest it be obliterated by time." Most im

portantly for Arendt, this vision generated the polls, 

the political expression of the search for stability and 

the time-defying structure which made the good life pos

sible. This insight served, in brief, as the ancient's 

shield against futility and the means not to the immortality 

of the gods but to the relative permanence which can be 

achieved by mortal beings if they strive for excellence. 

As noted, the polis attracted much of Dr. Arendt1s 

attention. For here the ancients were "political," subject 

to the exigency of speech and persuasion rather than 

violence. The city-state was a relatively permanent source 

of order and meaning; "the polis was for the Greek, as the 

res publica was for the Romans, first of all their guarantee 

23 against the futility of individual life . . . ." It was, 

in other words, a body whose existence transcended the 

21. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 47. 

22. Ibid., p. 41. 

23. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 51. 
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life-span of the individual who, in turn, anight rise to a 

higher plane through his participation as a political 

being. The political community "was intended to enable 

men to do permanently, albeit under certain restrictions, 

what otherwise would have been possible only as an extra

ordinary and infrequent enterprise , . . It was "sup

posed to multiply the occasions to win 'immortal fame.'"^ 

The polis, Arendt claimed, was the public "space" apart 

from time and the ancient, unless he fell within its pro

tective embrace, was and could be little more than an 

animal. Within this sphere his efforts and activities, 

"despite their material futility, possess as enduring 

quality of their own because they create their own re

membrance . 

It was the ancient historian who took upon himself 

the task of making this remembrance possible. Far from 

being historicists and treating their subjects as part of 

some omnipresent flow, Herodotus implicitly and Thucydides 

explicitly, according to Professor Arendt, saw human ac

tivity in time against a background of "ever-present" 

2 6 natural order. Thus the historian's role was a moral 

24. Ibid., p. 175. 

25. Ibid., p. 186. 

26. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 42. 



and ethical one, to extract from time the noble and the 

significant, giving it permanence and remembrance. In 

this was they hoped to cheat mortality. Even the deeds 

of the enemy served to confound time: 

. , . in antiquity, when wars were likely to end 
with the extermination or enslavement of whole 
peoples, the victor felt obliged to preserve for 
posterity the deeds and greatness of the enemy. 
So Homer sang the praise of Hector, and Herodotus 
reported the history of the Persians.̂ 7 

History served to stave off time, to give men additional 

security and the courage that derived from the knowledge 

that their deeds were more lasting than themselves. 

Arendt gave her conception of history for the 

ancients as follows: 

In the beginning of Western history the dis
tinction between the mortality of men and the im
mortality of nature, between man-made things and 
things which come into being by themselves, was 
the tacit assumption of historiography. All things 
that owe their existence to men, such as works, 
deeds, and words, are perishable, infected, as it 
were, by the mortality of their authors. However, 
if mortals succeeded in endowing their works, deeds, 
and words with some permanence and in arresting 
their perishability, then these things would, to a 
degree at least, enter and be at home in the world 
of everlastingness, and the mortals themselves 
would find their place in the cosmos, where every
thing is immortal except men. The human capacity 
to achieve this was remebrance, Mnemosyne, who there
fore was regarded as the mother of all the other OO u 

muses. 

27. Hannah Arendt, "Europe and the Atom Bomb," 
Commonweal, 60 (17 September 1954), p. 579. 

28. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 43. 
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Today, Arendt believes, we are far removed from 

this noble yision. According to the modern historical 

consciousness, she argues, man's activities are totally 

time-bound and even the things of nature are "slowly, 

29 secretly devoured by time, nothing is forever ..." 

Now things begin to perish the moment they are born and 

men begin the inevitable descent toward death at the moment 

of conception. The moral and ethical superiority of the 

older view is, for Hannah Arendt, quite obvious: "Through 

30 history men almost became the equals of nature." They 

became almost like gods. 

With the decline of the Roman Empire, a develop

ment which profoundly affected the ancient and early 

medieval mind, men were much impressed with the transient 

nature of all human works and institutions. Temporality 

assumed new and awesome proportions. Yet this crisis was 

accompanied by the rise of Christianity which, although it 

paid due respect to time, ultimately housed reality beyond 

process. Then, Arendt noted, the relationship between life 

and world was reversed and neither the world nor the cycle 

of life was immortal, but immortality was reserved for the 

individual believer. The "world will pass away; men will 

29. Ibid., p. 44, 

30. Ibid., p. 47. 
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31 
liye forever." -Man had not lost his refuge from time, 

but had located time and eternity beyond the world itself. 

The new immortality, though regretable \n as much as it 

32 was "disastrous for the esteem and dignity of politics," 

continued to provide refuge from time. Western civiliza

tion remained a viable unity because men retained a source 

of permanence. 

To this point in her analysis, Arendt had scarcely 

risen above the historical commonplace. Her discussions of 

the ancient and medieval periods, while characteristically 

precise and weighted with considerable erudition, was well 

within the widely accepted views of these periods. This 

interest in pre-modern developments was, however, peripheral. 

Every observation was intended to illuminate better the 

intellectual and cultural malaise of the contemporary 

world. The "human condition" in an age of progress and 

technology was the point of departure in all of her works, 

from her great study of totalitarianism to her latest 

essays on the nature of violence and revolution. She 

sought to convey, above all, her "intense distaste for the 

33 present age and all that has contributed to it." Rather 

31. Ibid.r p. 52. 

32. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 287. 

33. Judith N, Shklar, review of Between Past and 
Future, History and Theory, II, no. 3 (1963), p. 286. 
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than seek to revive this or that tradition (given the nature 

of the present age, Arendt believed this to be a fruitless 

pursuit) she simply tried to display the extent of modern 

depravity by contrasting, as sharply as possible, ours with 

the only age which she truly admired, the intellectual 

epoch which had its beginnings in Plato and ended with 

St. Augustine. 

The modern loss of faith in supra-temporal ab

solutes was not, in her opinion, despite the impact of the 

Reformation upon the modern consciousness, religious in 

. . 34 
origin. Rather it stemmed from the most momentous intel

lectual development of the modern period, the "scientific 

revolution" of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 

in particular from the invention of an outwardly innocuous 

instrument, the telescope. When Galileo raised his eyes 

to the heavens not in the spirit of worship but as a de

tached observer of a despiritualized cosmos, he rendered 

35 it, to borrow Camus' suggestive phrase, "silent." The 

stature, indeed the very essence, of nature was transformed 

and diminished. From being an eternal context for man's 

life in time, nature became, in effect, nothing more than 

an immense material extension of the world itself. Thus 

34, Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 230. 

35. Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other 
Essays, trans, Justin O'Brien (New York: Vintage, 1955), 
p. 91. 
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modern science, in the process of challenging the earth- v 

centered and God-imbued medieval cosmos, also rendered 

obsolete the ancient's sustaining belief in a timeless, 
\ 

stable and inspiring universe. Man became alienated from 

3 6 
God, the world and ultimately himself. "Earth aliena

tion became and has remained the hallmark of modern 

,.37 scxence. 

Arendt emphasized that along with the telescope 

Galileo discovered the "Archimedean point," the universal 

standpoint which allowed him to free his mind from the 

spatial and temporal limitations of earthly existence. 

Aided by his new instrument, he could now roam at will 

through the reaches of space. According to Dr. Arendt, 

this new capability has had a profound impact upon the 

modern imagination. 

For the actual accomplishments of modern science 
this change from the earlier heliocentric system 
to a system without a fixed center is, no doubt, 
as important as the original shift from the geo
centric to the heliocentric world view. Only now 
have we established ourselves as "universal" beings, 

36. It would, of course, be superficial to argue 
that modern scientists have simply forsaken God. A great 
many, including Newton, Darwin and Einstein, have refused 
to abandon God altogether. But it is not misleading to 
say that the direction of modern scientific theory has been 
away from God, that science has made God "unnecessary." On 
the relationship between religion and the implications of 
the scientific revolution, see especially Arendt, "The 
Vita Activa and the Modern Age," The Human Condition, 
op. cit., pp. 225-97. 

37. Ibid., p. 24 0. 
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as creatures who are terrestrial not by nature and 
essence but only by the condition of being alive, 
and who therefore by virtue of reasoning can over
come this condition not in mere speculation but in 
actual fact. Yet the general relativism that re
sults automatically from the shift from a helio
centric to a centerless world world - conceptualized 
in Einstein's theory of relativity with its denial 
that "at a definite present instant all matter is 
simultaneously real" and the concomitant, implied 
denial that Being which appears in time and space 
possesses an absolute reality - was already con
tained in, or at least preceded by, those seventeenth-
century theories according to which blue is nothing 
but a "relation to a seeing eye" and heaviness 
nothing but a "relation of reciprocal acceleration." 
The parentage of modern relativism is not in Einstein 
but in Galileo and Newton.38 

Thus modern science made philosophy, at least the 

kind of philosophy which had, in her opinion, dominated 

Western history, obsolete: 

. . . something quite similar has happened to 
another word of philosophic origin, the word "ab
solute," which is applied to "absolute time," 
"absolute space," "absolute motion," or "absolute 
speed," in each usage meaning a time, a space, a 
movement, a velocity which is present in the uni
verse and compared to which earth-bound time 
space or movement or speed are only "relative." 

All has been thrown into motion without a center, process 

without an end. "While man can do things from a 'universal,' 

absolute standpoint, what the philosophers had never deemed 

possible, he has lost his capacity to think in universal, 

absolute terms, thus realizing and defeating at the same 

38. Ibid., p. 239. 

39. Ibid., p. 246. 
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time the standards and ideals of traditional philosophy."^0 

Time, in the guise of universal relativity, had found its 

way into the modern imagination. 

The scientific triumph, then, was a hollow one. 

Far from leading to the eventual conquest of reality, as 

Galileo dreamed it would, it opened up mysterious new 

vistas and disclosed a "nothingness" far removed from the 

apparent needs of men. In this sense, a very pressing one 

for Arendt, it proved decidedly inferior to the pre-modern 

perspective which, if it left man ignorant, at least 

offered him the solace of the immutable. The modern scien

tific consciousness, on the other hand, fostered a situation 

in which sensitive men are led to doubt almost inevitably 

the "reality of an outer world 'objectively' given to human 

41 perception as an unchanged and unchangeable object." 

What once had appeared as permanence was now writhing 

process. Being and appearance "part[edH company forever" 

with the result that "there is nothing left to be taken on 

42 faith; everything must-be doubted." " Western man found 

the ability to roam wilfully through the heavens as 

40. Ibid. 

41. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 53. 

42. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 250. 
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Archimedes dreamed and used this ability against him-

43 
self. The "truth" of the modern scientist has, in fact, 

become so remote that it "need not be eternal . . . need 

not even be comprehensible or adequate to human reason" 

44 
or emotional needs. 

And, since science and technology play such im

portant roles in most contemporary societies, they lack 

stability also. In fact, Arendt bases her entire critique 

of modernity upon the assumption that true culture and 

civilization have been seriously rent since the seventeenth 

century, largely because of the misunderstood impact of 

science. Believing that the life of process and action 

is, as "the Greeks were the first to discover ... in and 

45 
by itself utterly futile," she finds a widespread feeling 

of futility at the very heart of the "age of anxiety." 

"Process" has confused the traditional notion of the good 

life. "Perhaps the most momentous of the spiritual con

sequences of the discoveries of the modern age . . . has 

been the reversal of the hierarchial order between the 

43. This insight, like so many others, Arendt 
attributes to Kafka; see Ibid., p. 225, and Between Past 
and Future, 1968 Viking ed., p. 278. 

44 . Ibid., p. 264. 

45. Between Past and Future, op. cit., p. 59. 
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4 6 vita contemplativa and the vita activa." Modern man finds 

himself condemned to action, traditionally understood as an 

inferior form of existence. He is alone and bereft of all 

that serves to give meaning to his acts. He is a time-

wrought and pathetic creature. 

This state of doubt and confusion has had signal 

consequences beyond the strictly intellectual revolution it 

has occasioned. It has been given its most direct expres

sion by the political and social revolutionaries of the 

modern period, men devoid of all sense of permanence and 

truth. "Since the [French Revolution], men swept willy-

nilly by revolutionary stormwinds into an uncertain future 

have taken the place of the proud architects who intended 

to build their new houses by drawing upon an accumulated 

47 wisdom" of the past. These are, according to Arendt, the 

penultimate fools of the modern age, men of hope and action 

who forsake the present in the name of some ill-defined 

and questionable future. By the very nature of their 

understanding, they are bound to fail. 

There is some grandiose ludicrousness in the 
spectacle of these men - who had dared to defy 
all powers that be and to challenge all authori
ties on earth, whose courage was beyond the shadow 
of a doubt - submitting, often from one day to the 

46. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 262. 

47. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: 
Viking, 1965), p. 50. 
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other, humbly and without so much as a cry of 
outrage, to the call of historical necessity, 
no matter how foolish and incongruous the out
ward appearance of this necessity must have 
appeared to them. They were fooled, not be
cause the words of Danton and Vergniaud, of 
Robespierre and Saint-Just, and all the others 
still rang in their ears; they were fooled by 
history, and they have become the fools of 
history.^8 

The devaluation of private property in the contem

porary world served, accordingly, to point up the extent to 

which the revolutionaries have succumbed to the nihilism 

of change for its own sake. Private property had func

tioned in the past, according to Arendt, as a bulwark 

against random change and as a support for enduring social 

relationships. Thus, "the process character of laboring, 

the restlessness with which labor is urged and driven by 

the life process itself, is checked by the acquisition 

49 
of property." A society of workers and property owners, 

as apart from one consisting of laborers and mere job

holders, was a society where necessity was held in check, 

where the possibility of true freedom existed. In modern 

society, however, true ownership became increasingly rare, 

giving way to the "process of accumulation" of liquid 

wealth which could be "as infinite as the life process of 

48. 

49. 

Ibid., p. 52. 

Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 99. 
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50 
the species" itself. Wealth, as opposed to property, 

having no limits, was in essence process. And this pro

cess, which in the past functioned as a means to an end, 

property, became an end in itself. Once again, man was 

the loser. 

Thus, in the eyes of Hannah Arendt, the "fateful 

51 automatism of sheer happening" has come to dominate 

modern political development. Only the American revolu

tionaries, much admired by Arendt, and they all too briefly, 

managed to fashion something outside of time and beyond 

process. Because they refused to submit to historical 

necessity, their revolution was a "deliberate act" of 

bringing into existence a true political body, one whose 

. . 52 authenticity rivalled that of the ancient polis. They 

succeeded because they remembered the essential lesson 

of the Western political experience, that all "rulership 

has its original and most legitimate source in man's wish 

to emancipate himself from life's necessity . . . [and 

53 to create] the only realm where men can be truly free." 

Above all, they sought to transcend temporal necessity by 

50. Ibid. , p. 100. 

51. Arendt, On Revolution, op. cit., p. 53. 

52. Ibid., p. 219; and see Hannah Arendt, "Europe 
and America: Dream and Nightmare," Commonweal, 60 (10 
Sept. 1954), pp. 551-54. 

53. Ibid., p. 110. 
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establishing a political body which was to be "spatially 

54 limited" rather than temporally determined. 

As previously noted, Arendt sees the modern his

torical consciousness as one of the clearest indications 

of contemporary depravity. The modern historian, she 

believes, is the very personification of the submission 

to time which sets our age apart from the p" -- '- . Vico' s 

view of history she, like Karl Lowith, finds congenial, 

for here time's province is limited; history is "only the 

all-comprehending process which owed its existence ex-

55 • . clusively to the human race." But Vico's noble vision 

has been pushed aside by a more pervasive view. 

The modern concept of process pervading his
tory and nature alike separates the modern age 
from the past more profoundly than any other 
single idea. To our modern way of thinking 
nothing is meaningful in and by itself, not even 
history or nature taken each as a whole, and 
certainly not particular occurrences in the 
physical order or specific historical events. 
There is a fateful enormity in this state of 
affairs. Invisible processes have engulfed 
every tangible thing, every individual entity 
that is visible to us, degrading them into func
tions of an overall process .... The process 
which alone makes meaningful whatever it happens 
to carry along, has thus acquired a monopoly of 
universality and significance.56 

54. Ibid., p. 279. 

55. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 58. 

56. Ibid., pp. 63-64. 
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The historian, traditionally a liberator, a Prometheus who 

took man's burdens upon himself and rendered them impotent, 

including time, has, Arendt agrues, forsaken this role in 

favor of submission. He has forsaken the high moral pur

pose which for so long justified his existence. 

If this were the extent of the problem, if the 

modern descent into time manifested itself only as a 

spiritual problem, then Arcndt's observations would indeed 

seem "rhetorical, facile, generalizing and more interested 

57 in condemnation than in elucidation." But her greatness 

lies in the fact that she not only has described with 

skill the spiritual malaise of the twentieth century but 

has also demonstrated with admirable directness the prac

tical consequences of the situation. 

Consider, for example, her treatment of the meaning 

of labor and work in the modern age. In the ancient world, 

like the polis, work served as a bastion against time; it 

bestowed "a measure of permanence and stability upon the 

futility of mortal life and the fleeting character of human 

time."~^ The worker, much like the politician, created in 

his fabrications the necessary conditions for remembrance 

57. Judith Shklar, review essay, op. cit., p. 286; 
Professor Shklar's remark is apparently based upon an 
acquaintance with the essays in Between Past and Future 
alone, 

58. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 10. 
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and stability. No activity which merely served the basic 

needs of life - for example, "making a living" - was 

granted this privileged status. Rather than work, it was 

mere "labor," less enduring and less meaningful. Work 

helped to make culture possible. 

This earthly home becomes a world in the proper 
sense of the word only when the totality of 
fabricated things is so organized that it can 
resist the consuming life process of the people 
dwelling in it, and thus outlast them. Only 
where such survival is assured do we speak of 
culture . . . 

This, then, was the function of the worker and his glory, to 

surround his fellow men with "things more permanent than the 

6 0 activity by which they were produced . . . ." 

But just as the polis has given way to less viable 

political systems, the worker is succumbing in the modern 

world to his opposite, the laborer.^"*" The latter differs 

59. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 210. 

60. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 83, 

61. See Ibid., pp. 71-153; this rather unusual 
distinction between two words that have become all but 
synonymous in the contemporary world is based upon Dr. 
Arendt's familiarity with the ancient languages, all of 
which, at least in Europe, contained two etymologically 
related words for what we tend to think of as the same 
activity. This is another instance, she concludes, of the 
relative sophistication of the ancients. Work made true 
culture possible, it was a civilizing activity; labor, on 
the other hand, however necessary, was essentially degrading 
and impermanent. For a somewhat similar argument from 
another German thinker much concerned about time, see Josef 
Pieper, Leisure: The Basis of Culture, trans. Alexander 
Dru (New York: Mentor, 1963), esp. pp. 46-55. 
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from the former in as much as he is tied to necessity, a 

slave to his "needs" and the process of endless accumula

tion. He is little interested in the enduring quality of 

his products but rather seeks reward and satisfaction in 

the process of production itself. Ultimately, he engages 

in the endless production of goods for consumption alone, 

goods whose only purpose is to be devoured as soon as they 

are produced. He must fabricate so that he and others 

may consume, not merely use, at an ever accelerating rate. 

Arendt ironically describes the "possibility" of such a 

laborers' society. 

One of the obvious danger signs that we may 
be on our way to bring into existence the ideal 
of the animal laborans is the extent to which 
our whole economy has become a waste economy, 
in which things must be almost as quickly de
voured and discarded as they have appeared in 
the world, if the process itself is not to come 
to a sudden catastrophic end. But if the ideal 
were already in existence and we were truly 
nothing but members of a consumers' society, we 
would no longer live in a world at all but 
simply be driven by a process in whose ever-
recurring cycles things appear and disappear, 
manifest themselves and vanish, never to last 
long enough to surround the life process in 
their midst.62 

Once again, process appears at the very heart of 

6 3 modern life. And our "laborer's society" is a dehumanizing 

62. Ibid., pp. 115-16. 

63. Ibid., p. 110; Arendt makes it very clear in 
the course of her discussion that the danger she purports 
to envision for the future is, in fact, a contemporary 
reality. She does not, of course, mean that the aristocracy 
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influence for "without being at home in the midst of things 

whose durability makes them fit for use and for erecting 

a world whose very permanence stands in direct contrast to 

64 life, this life would never be human." All men, whether 

they labor or not, are in danger of being sucked into an 

enormously intensified life process remote from truly human 

needs. They are in danger of becoming mere appendages of 

the machine, the embodiment of process. With the "automatic 

65 motion of their processes:" 

. . . the world of machines has become a sub
stitute for the real world, even though this 
pseudo world cannot fulfill the most important 
task of the human artifice, which is to give 
mortals a dwelling place more permanent and 
more stable than themselves.^6 

The truly human world of permanence and durability has 

given way, Arendt concludes, to the endless pursuit of 

pointless activity where "effort if almost as quickly con-

6 7 
sumed as the effort is spent." 

It is within the context of this "pseudo world" 

of process, of laborers and other alienated men, that 

of workers and laborers proclaimed by Ernst Junger in Per 
Arbeiter (Hamburg, 1932) has become a reality but rather 
that the values, or non-values, consistent with the laborer's 
outlook are on the ascendant and, indeed, dominant. 

64. Ibid., p. 116. 

65. Ibid., p. 132. 

66. Ibid., p. 133. 

67. Ibid., p. 76. 



116 

Dr, Arendt would have us consider the emergence of totali-

68 tarianism in the twentieth century. This phenomenon 

became possible, indeed almost inevitable, when men sur

rendered to the notion that time was all-important. Man 

in a "totalitarian" society, she argued, became, above all, 

a creature born of time and action, the necessary result 

of the submission to historical necessity which some-

to make men more free. Because he and all that he touched 

were encompassed by time, he had realized the horrible and 

pre-eminent fact of the contemporary age that "everything 

is possible - and not just permitted, morally or other-

69 
wise . . . Nothing was permanent. He had advanced 

beyond nihilism, knowing no values or truths to be re

pudiated, and committed himself entirely to "movement." 

He had no goals, for a "goal that would constitute the end 

68. Hannah Arerdt is, without question, one of the 
leading proponents of the view that the various develop
ments in Germany, Russia and elsewhere can justifiably be 
considered as parts of a general phenomenon of the twen
tieth century rather than as diverse and unrelated occur
rences. For a brief statement of the opposite point of 
view, see Stanislav Andreski, "Is Totalitarianism A 
Meaningful Concept?", A Dictionary of the Social Sciences, 
ed. William L. Kolb and Julius Gould (New York: Free 
Press, 1964), pp. 719-20; also found in Paul T. Mason, 
Totalitarianism: Temporary Madness or Permanent Danger? 
(Lexington, Mass,: Heath, 1967), pp. 31-32. 

69. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 87, 
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7 0 of the movement simply does not [and cannot] exist." 

For totalitarian man, in other words, life has come to 

71 depend upon "permanent instability," 

Thus, while Stalin and Hitler oftentimes spoke of 

goals and purposes, they did so only to hide their total 

immersion in flux and their inhuman commitment to the 

"permanent revolution" which ceaselessly negated all 

72 ends. They recognized, with astounding insight, the real 

nature of the contemporary world while their opponents, 

with very few exceptions, continued to operate from an 

outmoded and dangerous perspective. Consequently they 

succeeded in bewildering even the most intelligent of their 

adversaries, conducting incredible but successful propa

ganda campaigns which contradicted the experiences of even 

those most closely involved. Thus they were able to con

struct vast concentration camps "unseen" even by those 

. . . 73 residing m their immediate vicinity. According to 

Dr. Arendt, Hitler and Stalin succeeded because they 

benefited from and helped to create ". . .an ever-changing, 

70. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, op. 
cit., p. 326. 

Ibid., p. 391. 

72• Ibid., p. 390. 

73. On the nature and ultimate meaning of the camps, 
see Ibid., pp. 437-59; and Hannah Arendt, "The Concentration 
Camps"," Partisan Review, 15 (1948), pp. 743-63. 
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incomprehensible world [in which] the masses had reached a 

point where they would, at the same time, believe everything 

and nothing, think that everything was possible and that 

74 
nothing was true." They were the personification of 

75 movement which "could not be bound by a program" or 

limited in any sense of that word. As Adolph Eichmann, 

whom Arendt pictured as the all too common representative 

of the twentieth century, put it after his capture: [In 

the Third Reich] "everything was always in a state of con-

16 tinuous flux, a steady stream." 

For Hannah Arendt, then, totalitarianism was the 

77 "pexpression of motion itself," a direct outgrowth of the 

modern refusal to let things be as they are. Totalitarian

ism must deny freedom because it denies the very essence of 

74. Ibid., p. 3 82. 

75. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A 
Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Viking, revised 
ed., 1965), p. 43. As is well-known, a prolonged and bitter 
debate over the merits of Arendt's attempt to "whitewash" 
Eichmann raged after the publication of Eichmann in Jerusa
lem in 1963. Generally speaking, she has been accused by 
her most acrid critics of forgiving Eichmann while con
demning his victims, a charge which seems absurd in light 
of her subtle treatment of the problem. A list of books 
and articles relevant to the controversy will be found in 
the bibliography; the best and most balanced introduction 
to the debate over the Eichmann problem and Hannah Arendt1s 
handling of it is Mary McCarthy, "The Hue and Cry," Par
tisan Review, Vol. 31 (1964), pp. 82-94. 

76. Ibid., p. 152. 

77. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, op. 
cit., p. 464. 
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free choice, that uniquely human capacity to step out of 

7 8 time and begin anew. It thus fosters "non-persons" who, 

like Hitler, proceed with the assurance of "sleepwalkers" 

because they know themselves to be carried along by forces 

greater than themselves and irrefutable. Indeed, in a truly 

79 totalxtarian society, "all men have become One man" and 

all individual acts are subsumed by the "constant going 

8 0 
ahead." Even death, traditionally the last avenue of 

free choice, loses its meaning; rather than allow an op

ponent a martyr's end, one which would give further meaning 

to his life and goals, the "totalitarian state lets its 

8 X opponents disappear in silent anonymity." Law itself 

is immersed in process. 

In the interpretation of totalitarianism, 
all laws have become laws of movement. When 
the Nazis talked about the law of nature or 
when the Bolsheviks talk about the law of his
tory, neither nature nor history is any longer 
the stabilizing source of authority for the 
actions of mortal men; they are movements in 
themselves.^2 

78. See Arendt, "What Is Freedom?," Between Past 
and Future, op. cit., pp. 143.71. 

79. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, op. 
cit., p. 467. 

80. Ibid., p. 394. 

81. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, op. cit., 
p. 232. 

82. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, op. 
cit., p. 463. 
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Totalitarianism represents, in fine, an effort to deny 

Humanitat, that essential humanity which, according to 

Kant and Jaspers, once gained, never leaves a man, even 

after all of the other attributes of mind and body have 

surrendered to time. It is a frontal attack upon human 

dignity and responsibility. 

But totalitarianism, at least in its more strident 

forms, seems to have passed from the scene. Dr. Arendt 

83 notes an apparent "process of detotalitarianism" in 

recent years. This does not, however, lead her to conclude 

that the modern world has changed direction and turned 

away from all that made Hitler and Stalin possible. Rather, 

she argues, Western man not only continues his commitment 

to time but has, indeed, gone even further by developing 

the momentous capacity to carry process into nature her

self. He continues to violate the holy shrine of the 

ancients. He has: 

, . . unchained elemental processes, which, 
without the intervention of man, would have 
lain dormant and perhaps never come to pass 
, . . . [He has createdj "natural" processes 
which without man would never exist and which 
earthly nature herself seems incapable of ac
complishing .... [He has] prescribed man-
thought conditions to natural processes and 
forced them to fall into man-made patterns, 
[thus learning] how to "repeat the process 
that goes on in the sun," that is, how to 

83. Ibid., introduction to Part III (New York: 
Harcourt, 1968), p. vii. 
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win from natural processes on earth those 
energies which without us develope only in 
the universe.84 

Nature has thus become for modern man a writhing 

and contingent realm. "We have manifestly begun to carry 

our own unpredictability into that realm which we used to 

8 5 
think of as ruled by inexorable laws." Men commit all 

to process and "never have been and never will be able to 

undo or even control reliably any of the processes they 

start . . . , Far from learning from his experience 

in the first half of the century, far from renewing the 

search for a retreat from time, Western man, she concludes, 

only continues to abandon himself to time's dictates. 

These, then, are the "dark times" of Western his-

8 7 
tory. Modern man seems not only to have cast his fate 

into chaos but also appears to have blocked all avenues 

of escape. There is little reason for hope. But the times 

are not entirely devoid of an occasional ray of brightness, 

84. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 207. 

85. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 61. 

86. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 209. 

87. This phrase, which Arendt often uses to de
scribe the contemporary age, is borrowed from Brecht's 
well-known poem "To Posterity;" see Men in Dark Times, 
op. cit., p. viii. 
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a "flickering, and often weak light that some men and 

women, in their lives and in their works, will kindle under 

8 8 almost all circumstances . . . Modern culture, 

despite the concentration camps, despite the rejection of 

all that traditionally makes civilized life possible, has 

not yet completely extinguished the vital core of the 

unique human personality. Even amid the "trembling 

89 
wobbling of everything" there can be glimpsed occasionally 

9 0 "the living essence of the person" which transcends the 

banality of contemporary life. Eichmann willingly viewed 

himself as "blown into History, . . . into a Movement that 

91 always kept moving . . . ." But not all men and women 

are so willing to forsake themselves. Some retain a des

perate faith in the idea that "it lies within the power of 

92 human thought and action to arrest such processes." These 

persons are, for Hannah Arendt, the last great hope for 

Western civilization and for the world in the twentieth 

century. 

88. Ibid., p. ix. 

89. Arendt, Between Past and Future, 1968 Viking 
ed., op. cit,, p. 258. 

90. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 161. 

91. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, op. cit,, p. 33. 

92. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 195. 
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With this in mind, she explores the lives and works 

of a number of men and women - free thinkers in the highest 

sense - who have demonstrated in various ways a capacity 

to transcend the Zeitgeist. Men like Karl Jaspers, Hermann 

Broch and Bertolt Brecht, women such as Rosa Luxemburg and 

Isak Dinesen, have stood above their contemporaries and 

their age as individuals "who because they have received 

the twofold gift of freedom and action can establish a 

93 reality of their own." They have served, according to 

her view, to inspire us to recognize that all need not 

necessarily be given to time and that, indeed, the essence 

of man resides in possibility rather than in necessity, 

in transcendence rather than in dependence. 

Jaspers served as a prime example of that po-

94 
tential. He was a distinct personality, a unique thinker 

93, Ibid., p. 171. 

94. Hannah Arendt1s association with Jaspers re
mained extremely close from her student days until his 
death. She wrote the Foreword to his The Future of Germany, 
trans, and ed. E. B. Ashton (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1967), pp. v-xi, and was the editor of The Great 
Philosophers, trans. Ralph Mannheim (New York: Harcourt, 
1962 and 1966). Jaspers paid tribute to her as follows: 
"In the questions we faced, my wife and I received help 
from Hannah Arendt Bluecher whose old affection had not 
waned for decades. Her philosophical and human solidarity 
became one of the most beautiful experiences of those 
[postwar] years. She came to us, the oldsters, from the 
younger generation, bringing us what she had encountered 
and learned. An emigrant since 1933, having roamed the 
earth with her spirit unbroken by infinite difficulties, 
she knew all about the elemental terrors of an existence 
sundered from its native country, stripped of all rights, 



124 

and, most importantly, a true individual in age age which 

had largely forgotten what true individualism can mean. 

He was a "miraculous individual" who, although a philoso

pher and well-suited to contemplative seclusion, insisted 

upon bringing philosophy into the open air of the public 

realm. "For Jaspers . . . never shared the general preju

dice of cultivated people that the bright light of pub

licity makes all things flat and shallow, that only 

mediocrity shows up well in it, and that therefore the 

95 philosopher must keep his distance from it." While he 

had "always stood entirely alone and . . . independent of 

cast into the inhuman state of statelessness. She had 
searched for a footing, and indeed had always had a 
footing; but none had been able to enthrall her so as to 
be viewed uncritically, as something absolute - none but 
the historicity of her love and her casks for the moment. 
Her inner independence made her a vvorld citizen; her faith 
in the singular strength of the American Constitution -
and in the political principle which had endured, after 
all, as the relatively best - made her a citizen of the 
United States. From her I learned how to see that world 
of the greatest experiment in political freedom, and how, 
on the other hand, to see the structures of totalitarianism 
better than I had been able to see them before; if I would 
hesitate a little now and then, this was only because she 
had not yet adopted Max Weber's ways of thinking, his in
sights and methods of inquiry. From 1948 on she visited 
us repeatedly, for intensive discussions and to make sure 
of a rationally undefinable accord. With her I could argue 
again, in the way I have been seeking all my life but have 
really found . . . with only a few men since my adoles
cence . , . . " (From Karl Jaspers, Philosophy and the 
World: Selected Essays and Lectures, trans. E. B. Ashton 
(Chicago: Gateway, 1963), pp. 273-74.) 

95. Arendt, Men in Dark Times, op. cit., p. 74. 
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96 
all groupings," he had devoted himself with admirable 

courage and determination to the clarification, for all 

men, of the great questions of the age and to their resolu

tion. 

It was this devotion to his fellow men which, 

according to Arendt, motivated Jaspers to aid in the 

creation of a vital and enduring world civilization which, 

while affirming the essential and beneficial plurality of 

beliefs and customs which sustained men of all cultures, 

could bring unity out of diversity, understanding and 

toleration out of confusion and mistrust. For the unity 

implicit in his famous "axial age" of world history was 

not merely historical; it could have been brought out of 

time into the present. . . it is the axis of the short 

world history that has taken place up till now, that which, 

in the consciousness of all men, might represent the basis 

of the historical unity they recognize in solidarity. This 

real axis would then be the incarnation of an ideal axis, 

97 around which mankind in its movement is drawn together." 

It was this intent toward universal citizenship which 

Arendt found at the heart of her mentor's thought. 

96. Ibid., pp. 76-77. 

97, Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of History, 
op. cit. , p. 262; quoted by Arendt, Ibid.., p. 89, 
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It was with this unity in mind that Jaspers had 

studied and written about the great philosophers of all 

cultures in order to make the "present," in the faith that 

the manifold points to a Oneness which diversity conceals 

9 8 and reveals at the same time." For Jaspers universal 

philosophy was a bold means of circumyenting the overt 

domination of time. 

Jaspers' thought is spatial because it forever 
remains in reference to the world and the people 
in it, not because it is bound to any existing 
space. In fact, the opposite is the case, because 
his deepest aim is to "create a space" in which 
the humanitas of man can appear pure and lumi-
nous.^9 

If, then, the outstanding thinkers of history could 

be made to speak into and out of the present, the true aim 

of philosophy might be realized. Jaspers would have es

tablished "a realm of spirit" in which men have "escaped 

from [theJ temporal limitations" of history."1"^ In Pro

fessor Arendt's eyes, Karl Jaspers was a bright beacon in 

our nocturnal age precisely because he succeeded in this 

effort, 

In this predicamentr with the whole relationship 
of modern man to his past at stake, Jaspers con
verted the succession of time into a spatial 
juxtaposition, so that nearness and distance de
pend no longer on the centuries which separate 

98. 

99. 

100. 

Ibid., p. 90. 

Ibid., p, 79. 

Ibid. 
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us from a philosopher, but exclusively on the 
freely chosen point from which we enter this 
realm of the spirit, which will endure and ex
pand as long as there are men on earth.101 

All truth became contemporaneous with present being and 

the; 

. , . shell of traditional authority is forced 
open and the great contents of the past are 
freely and "playfully" placed in communication 
with each other in the test of communicating 
with a present living philosophizing. In this 
universal communication, held together by the 
existential experience of the present philosopher, 
all dogmatic metaphysical contents are dissolved 
into processes, trains of thought, which, because 
of their relevance to my present existing and 
philosophizing, leave their fixed historical place 
in the chain of chronology and enter a realm of 
the spirit where are contemporaries.102 

Jaspers, as man and as thinker, resolved the great 

dilemma of the modern age. He demonstrated with profound 

clarity that existential authenticity was still possible 

without retreat into self and that communication, with his 

contemporaries as well as with the great minds of the past, 

was possible. His truth was at once existential and uni

versal and he succeeded, more than any of his peers, in 

holding time at bay. 

101. Ibid., pp. 79-80. 

102. Ibid., pp. 84-85. 
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Arendt is likewise fascinated with Hermann Broch's 

103 efforts to repudiate the contemporary Zeitgeist. For 

Broch, perhaps more than any of the nocturnal men, under

stood that the capital reality of the twentieth century 

is the disintegration of the cultural unity which the West 

enjoyed during the Middle Ages. And, according to Broch, 

modern man is now experiencing the end of the "modern" 

historical period; he is caught between an old system of 

values which is no longer adequate and a future which has 

not yet crystallized around any sort of eternal absolute. 

We moderns thus live partial lives, suspended ominously 

between past and future authorities. Our lot is meta

physical anguish, despair that will continue so long as 

the old is still dying and the new is waiting to be born. 

Contemporary man is, Broch insisted, a "sleepwalker," 

suspended between the sleeping and the waking states, 

between two cycles of historical reality. 

For Arendt, Broch's view of the twentieth century -

the time of "the darkest anarchy, the darkest atavism, the 

103. Professor Arendt has long been fascinated 
with Broch and has played no small role in introducing him 
to the reading public; see Hermann Broch, Erkennen und 
Handlen; Essays I and II, ed. and introduced by Hannah 
Arendt (Zurich: Rhein, 1955). 
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104 
darkest cruelty" ~ was one that closely resembles her 

own. In his demands - "victory over the ego's mortality, 

105 over contingency, over the 'anarchy' of the world" 

Broch was spokesman for all those who would transcend the 

epoch. He spoke for all of the time-liaunced denizens of 

the contemporary shallows for he was, above all, impressed 

by the "limitation of contemporaneity""^*^ which time and 

death impose upon all human beings. But he refused to 

succumb without a profound struggle and his search for a way 

out of time can serve as an inspiration to all like-minded 

persons. 

Broch initially sought to overcome contingency by 

means of a new theory of value, for value meant for him 

"the overcoming of death or, more precisely, the saving il-

107 lusion that dispels the consciousness of death." Only 

through a new theory of value could secularization be over

come; only by creating a new standard could civilization 

reassert itself and mankind survive. For the early Broch, 

Arendt demonstrates, this search for value had a Christian 

flavor. 

104. From Broch's introduction to Hugo von Hof-
mannsthal, Selected Prose, trans. Mary Hottinger, Tonia 
and James Stern (New York: Harper, 1952), I, p. 59; quoted 
by Arendt, Men in Dark Times, op. cit., p. 119. 

105. Ibid., p. 131. 

106. Ibid., p. 117. 

107. Ibid., p. 126. 
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Whatever the preaching of Jesus of Nazareth meant 
originally, and however primitive Christianity 
may originally have understood his words, in the 
pagan world those tidings could mean only one 
thing: Your fears for the world, which you had 
thought eternal and for whose sake you had been 
able to reconcile yourselves to dying, are justi
fied; the world is doomed, and its end is actually 
much closer than you think; but in recompense what 
you always thought of as the most transitory of 
all things, human life in its individual, personal 
particularity, will have no end. The world will 
die, but you will live. That is how the "good 
tidings" must have sounded to the death-menaced 
world of antiquity, and that is how Broch, his 
hearing sharpened by poetic insight, heard them ^Qg 
again in the dying world of the twentieth century. 

A new value system, not necessarily Christian and not neces

sarily real and "objective," might somehow sooth the sensi

bilities of future men. 

But Broch came to realize that most men will find 

such a value system unconvincingly sterile and sought, in a 

109 puzzling and unique theory of knowledge, a more satis

factory evasion of time. He sought after and purported to 

find the "abolition of time in the simultaneity of know

ledge," whereby "a kind of eternity, an image of eternity, 

is established in human life^ His means of achieving 

this victory was a revolutionary one. 

108- Ibid., p. 125. 

109. Even Dr. Arendt, whose confidence in her 
ability to comprehend and describe the meaning of ideas 
and social developments is staggering, hesitates in the face 
of Broch's epistemology; see, for example, Ibid., p. 133. 

110. Ibid., p. 128. 
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Thus Broch arrives at his view of time, which is 
very characteristic of him and, as far as I know, 
entirely original. While all Western specula
tions about time, from Augustine's Confessions 
to Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, see time as an 
"inner sense," for Broch, on the contrary, time 
assumes the function that is ordinarily ascribed 
to space. Time is the "innermost external world," 
that is, the sense by which the external world is 
given to us internally .... The category of 
space, on the other hand, is for him not the 
category of the outside world, for it is immedi
ately present within man in his "ego nucleus.11 m 

Man, it seems, turned inward, away from time, in the 

process of cognition. He set himself above the rest of the 

world. He was a creature of time only so long as he 

willingly submitted to the external, only so long as he 

refused to let his mind function properly. Given a new 

and more complete understanding of himself, he could, 

Broch apparently hoped, become, once again, like a god. 

What is involved here ... is achieving a 
simultaneity which transforms all sequence into 
coexistence and in which the temporally structured 
course of the world with its empirical richness 
is presented as it would be seen by the eyes 
a god, who would take it all in simultaneously. 

For this enigmatic novelist and thinker, then, as 

for Hannah Arendt, only a radically altered perspective, a 

heightened sense of "simultaneity," could lead man out of 

the contemporary morass. The time abrogating capacity of 

knowledge might, if allowed to do so, rescue men from 

111. Ibid,, p. 132. 

112. Ibid., p. 133. 



132 

their enslavement to sequence. Anguish and despair and, 

in fact, contingency itself, would have been overcome and 

a true civilization might once again flourish. The "dark 

times" could once again be light. 

In Hannah Arendt's eyes, then, certain rare in

dividuals have managed to transcend or at least mitigate 

113 their ties to time and chaos. They remained her reason 

for believing, however uncertainly, that "although living 

is subject to the ruin of time, the process of decay is 

at the same time a process of crystallization" in which 

certain things "survive in new crystallized forms and 

shapes that remain immune to the elements.""''"^ These were 

great men and women because "while this age killed some 

of them and determined the life and work of others, there 

are a few who were hardly affected and none who could be 

115 said to be conditioned by it." They were great in

dividuals in an age which had all but exterminated greatness 

and deserved the admiration of all men, regardless of 

religious, political or ideological affiliation. 

113. In addition to Broch and Jaspers, Professor 
Arendt also includes among her "men in dark times" Walter 
Benjamin, Bertolt Brecht, Rosa Luxemburg, Isak Dinesen, 
Waldermar Gurian, Pope John XXIII and Randall Jarrell. 

114. Arendt, Men in Dark Times, op. cit., p. 206. 

115. Ibid., pp. vii-viii. 
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But they were pitifully few and on the verge of 

extinction. If their efforts and sacrifices were to bear 

fruit, if their greatness were to find an echo in future 

times, then men must be properly educated. This, Arendt 

believed, was the ultimate hope of the modern age, that 

the educator, who encountered the child as a creature 

rudely thrown into time, a "becoming human being, 

could, rather than prepare his charge for accommodation 

to the current attitudes and institutions, lift him above 

time by making him aware of his unique capacity as a human 

being for definition and change. The child must be made 

to recognize the extent of his power over the world, 

"because the world ... is irrevocably delivered up to 

the ruin of time unless human beings are determined to 

117 intervene, to alter, to create what is new." 

Thus, educators and all responsible men must make 

others aware of this ability. They must nurture men 

capable not only of living with and surviving darkness 

but also of creating light. They must not despair. 

Basically we are alxvays educating for a 
world that is or is becoming out of joint, for 
this the basic human situation, in which the 
world is created by mortal hands to serve mor
tals for a limited time as home. Because the 

116. Arendt, "The Crisis in Education," Between 
Past and Future, op. cit., p. 185. 

117. Ibid., p. 192. 
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world is made by mortals it wears out; and be
cause it continuously changes its inhabitants 
it runs the risk of becoming as mortal as they. 
To preserve the world against the mortality of 
its creators and inhabitants it must be con
stantly set right anew. The problem is simply 
to educate in such a way that a setting-right 
remains actually possible . . . .118 

And they need not promise miracles of intellectual 

and psychological transformation. "Setting-right" must 

always occur in and through time. But it must be shown 

that process is not all that remains for men: the educator 

"can even admit that we are here presumably confronted 

by an automatic process, provided only that [he] does not 

forget that it lies within the power of human thought and 

119 action to interrupt and arrest such processes." The 

child must be made to see himself as contingent, but he 

must also recognize as a result of his education that he 

can, if he wills, obviate contingency. He must be made 

120 to recognize that he is capable of freedom and truly 

able to step out of time into order, however temporary 

it might be. 

But this hope for education and true culture is 

remote. In a world world in which even adults seem gen

erally to have succumbed to chaos, there can be little 

118. 

119. 

120. 

Ibid. 

Ibid., p. 195. 

See "What Is Freedom?," Ibid., pp. 143-71. 
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cause for optimism. In fact, Arendt believes, we live in 

"the Century of the Child" in which culture has given way 

to "mass culture" and in which politics, art, thought and 

the individual himself are subsumed. Mass culture has 

become all but autonomous and there appears little hope 

for a true renaissance of values. The "danger is that the 

life process of society (which like all biological processes 

insatiably draws everything available into its cycle of 

metabolism) will literally consume the cultural objects, 

121 eat them up and destroy them." Any reversal of this 

situation will, she concludes, almost require a miraculous 

122 "birth of new men and the new beginning" which is, to 

all appearances, superfluous if not impossible in the 

modern age. 

It was within this context that one must consider 

Dr. Arendt's interpretation of the Hungarian Revolution of 

123 
1956. For what happened in Hungary was the very thing 

which modern society, especially in the totalitarian 

countries, seemed to have made impossible. It was 

"something in which nobody any longer believed, if he 

121. Ibid., p. 207. 

122. Arendt, The Human Condition, op. cit., p. 222. 

123. See Arendt, "Epilogue: Reflections on the 
Hungarian Revolution," Origins of Totalitarianism, op. 
cit., pp, 480-510. 
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ever had believed in it."124 Spontaneously and without 

external encouragement, men tried to shake off the curse 

of the modern age. 

If there ever was such a thing as Rosa Luxemburg's 
"spontaneous revolution" - this sudden uprising of 
an oppressed people for the sake of freedom and 
hardly anything else, without the demoralizing 
chaos of military defeat preceding it, without 
coup d'etat techniques, without a closely knit 
apparatus of organizers and conspirators, without 
the undermining propaganda of a revolutionary 
party, something, that is, which everybody, con
servatives and liberals, radicals and revolu
tionists, had discarded as a noble dream - then 
we had the privilege to witness it.-^5 

Therefore we must, she argued, qualify our pessi-

12 6 mism, reassess the modern age. For: 

The voice from Eastern Europe, speaking so 
plainly and simply of freedom and truth, sounded 
like an ultimate affirmation that human nature 
is unchangeable, that nihilism will be futile, 
that even in the absence of all teaching and in 
the presence of an overwhelming indoctrination 
a yearning for freedom and truth will rise out 
of man's heart and mind forever.-'-^ 

However unexpected, however unsuccessful, the Hungarian 

uprising demonstrated that man can, whatever the odds 

against success, rise up against the dictates of historical 

124. Ibid., p. 482. 

125. Ibid. 

126. Ibid. 

127. Ibid., p. 494. 
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"necessity." Man could remain human in the face of all 

128 that would deprive him of his humanity. 

In the final analysis, then, Hannah Arendt must 

be viewed as a humanist who, while not optimistic about 

man's chances of righting himself, at least believes that 

such salvation remains possible. In an historical situa

tion unique in its corruption, it is still possible to 

protest and, indeed, even to create. "It is in the very 

nature of every new beginning that it breaks into the 

world as an 'infinite improbability,' and yet it is pre

cisely this infinitly improbable" which is most real. 

"Our whole existence rests, after all, on a chain of 

, ,,129 miracles . . . ." 

And the ultimate miracle of all, the discovery and 

cultivation of that "small non-time-space in the very 

heart of time," remains humanly possible. As long as man 

exists, he will be in time and of time. But he can be more 

than this as well, for he is, after all, the "infinitely 

improbable." 

128. It is important to note, however, that Arendt 
qualifies her celebration of the events of 1956, wondering 
whether such developments would have been possible in a 
country where totalitarian domination had a longer period 
in which to take root. She concludes that we must not be 
very optimistic about such a possibility. (Ibid., pp. 
494-95. 

129. Arendt, Between Past and Future, op. cit., 
p. 169. 
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Arendt thus finds, like her friend and mentor 

Jaspers, the consolation of philosophy. It is her impulse 

toward critical thought and her faith that men will somehow 

continue to think critically and creatively which sustain 

her. She would agree ultimately with his credo: 

Philosophical insight is never like a knowledge 
I possess. While we live in time, we cannot 
help longing for the temporal presence of the 
vanished .... Mourning is our lot in time. 
No thought of immortality can extinguish it, 
but it can be absorbed in the encompassing 
philosophical insight.130 

130. Jaspers, Philosophy and the World, op, cit., 
p. 140. 



CHAPTER 6 

MEANING AND TIME: KARL L^WITH'S ANTI-HISTORICISM 

Karl LBwith's place in recent German and European 

intellectual history cannot be understood without the 

context of German Historicism.^ He has been variously 

2 3 described as "conservative," "specifically Christian," 

4 5 6 "stoic," "dogmatically Aristotelian," and "existential." 

1. On this most important aspect of recent intel
lectual history, sec Friedrich Meinecke, Die Entstehung des 
Historismus (Berlin and Munich: R. Oldenberg Verlag, 1936); 
Friedrich Engel-Janosi, The Growth of German Historicism 
("The Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and 
Political Sciences," Vol. LXII, Baltimore: The Johns Hop
kins University Press, 1944); George G. Iggers, The German 
Conception of History (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan Uni
versity Press, 1968), and "The Dissolution of German His-
torism," in R. Herr and H. T. Parker, eds., Ideas in History 
(Durham, N. C.: Duke University Press, 1965). 

2. George Lichtheim, review of Lowith1s Von Hegel 
zu Nietzsche in The New Statesman, 23 April 1965, p. 648. 

3. Arnold Levison, introduction to Lowith"s Nature, 
History, and Existentialism and Other Essays in the Philoso" 
phy of History (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1966), p. xvi. 

4. J. Habermass, "Karl Lbwiths stoischer Ruckzuz 
vom historischen Bewusstsein," Merkur, XVII (1963), p. 576. 

5. Heinz Lubasz, review of Lowith's Gesammelte 
Abhandlungen, in History and Theory, II (19627^ p~I 217. 

6. Hanna Hafkesbrink, review of Lowith's Von 
Hegel zu Nietzsche in Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research, II (1941/42), p. 259. 

139 
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But these descriptions, whatever their partial validity, 

miss the core of his thought for, above all, Lb'with is 

concerned with the Western idea of history and its momentous 

implications for the contemporary period. Whether writing 

as an intellectual historian or as a philosopher, he is 

driven by a profound sense of "the finitude of temporality 

7 and . . . historicity" to seek a supra-temporal refuge. 

Modern existence, he argues, has been reduced to a singular 

dimension, time. It is the supremely historical existence 

which "210 longer has a definite place in the totality of 

nature and is therefore located entirely in itself and its 

8 temporality." 

His goal as a thinker and teacher is find a way 

out of this situation, to discover and communicate a new 

basis for absolute, enduring values. The inspiration for 

this effort he finds in the historical and anti-historical 

speculations of the great philosophers of history, from 

the Greeks and early Christians to the present day. It 

is his hope that through a re-evaluation of this tradition 

7. Lowith, Nature, History, and Existentialism, 
op. cit., p. 75. 

8. ". . f die keinen bestimmten Ort rnehr im 
Ganzen des von Natur aus Seienden hat und darum ganz auf 
sich selbst und auf ihrer Zeitlichkeit steht." See LOwith, 
Gesammelte Abhandlungen: Zur Kritik der geschichtlichen 
Existenz (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1960), p. 160. 
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in light of the momentous events of the twentieth century 

Western thinkers will once again be led to a supra-temporal 

perspective. 

What man can know is not that there are time
less truths that refer to the world of which man 
is also a part, but that there is - in contradis
tinction to the different historical situations 
of a certain age - something everlasting which 
holds good for all time because it is true. What 
always exists is not timeless; what always remains 
the same is not temporal.^ 

Man, accordingly, cannot continue to exist and thrive apart 

from this, everlasting something. Its discovery and eluci

dation lies at the heart of L'dwith's intellectual life. 

Lb'with first became aware of the problematic nature 

of time while a student at the universities of Munich and 

Freiburg shortly after the First World War."^ Like so many 

9. Lowith, Nature, History, and Existentialism, 
op. cit., p. 78. 

10. The best source of biographical information 
about Lo'with is his inaugural address to the Heidelberger 
Akademie der Wissenschaften; see "Antrittsrede" in Sitzungs-
berichte der Heidelberger Akademie der WissenschafterT (1958-
59), pp. 23-27. Ltfwith was born in Munich in 1897. He 
studied biology and philosophy at Munich and Freiburg and, 
after receiving the doctorate in 1924, he went on to the 
University of Marburg where he became a friend and as
sociate of Heidegger and served as Privatdozent. He left 
Germany in 1934 for Tohoku University at Sendai, Japan 
where he remained until 19 39 when he came to the United 
States. In this country he served on the faculties of the 
Union Theological Seminary and Hartford Theological Semi
nary and, until 1952, was associated with the New School 
for Social Research. He returned then to Germany where 
became Professor of Philosophy at the University of 
Heidelberg, 



142 

of his contemporaries, he was led in particular to question 

the commonly held assumptions about progressive betterment 

and salvation through time. Later in his life, he was to 

become quite clear about the "fate of progress,"''""'' but 

as a young man he turned in anticipation to the lecture 

halls of Husserl and Heidegger. Here, especially in 

Heidegger, who, more than any other thinker, has served 

as a foil for his mature thought, he confronted historicism 

12 in its most radical form. Here transience was described 

as the very essence of human existence and the entire 

Western metaphysical experience as a monumental hoax. His 

early efforts clearly reflect this influence. 

For, as previously shown, Heidegger brought tem

porality to the fore as the most important attribute of 

existence, "Timeless Being," he argued, was an illusion 

and traditional metaphysics a farce. By doing so he simply 

extended and emphasized an insight which had been lurking 

11. See Lowith, "The Fate of Progress," Nature, 
History and Existentialism, op. cit., pp. 145-61. 

12. George Iggers summarizes this idea very ade
quately as "the main tradition of German historiography 
and historical thought that followed Wilhelm von Humboldt 
and Ranke and that emerged in the revolt against the En
lightenment doctrine of natural law. German historiography 
shared with the other major forms of historism the belief 
that all socio-cultural phenomena as well as all cognitions 
of such phenomena are historically determined; consequently, 
cognitions and value judgements are always relative to a 
historical situation." From Iggers, "The Dissolution of 
German Historism," op. cit., pp. 289-90. 
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in the K-ick of the German mind since Hegel, What others 

glimpsed and then shunned, Heidegger brought to center 

stage. l>.ilthey, for example, recognized clearly the in

herent historicity of all human life but just as clearly 

refused iQ grant this insight its full import, preferring 

to retr^.,1; into a vaguely defined, extra-temporal "cosmic 

reality." Nietzsche and Burckhardt likewise found refuge 

respectively in the "eternal return of the same" and in the 

"continuity" Qf human history, while Troeltsch, Meinecke 

and Web(-i also managed to avoid the full implications of 

historicism. Only Heidegger balked at the leap out of 

time; 

HistlM:ism now had reached the end of its road. 
The |ast eternal values and meanings had dis
solved . All that was left was historical, tem
poral f an(j relative. Even God had died and 
Hist,n:y had yielded to Historicity (Geschicht-
lichK nit) and Temporality (Zeitlichkeit) , the 
bas;u- human condition of never being able to 
transcend time. Constant in the flow of time 
were only the conditions of human existence, 

I hese no longer possessed a content 
(Geh.t it) f t,ut merely a structure of form. 

'I'liat L&'with was markedly influenced by this point of 

view was hardly surprising. Though he found many aspects of 

the existnntialist ontology wanting, the early part of his 

mtellef(uai life was dominated almost entirely by the 

framework established by his teacher. As noted by Berthold 

1 3- Ibid., p. 309. 
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Riesterer, his first efforts at philosophy can only be 

understood within the existentialist context, however much 

14 he later desired to repudiate Heidegger. His concern 

for the place of the individual within modern society, for 

example, was dominated clearly by a desire to provide an 

alternative to Heidegger's "authenticity," a state dependent 

upon relative isolation from one's fellow men. Rather than 

this asocial individualism, Lciwith emphasized the importance 

of relations with others. Human existence, he argued, was 

a Miteinandersein, a "being-together-with-others" and the 

world, rather than solipsistic, was something shared in 

common. Human life he further defined as a Mitwelt in which 

men can and must enter into genuinely meaningful and ethical 

relationships. Men "do not encounter one another as mul

tiplicity of self-sufficient individuals," as Heidegger 

14. See Berthold P. Riesterer, Karl Lowith's View 
of History: A Critical Appraisal of Historicism (The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1969), pp. 12-23. Lowith's most important 
critique of his teacher is Heidegger, Denker in dUrftiger 
Zeit (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer Verlag, 1953). The most im
portant discussions of Heidegger in English appear in Nature, 
History, and Existentialism, op. cit.: "Heidegger: Problem 
and Background of Existentialism," pp. 30-50, and "M. 
Heidegger and F. Rosenzweig: A Postscript to Being and 
Time," pp. 51-78. 
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would have it, "but rather as 'personae' who possess a 

15 role withxn and for the Mitwelt." 

Lo'with rejected also, even as a young .man, 

Heidegger's denigration of the natural world. For Heidegger 

nature had lost its independence and vitality. Rather than 

a self-sufficient and ever-present backdrop to affairs, as 

the ancients understood nature, Heidegger rendered it little 

more than an extension of human consciousness, a projection, 

a Grenzfall or "borderline-case." LfJwith, on the contrary, 

assigned nature more vitality and reality than this. Nature 

was autonomous and, more importantly, conditioned and al

tered human consciousness. If nature had become a Grenzfall 

he recognized, then this was part and parcel of the modern 

problem and contemporary man must learn to see himself in 

a more enlightened perspective, not as a supra-natural 

being set apart by his mind but as the possessor of an 

"ontological dual nature" which rendered him neither natural 

nor anatural but suspended between these conditions. Thus 

L5with retreated from the implications of radical exis

tentialism in favor of one of the time-honored ideas of 

15. Karl Lowith, Das Individuum in der Rolle des 
Mitmenschen, ein Beitrag zur anthropologischen Grundlegung 
der ethischen Problerae (Munich: Drei Masken, 1928), p. 51; 
quoted in Riesterer, Karl Ldwith's View of History, op. 
cit., pp. 16-17, 
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Western history and anticipated what later became the hall-

16 mark of his developed philosophy. 

By 1930 Lb'with had begun also to question Heidegger's 

elevation of Zeitlichkeit to the essence of reality. He 

became increasingly aware of the need and desire for an 

immutable and enduring point of departure, a point which, 

while he somehow avoided the "pitfalls" of traditional 

metaphysics, he thought he might have found the key to a 

new atemporal Weltanschauung. As a result he turned to 

Tolstoy and Burckhardt, two thinkers whose contributions 

to his intellectual and spiritual evolution cannot be 

overestimated. In their writings he hoped that history 

might somehow recognize its own limitations. And, indeed, 

it was at this point that he began to perceive the escape 

from history and time which later found expression in 

Meaning in History. Namely, he concluded that history 

and time cannot be ignored or transcended by some magical 

or metaphysical formula and to this degree found Heidegger 

to be correct. Rather within history itself, immersed in 

the very center of human time, he found a vaguely defined 

"permanence" reminiscent of Burckhardt's "continuity." 

There was, he concluded, a steadying influence which, 

16. The issue of the natural dimension first 
occupied Lowith's attention in his Das Individuum, op. cit., 
pp. 44-46. By 1940 it was implicit in all of his works. 
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howeyer, tenuous it might appear in the twentieth century, 

was the source of all meaning and culture and, ultimately, 

17 of civilization itself. He later summarized this view 

as follows: "Reason prefers to believe in the dependable 

continuity of the 'historical process,' the more dependable 

as the process continues in spite of, or rather because of, 

18 radical changes and transformations." What served 

Heidegger as the clearest indicator of life's contingency 

became, for his errant disciple, the means to a rediscovery 

of order and stability in life. 

But it would be a distortion to see Lowith as an 

anti-historicist in 1930. The insight into the nihilistic 

nature of time-bound thought was still only an undercurrent, 

a concomitant result of his effort to comprehend the 

strangeness of the German philosophical scene during the 

inter-war period. Not only did his point of departure 

remain Heidegger's existentialist philosophy, but he con

tinued to be fascinated by his historicist forbears, 

17. See Lowith, "Burckhardts Stellung zu Hegels 
Geschichtsphilosophie," Deutsche Vierteljahresschrift fur 
Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte, VI (1928) , 
pp. 702-41. 

18. Karl Lowith, Meaning in History: The Theo
logical Implications of the Philosophy of History (Chicago 
and London: University of Chicago Press, 1949), p. 207. 
Until 1964, when Von Hegel zu Nietzsche was translated into 
English, Meaning in History was the only work by Lowith to 
exercise a significant influence in this country. 
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19 especially Dilthey and Weber. Well into the thirties, 

2 0  for Lo'with, man remained a thoroughly historical being. 

Only the triumph of National Socialism with its devotion 

to flux and movement did Lowith begin to glimpse the depths 

of the contemporary crisis. Had Hitler not won out in 

Germany and had Marxist-Leninist relativism not begun to 

manifest itself so peculiarly in Stalinist Russia, it may 

have been doubtful that he would have moved from his 

earlier position. 

Thus Lbwith was driven by the "revolution of 

nihilism" to recognize the fruitless nature of historical 

dynamism. Before being forced to flee Germany, he sounded 

a new and desperate note not unlike that of Jaspers in Man 

in the Modern Age. "Uncertainty is the chief characteristic 

of our age. Nothing rests on a solid foundation .... 

19. See, for example, "Hegel und Hegelianismus," 
Zeitschrift fur deutsche Bildung, VII (1931), pp. 553-
65; "Kierkegaard und Nietzsche," Deutsche Viertel jahres-
schrift fiir Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte, 
XI (1933), pp. 43-66; "Max Weber und Karl Marx," Archiv 
fur Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik, LXVII (1932) , 
pp. 53-99 and 174-214; and Kierkegaard und Nietzsche oder 
philosophie und theologische tjberwindung des Nihilismus" 
(Frankfurt/Main: Klostermann, 1933). 

20. See Riesterer, Karl Lowith's View of History, 
op. cit., p. 31. 
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One only lives for the next day, because the day after 

21 tomorrow is already doubtful." 

By 1935 he made the Nazis, especially the "de-

cisionist" philosopher Carl Schmitt.- the special objects 

of his attack. But more important than this antipathy 

toward Schmitt and his disciples was Lowith's growing 

realization that Nazi thinking, far from being the creation 

of a few pseudo-philosophers, was the direct and inevitable 

outgrowth of historicism itself. Schmitt's repudiation of 

ethics appeared now as an historicist one, thus as "ethic

ally" justifiable as any other point of view as long as 

one accepted time as his point of departure. Give time 

hegemony, Lowith now realized, and civilized life, as known 

in the West, must of necessity fall before the onslaught 

of relativism. An historicist civilization became, in 

Lowith's mind, a contradiction in terms. 

It was this insight into the contingent nature of 

modern civilization which led Lowith to reassess the history 

21. Lowith, Kierkegaard und Nietzsche, p. 29; 
quoted in Riesterer, Karl LtSwith's View of History, op. 
cit., p. 33. Compare what Jaspers wrote at the same time: 
". . .we live in a movement, a flux, a process, in virtue 
of which changing knowledge enforces a change in life 
. . . . This movement, this flux, this process, sweeps 
us into the whirlpool of unceasing conquest and creation, 
of loss and gain, in which we painfully circle, subject in 
the main to the power of the current . . . ." (Karl 
Jaspers, .Man in the Modern Age, trans. Eden and Cedar Paul 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1957), 
p. 2. ) 
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of Western thought, not from the perspective of a hesitant 

historicist but rather as one who had made a personal com

mitment to human values, however tenuous their founda

tions. Thus began his pursuit of the "meaning" believed 

to lie at the heart of history and time. Though never 

completely successful, this effort to step "out of time and 

history" marked Lowith as one of the most important of con

temporary philosophers and gave his work an existential 

urgency that otherwise would be lacking. In his later 

22 works, man remained ein menschengeschichtliches Phanomen 

and his condition was still problematic, yet L'owith 

steadfastly and with admirable tenacity refused to submit 

to relativism, 

Lowith's attention was drawn naturally to the only 

modern historian who attempted to stand apart from the turn 

. . 23 toward historicism after Hegel, Jacob Burckhardt. Here 

he discovered a point of view, implicit in all of the Swiss 

thinker's observations, quite at odds with the historicist 

Weltanschauung. According to Lowith's interpretation, 

22. Karl Lowith, "Zur Problematik der Humanit'at in 
der Philosophie nach Hegel," in E. Jurkat, ed., Reine und 
angewandte Soziologie, Festgabe fttr Ferdinand TQnnies 
(Leipzig: Hans Buske, 1936), p. 51. 

23. See Karl Lcjwith, Jacob Burckhardt, der Mensch 
inmitten der Geschichte (Luzern: Vita Nova, 1936). 
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Burckhardt was an historian above history, one who viewed 

life from the historical perspective as much to limit time's 

scope as to extend it. Accordingly, man was able if he 

wished to transcend, or at least limit, his Zeitlichkeit 

by seeking within himself the source of spiritual being. 

There was, within history itself, a way out of history. 

[For Burckhardt] there is some kind of per
manence in the very flux of history, namely 
its continuity. This is the only principle 
discernible in Burckhardt's Reflections on 
History, the one thin thread that holds to
gether his observations after he has dis
missed the systematic interpretations by 
philosophy and theology. The whole signifi
cance of history depends for Burckhardt on 
continuity as the common standard of all 
particular historical evaluations.̂ 4 

For Burckhardt - and for Lowith - man was no more confined 

to history than he was able completely to transcend it. 

Unlike animals or angels, he had a need for history and he 

was truly an historical being. But history had not the 

power to limit or imprison him. Through his creations and 

accomplishments he transcended himself and the temporal 

limitations of individual being. Man existed between 

time and timelessness. 

And yet, despite its being the "soundest modern 

25 reflection on history," Burckhardt's position was 

24. Lowith, Meaning in History, op. cit., p. 21. 

25. Ibid.f p. 26. 
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ultimately found wanting. In particular, Lowith believed 

it to be too narrow, too dependent upon artifacts produced 

by a cultural and spiritual elite. For this reason, he 

concluded that Burckhardt had failed to recognize that man 

was a duality, comprised of both spirit, the source of 

culture, and nature. In fact, the historian made a special 

point of delimiting nature and history. "History is the 

'break' with nature, historical being arises and passes 

2 6 away differently from natural being." But Lbwith in

sisted upon a different view, one which comprehended man's 

place not only as an historical entity but also as a being 

who found sucor in his natural dimension. Thus he embarked 

upon a prolonged investigation of the Western metaphysical 

tradition, not, like Heidegger, as one who would move 

beyond it, but rather as one who would have renewed its 

vitality. What Lowith once had dismissed as hopelessly 

dated now took on an existential urgency. 

The initial fruit of this change of direction was 

Lowith's most important historical work, Von Hegel zu 

Nietzsche, in which he analyzed the "revolutionary break" 

in the thought of the nineteenth century. Writing from 

the vantage point of the Orient as Hitler was launching 

26. Lb'with, Jacob Burckhardt, op. cit. , p. 347; 
quoted in Riesterer, Karl Lowith's View of History, op. 
cit., p. 37. 
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his armies against the West, he examined very critically 

the origins and development of historicism. History, as 

27 before, was treated as a "vital fact," but no longer as 

all-encompassing. His basic concern was succinctly stated: 

"Is the essence and 'meaning1 of history determined ab

solutely from within history itself; and, if not, then 

2 8 how?" The nineteenth century, he discovered, provided 

two basic answers to this question: if it unearthed and 

elevated change, it likewise housed a great and vital 

refusal to succumb to mere change. For this reason he 

saw it as the most important of modern centuries, the revolu

tionary source of contemporary confusion on the one hand, 

but, also, the possible fount of new beginnings. 

The central concern of Lowith's analysis was the 

Western descent into time. Between Fichte and Hegel, whose 

"ambiguous sense of time . . . separates the present into 

29 temporal and eternal components, as surface and depth," 

and Nietzsche, who yearned to "surmount his time in his 

own person" and "overcame [only] in himself the mereh 

27. Karl Lowith, Von Hegel zu Nietzsche. Per 
revoltionare Bruch im Denken des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts 
(Zurich: Europa, 1941); trans, David E. Green, From Hegel 
to Nietzsche: The Revolution in Nineteenth-Century Thought 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 3rd ed. , 
1967) , p. v. 

28. Ibid., p. vi, 

29. Ibid., p. 204. 
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contemporary of his time,""*^ there occurred one of the most 

portentous spiritual revolutions in man's history. Thinking 

men surrendered with naive willingness, even enthusiasm, to 

process and thereby destroyed the fragile synthesis of time 

and eternity which Hegel had maintained and which had for 

so long sustained metaphysics. In doing so, according to 

Lo'with, they made inevitable the spiritual desolation of 

the twentieth century. 

Hegel accorded to the human spirit the strength 
to open the sealed nature of the universe, re
vealing its riches and its depth; but from Haym 
to Dilthey it was the more or less avowed con
viction that the human spirit is essentially 
powerless vis-a-vis the political and natural 
world, because it is itself only a finite "ex
pression" of "sociohistorical" reality. For 
them, the spirit is no longer the "power of an 
age," in itself timeless because it is eternal 
present; it is merely an exponent and mirror of 
the age. Thus philosophy becomes a "world view" 
and "interpretation of life," the ultimate con
sequence of which is the self-assertion of "par
ticular, individual" historicity in Heidegger's 
Sein und Zeit. 

It was this "ambiguity" about time which, according 

to Lowith, made Hegel the superior of his successors. On 

the one hand, he was the last real proponent of the eternal 

Spiritf "the last Christian philosopher before the break 

32 between philosophy and Christianity." Thus he was the 

30. 

31. 

32. 

Ibid., p, 189. 

Ibid., p. 61, 

Ibid,, p. 47. 
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very opposite of the historicist. Yet Hegel gave history 

and time unprecedented range and vitality: "According 

to Hegel, the spirit's relationship to time consists simply 

in the fact that it must 'expound' in time as well as in 

33 
space . . . ," Hegel was seen as the thinker who tried 

to consolidate and synthesize the two dominant world-

views of Western history, the Christian and the classical. 

From the Greeks he derived the need to comprehend the 

totality and organic wholeness of time; and from the 

Christians he took the notion of a spirit working in and 

through history. The attempt to bring together these 

seemingly disparate elements represented, according to 

Dr. Lowith, the essence of Hegelianism. 

But, Lowith argued, Hegel's effort was doomed from 

the beginning. For, in the final analysis, it was impos

sible to learn from the philosopher the point at which the 

spirit entered and participated in history and, more 

importantly, the juncture at which it once again went b 

beyond history and time. Hegel formulated a vast and 

inpenetrable riddle and was responsible for much of the 

later confusion. 

The true crux in Hegel's analysis of time is 
not that he thought of eternity, but that - in spite 
of his study of Aristotle's Physics - he no longer 

33. Ibid., p. 208. 
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saw as it was primitively seen by the Greeks, 
in the circling constellations of the heavens 
and the real "ether," but rather ascribed it 
to a spirit, in the notion of which the Greek 
and the Christian traditions are inextricably 
tangled. As the philosopher of the Christian-
Germanic world, Hegel understood the spirit as 
will and freedom. For this reason, the rela
tionship of the spirit to time, which he views 
in the Greek fashion as an everlasting present 
and recurrent cycle, remains in fact a contradic
tion and a riddle, solved only by Hegel's pupils 
in favor of freedom of the will, for which the 
future is primary.^4 

Hegel, in other words, encouraged the metaphysical his-

toricism of the latter half of the century. 

In fact, despite his earlier praise of Hegel, Lb'with 

made little effort to excuse the philosopher for his his-

toricist sins. 

Even today, as faith in the meaning of history, 
this [Hegelian] historicism is the religion of 
the "educated," whose skepticism is not vigorous 
enough to live entirely without faith; it is the 
cheapest sort of substitute. For what is cheaper 
than the faith that over the long course of his
tory everything that has ever happened, with all 
of its consequences, must have a meaning and a 
purpose! Even those who know nothing of Hegel 
continue to think today in the Hegelian spirit 
• • « • 

Or again: 

Hegel's philosophy of history and Darwin's bio
logical theory both started from what is em
pirically successful, and argued backwards to 
the supposed necessity and inner right of its 

34. Ibid., p. 209. 

35. Ibid., p. 216. 
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appearance. Their admiration of historical 
and biological forces led to an idolization of 
whatever force happened to be victorious. What
ever, on the other hand, vanished from the 
memory of history because it was destroyed or 
remained unsuccessful, was, according to Hegel's 
formula, an "unjustified existence36 

Thus Lowith's Hegel, paradoxically, became not the philoso

pher of historical order and rectitude that he thought 

himself to be, but rather the harbinger of contingency 

and aimless flux. 

Seeking to understand the tree by its fruit, 

Ltfwith next turned to a consideration of the thinkers 

spawned by Hegel. With Marx, Kierkegaard, Ruge, Stirner, 

Bruno Bauer and the rest, historicism came to the fore with 

a terrible vengeance and Hegel's synthesis was dashed to 

bits. In direct contrast to his earlier admiration for the 

young Hegelians, Lb'with now experienced profound despair 

at their inadequacies. Marx was criticized for immersing 

37 human consciousness entirely in time and Kierkegaard 

regarded negatively as viewing himself historically and 

letting the "character of the age" determine his philos-

3 8 
ophy. By surrendering to time the Hegelians, especially 

36, Ibid., pp. 217-18. 

37, Ibid., pp. 89-101. 

38, Ibid., pp. 108-13. 
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on the left, .made inevitable the intellectual and spiritual 

void of the contemporary age. 

At odds with their own time and the existing 
order of reality, they constructed their present 
according to the pattern of the future. In 
Hegel's speculation, they no longer saw philo
sophic theory, but only an apostasy from his
torical practice. The question of eternity is 
left to a theology which has seen its day, and 
philosophy is made over to the consciousness 
of the day. The relationship between spirit 
and time is decided unambiguously in favor of 
time.3 9 

Lowith's critique of Nietzsche, like that of Hegel, 

was very complex, Nietzsche recognized the nihilistic im

plications of historicism and sought a vantage point 

"beyond man and time." He desired to "transcend the whole 

'fact of man' together with time, and escape the derelic-

40 tion of the modern world." L6'with treated Nietzsche's 

thought as a three tiered system, "at the beginning of 

which stands the death of God, in its midst the ensuing 

nihilism, and at its end the self-surmounting of nihilism 

41 in eternal recurrence." It was the latter tier which 

drew Lbwith's interest and admiration. 

But even in the time-defying "eternal return" 

Lowith found cause for alarm. For, in contrast to Goethe, 

39. 

40. 

41. 

Ibid.r p. 208. 

Ibid., p. 195. 

Ibid., pp. 191-92, 
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who ultimately emerged as the most successful thinker and 

human being in Von Hegel zu Nietzsche, Nietzsche's escape 

from time was desperate and frenzied, fraught with paradox. 

42 
And, much like. Jaspers, Lb'with concluded, despite the 

proclamation of God's "death," Nietzsche remained essen

tially Christian and unable to forsake fully and creatively 

his commitment, to salvation in and through history. Goethe, 

on the other hand, was genuinely pagan and thus able to 

come to terms with a much calmer conception of the eternal 

43 
return. Nietzsche's philosophy, like Hegel's was ul

timately the fruit of a very tenuous combination of the 

classical and the Christian, one which gave it a desperate 

if compelling flavor. 

In the history of the nineteenth century, [Nietzsche] 
was rather the last man to feel the difference be
tween ancient and modern, as well as between pagan 
and Christian, to be a problem demanding a "decision." 
In doing this, Nietzsche was obliged to seek to re
cover the closed view of the Greek world at the apex 
of modernity "which is at its wits end," forcibly to 

42. See Karl Jaspers, Nietzsche: An Introduction 
to the Understanding of His Philosophical Activity, trans. 
C. F. Wallraff and F. J. Schmitz (Chicago: Regnery, 1965); 
for example: "... we may well wonder whether Nietzsche, 
with his quite un-Christian thought of recurrence, did 
not preserve a remnant of Christian substance in his 
"eternal" recurrence - though altered almost beyond recog
nition ." (p. 366) 

43. Lowith, From Hegel to Nietzsche, op. cit., 
pp. 186-99. 
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unite his "I" with Fate. In contrast, Goethe's 
nature realizes antiquity within the area of the 
modern. ^ 

Thus, Nietzsche was "more of his own time than he desired to 

be" and was "unable to grasp an eternity which is imminent 

45 
in time." If a way out of the historicist morass existed, 

L6Vith concluded that it must be sought not in Nietzsche 

but in Goethe's higher conception of life. 

In order to illuminate Goethe's superiority, Lowith 

46 juxtaposed him with Hegel. Despite a similarity of out

look, noted by both men in their correspondence, L&with 

detected an incompatibility in their philosophies of time. 

"At the level of words, Goethe's view of time is identical 

with Hegel's concept; but in the way by which Goethe 

arrived at the view that the eternal is immanent in time 

is as different from the way which Hegel arrived at the 

same idea as Goethe's sense of nature is different from 

Hegel's intellectual speculation." For Goethe, unlike 

Hegel, halted the flow of time, turned it into a nunc stans, 

a "standing now," rather than a perpetually receeding pro

gression of irretrievable moments. Goethe succeeded 

because he discovered the perpetual present at the very 

44 . Ibid., p. 197. 

45. Ibid., pp. 198-99. 

46. Ibid., pp. 207-30. 
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heart of nature itself. It was this "present," according 

to Lowith, which made possible Goeth's achievement, far 

greater than that of his more influential contemporary, 

and brought the equanimity so lacking in the post-Hegelian 

47 age. 

Emphasizing what Erich Heller came to call "the 

deep-rooted antagonism of [Goethe's] genius to the mental 

4 8 habits predominant in his age," L'tfwith described the sage 

of Weimar's understanding of time as follows: time, far 

from being the distinguishing feature of reality, was 

actually a "phenomenon of nature" characterized not by 

49 flux and disruption but by constancy. The historian 

should have made this insight the point of his departure. 

Rather than seek to discern order behind and within flux, 

he should have illuminated individual occurrences and 

series of events without recourse to metaphysical prin

ciples and ideas. He should have approached history, in 

other words, like his classical predecessors. Goethe thus 

"clung to his scientific insight into the law of change: 

in all that lives, there takes place a constant alteration 

47. Ibid., pp. 209-10. 

48. Erich Heller, The Disinherited Mind (New York: 
Meridian, 1959), p. 19. 

49. LSwith, From Hegel to Nietzsche, op. cit., 
p. 47. 
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50 of forms, a metamorphosis of what remains the same." 

It was this insight, L'c5with concluded, which must be reborn 

if despair were to be circumvented. 

It was at this point that Lttwith's narrowing of 

vision began to manifest itself most clearly. For Goethe's 

philosophy of science, however compelling, clearly lacked 

the consistency which Lbwith ascribed to it. Erich Heller 

dealt with this deficiency also: 

. . . one [must not] ignore [Goethe's] occasional 
strains, embarassments and confusions, caused by 
the simultaneous desire to realize to the full 
his citizenship in the contemporary world. Very 
often in Goeth's works . . . there comes a point 
where the innate tendency of his genius and his 
mundane wisdom get into each other's way, pro
ducing artistic discords. ̂  

Precisely these "discords," Lowith, in his desire to find an 

alternative to historicism, ignored in 1941. And, as will 

become clear, this tendency to overlook, to gloss over 

antinomies, became more pronounced in his later works. 

Thus Lc5with arrived at the "two Germanies" argument. 

On the one hand, Germany remained Hegel, Marx, Kierkegaard, 

Dilthey, Nietzsche and so forth; on the other hand, she was 

Goeth and Burckhardt. Germany was, at the same time, 

frenzied and calm, time-bound and enduring. Like Meinecke 

50. Ibid., p. 225. 

51. Erich Heller, "Goeth and Scientific Truth," 
The Disinherited Mind, op. cit., p. 19. 
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who, at the end of his life, found solace in the "sacred 

heritage of the Goethe period" when "Queen Reason" reigned 

52 
supreme, L&with had arrived at the knowledge that the past 

century of German intellectual life must be undone and for

gotten. He thus applied for citizenship in the "other 

Germany," whose outline had finally become clear to him. 

He contrasted the two German ways. 

In Goethe's house at Weimar, his existence 
in time made itself visible and palpable in space. 
At a seemly distance from it there stands the 
Nietzsche Archives, to which a pretentious hall 
was added, somehow appropriate to the early style 
of Zarathustra. It is intended to promote the 
expansion of the "Nietzsche movement," the growth 
of "Zarathustra's way of life," and the "somehow" 
related creative forces of Young Germany .... 
The other Germany, older in years, can be seen 
in the ordinary house of Goethe.53 

In From Hegel to Nietzsche Lowith for the first 

time indicated his growing awareness of the intimate rela

tionship among especially thinkers, in the various historical 

ages. Indeed, these "ages," which for the historicist are 

quite removed from one another by the irremediable march 

of time, were seen now to correspond with one another in a 

vital way. Thus he sought in the decade of the forties to 

"transcribe" the "vital fact of history" not as something 

52. Friedrich Meinecke, The German Catastrophe, 
trans. Sidney B. Fay (Boston: Beacon, 1963), pp. 9 and 34. 

53. Lowith, From Hegel to Nietzsche, op. cit., 
p, 230. 
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autonomous or very remote in time but rather as one of 

many facets of contemporary existence. The past became a 

54 reality that was "well within the horizon of the present." 

55 In hxs next major work, Meaning in History," an 

"historical reflection upon historical thought," this 

correspondence between the ages was made the object of re

flective scrutiny and historicism was seen as an obsession 

56 which had "overwhelmed" contemporary man. No longer 

confined to the nineteenth century, Lc5with's critical eye 

ranged over the entire course of Western historical 

thinking. His appraisal was at once appreciative and 

highly critical. 

History as a partial record of human experience 
is too deep and, at the same time, too shallow 
to put into relief the humble greatness of a 
human soul which can give meaning, if anything 
can give it, to what otherwise would be a bur
den for man. History no more proves or dis
proves the incomparable value of a single man's 
righteousness and heroism in the face of the 
powers of the world than it proves or disproves 
the existence of God. ' 

54. Ibid,, "Forward to the First Edition," es
pecially p. v. 

55. Meaning in History appeared in Germany in 1953 
under the tital Weltqeschichte und Heilsgeschehen. pie 
theologischen Voraussetzungen des Geschichtsphilosophie 
(Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 19 53). 

56. Lowith, Meaning in History, op. cit., p. 194. 

57. Ibid., p. v. 
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Anyone believing otherwise, he argued, had been "hypno-

5 8 
tized." There was no meaning to history as such but only 

a meaning in history imposed upon its otherwise shaotic 

course by the thoughts and deeds of men. 

In order to underscore this newfound sense of 

history, Lowith began with the moderns - Spengler, Toynbee 

and Burckhardt among them - and worked backwards through 

time to the Bible, Past and future time were clearly 

subordinate to the present, he argued. "We understand -

and misunderstand - ancient authors, but always in the 

light of contemporary thought, reading the book of history 

5 9  backward from the last page to the first page." Meaning 

in History, it must also be noted, was the result of his 

new-found enthusiasm for Christianity. By the late forties, 

Lowith had become a seeker after "genuine faith in God, as 

6 0 revealed in Christ and hidden in nature and history." 

The Bible now functioned as the meaningful telos of his 

fresh insights into the historical process. 

Within the context of the ancient world and in 

comparison with the modern mind, the Christian conception 

58. Ibid. 

59. Ibid., p. 2. 

60. Ibid., p. 5. 
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of time and history6^" was seen to be "a claim so strange, 

stupendous and radical" that it could not but become the 

focal point of a dramatically new and vigorous world 

6 2 
view. To Lowith, it burst upon the world of classical 

antiquity with a creative force rarely equalled in human 

history. 

Pre-Christian as well as post-Christian 
paganism reckons historical time from a beginning. 
Its histories usually begin with a decisive po
litical event ... as the lasting foundation of 
the following happenings. The Jews, too, reckon 
historical time brom a beginning - the world's 
creation - though in view of an eschaton. What 
is particular to the Christian time-reckoning is 
that it counts from a central event, which occurred 
when time had been fulfilled. For the Jews the 
central event is still in the future, and the 
expectation of the Messiah divides for them all 
time into a present and a future aeon. For the 
Christian the dividing line in the history of 
salvation is no longer a mere futurum but a 
perfectum praesens, the accomplished advent of 
Jesus Christ. With regard to this central event 
the time is reckoned forward as well as backward. 

Thus, truly Christian time, far from being bound to any con

tinuum, was understood to be by its nature transcendental. 

61, In Meaning in History, Lowith first treated the 
modern philosophies of history and then worked back into 
time to the Bible. This, of course, was meant as another 
indication of his disregard for linear progression. For 
the purposes of a clearer explication, however, it is 
believed more appropriate to reverse his order of dis
cussion. In this manner it may be hoped that the radical 
nature of Lowith's anti-historicism will emerge more 
clearly. 

62. Lftwith, Meaning in History, op. eit. , p. 184. 

63. Ibid, p. 182. 
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If Christianity had appeared so often in modern scholar

ship as the sire of historical thinking, it had been com

pletely misunderstood. 

In contrast to this perfectum praesens, the ancients 

accepted what Lbwith in 1949 held to be an inferior view 

of time and history, for they saw time moving in perpetual 

circles reflected in the seasons of nature and in the 

heavens. There was, accordingly, no room for a world-

historical event such as the birth of Christ. Events and 

human activities, rather than unique, were seen as indi

vidual manifestations of an eternally repetitious cycle. 

To "Greek thinkers a philosophy of history," a view holding 

that history itself possessed some kind of autonomous 

unity or meaning, "would have been a contradiction in 

64 terms." Thus Herodotus and Thucydides did not anticipate 

Hegel and the moderns but rather portrayed human history 

against a "historiconatural" backdrop of timeless equilib

rium. Even Polybius, who "seems to approach our [Christian] 

concept of history, by representing all events as leading 

6 5 up to a definite end," remained essentially within the 

ancient frame of reference in as much as his historical 

time remained subordinate to nature and cosmology. For 

64, Ibid., p. 4. 

65. Ibid., p. 7. 
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the ancients, Lowith concluded, time in the contemporary-

sense simply did not exist. 

Christian time also differed from that of the an

cients, according to Dr. Lc5with, because it was in no way 

dependent upon theory or philosophy. Rather it was simply 

a matter of faith. Lciwith, paraphrasing St. Augustine, 

wrote: "The pagan doctrine is hopeless, for hope and faith 

are essentially related to the future and a real future 

cannot exist if past and future times are equal phases 

6 7 within a cyclic recurrence without beginning or end." 

To the Christian, time was considered as linear, progres

sive, moving toward a future culmination. History had, 

after St. Augustine, taken on a higher meaning beyond the 

grasp of the ancient thinker; it had become supremely 

purposeful, qualitative. It was time and yet it was the 

means to transcend time. In fact, argued Ltfwith, the sus

taining confidence of most moderns that the future was 

pregnant with possibility and that progress was real "is 

hardly intelligible without reference to the Christian 

faith, which created the future as the decisive horizon of 

our post-Christian existence.11 ̂  

66. Ibid., especially pp. 165 and 186. 

67. Ibid., p. 163. 

68. Ibid., p. 84. 
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If Christian time were mere futurism, however, 

Lowith would have found it little removed from historicism. 

But, he emphasized repeatedly, this is not the case. 

Christian time differed in one all-important respect from 

modern time: it was time with an end, a goal. The 

"pilgrim's progress is not an indefinite advance toward 

an unattainable ideal but a definite choice in the face 

69 of an eternal reality." Christianity, "far from having 

opened the horizon of an indefinite future like the religion 

of progress, has made the future paramount by making it 

70 definite . . . ." Time, in fine, barely resembled the 

time of historicism and was significant only as the medium 

through which God fulfilled his purpose. Apart from the 

great temporal event, the birth of Christ in time, nothing 

71 really new or significant could happen. St. Augustine's 

City of God was not, as is so often believed, "a philosophy 

of history but a dogmatic-historical interpretation of 

72 
Christianity." Not until God was brought down into 

history by Hegel did the Christian experience become a 

philosophy of history; before Hegel God was not in history 

69. Ibid. 

70. Ibid.r p. 112. 

71. Ibid., p. 167. 

72. Ibid., p. 166. 
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but of history. True Christians "are not a historical 

7 ̂ people" and "a "Christian history' is non-sense." 

After St. Augustine, Lo'with turned his attention 

to Joachim of Floris, the twelfth century thinker who 

radicalized the Christian experience by introducing a new 

idea of time. More than anyone prior to the nineteenth 

century, Joachim tried to temporalize faith by bringing the 

entire Christian religion, including the person of Christ 

himself, within the context of historical progression. Now 

the Christian eschaton was brought down into history with 

"both the historical and the mystical significance of the 

symbols and figures of the Old and New Testaments, con

verging in a total picture of the history of salvation from 

beginning to end and the historical fulfillment of the 

74 75 Apocalypse." With Joachim's "theological historicism," 

meaning was reduced to history: three historical epochs, 

corresponding to the persons of the trinity, were manifested 

in an orderly succession through time. The first, that of 

the Father, was the age of the Old Testament; the second, 

the age of the Son, found expression in the New Testament; 

and the last, that of the Holy Ghost, was to be the kingdom 

73. Ibid., pp. 195 and 197. 

74. Ibid., p. 147. 

75„ Ibid., p. 156. 
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of pure Spirit. That kingdom of Spirit could not, as in 

orthodox Christianity, have occurred beyond time but rather 

was considered within the final historical spoch itself. 

In fact, for the Joachimites, Christ's time was not 

*7 
special, and the Savior himself was rendered historical. 

Furthermore, the established Church, because it was, in 

fact, historical, would have to yield to the forthcoming 

kingdom of Spirit. Whatever his intentions, Joachim, 

according to Lowith, introduced into Christianity a 

radically anti-Christian idea from which the faith had 

long to recover. 

In the immediate sense Joachim's influence was 

short-lived. His optimistic predictions about the future 

kingdom failed to materialize and the movement which had 

come to expect all from the future found itself with little 

to sustain it in the present. But L&with emphasized that 

Joachim's influence did not simply atrophy but in fact 

remained an important if subterranean force throughout 

Europe. Most notably, his futurism, despite its spiritual 

nature, was translated by others into a pattern of belief 

77 far removed from Joachim's intentions. 

76. Ibid., p. 155. 

77. For a similar and more elaborate statement of 
this thesis by a noted Austrian historian, see Friedrich 
Heer, The Intellectual History of Europe, Vol. I, trans. 
Jonathan Steinberg (Garden City, New York: Doubleday Anchor 
Books, 1968), esp. Chap. V, "The Birth of History," pp. 108-
129. 
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Joachim, like Luther after him, could not fore
see that his religious intention - that of desecu-
larizing the church and restoring its spiritual 
fervor - would, in the hands of others, turn into 
its opposite: the secularization of the world which 
became increasingly worldly by the very fact that 
eschatological thinking about last things was intro
duced into penultimate matters, a fact which inten
sified the power of the secular drive toward a final 
solution of problems which cannot be solved by their 
own means and on their own level. And yet it was 
the attempt to Joachim and the influence of Joachimism 
which opened the way to these future perversions . . . 
[by] encouraging the striving for new historical 
realizations . . . the remote result of his prophecy 
of a new revelation.78 

Joachim, like his historicist descendants, begot something 

which he could scarcely have intended. 

After Joachim's historical thinking was driven under

ground, it was not to reappear again until the eighteenth 

79 century, when Vico published his New Science in 1725. 

Vico's primary importance for the history of ideas lies in 

the fact that he levelled a great, if ill-received, attack 

upon the Cartesian assumption that the only true sciences 

were the sciences of nature, and that history, because it 

dealt with that "unnatural being" man, was irrelevant. On 

the contrary, Vico argued, man knew relatively little about 

78. Lc5with, Meaning in History, op. cit. , pp. 
158-59. 

79. Between the important chapters on Vico and 
Joachim, Lowith included some relatively brief and un-
revealing remarks about Bossuet. Generally this chapter 
can be said to summarize once again the orthodox view of 
time and history discussed previously. 
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the natural world; what he could at least begin to compre

hend was his own nature as revealed in history. Through 

historical study, man might learn the only truths which 

were really accessible to him because his thoughts and 

actions were in some measure "eternal" and therefore sus

ceptible to rational analysis. History was the source of 

human truth, and man, while by no means the god of history, 

reasoned and acted primarily through the medium of his

torical time.^ 

But, L&'with stressed, Vico did not immerse man in 

any pervasive historical current. His greatness, and in 

Lowith's eyes he rivaled Burckhardt as the greatest of 

81 historians, lay precisely in his unwillingness to confine 

meaning to history. Vico, Lo'with found, was inspired by 

"the historical fact of providence," providence neither 

transcendent nor miraculous but rather "an ultimate frame 

of reference, the content and substance of which are nothing 

else than the universal and permanent order of the historical 

8 2 
course itself." This providence, though not history 

80. Ibid., pp. 124-25. 

81. Vico is described, for example, as being "more 
penetrating and comprehensive than Voltaire, far profounder 
than Comte and Condorcet, and more inspired by original 
intuition than Hegel;" Ibid., p. 135. 

82. Ibid., pp. 123-24. 
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itself, was so immensely powerful that it might be said 

to be content to allow history to run its natural course 

without intervention. It was above history and all-

powerful. Yet history was autonomous, and it functioned 

83 
much like fate in the ancient world. History saved men, 

not in the sense accepted by the modern progressivists 

(Vico, in fact, "missed the idea of progress") but by 

84 preserving his essential and enduring humanity. Thus 

the eighteenth century thinker discovered a view which 

"Prevented him from transcending the historiconatural 

cycle of flux and reflux" yet allowed belief in meta-

8 5 historical significance. 

LSwith's summary of Vico's point of view came close 

to describing his own confictions in 1949. 

[Vico] . . . neither replaced providence by 
progress, like Voltaire, nor introduced, like 
Bossuet, orthodoxy into history. When he in
vestigated history as a philosophical historian, 
he never intended to discard revelation; and 
when he asserted, from the first to the last 
page, that providence is the first principle 
for the understanding of history, he did not 
distort the socio-political history by an es-
chatological viewpoint. His leading idea is 
neither the progression toward fulfilment 
(sic) nor the cosmic cycle of a merely natural 
growth and decay, but a historicocyclic pro
gression from corso to ricorso in which the 

83. 

84. 

85. 

Ibid., pp. 124-26. 

Ibid., pp. 132-34. 

Ibid., p. 132. 



175 

cycle itself has providential significance by 
being an ultimate remedy for man's corrupted 
nature .... Vico's perspective is still 
a theological one, but the means of providence 
and salvation are in themselves historiconatural 
ones. History as seen by Vico has a prehistoric 
beginning but no end and fulfilment (sic), and 
yet is ruled by providence for the sake of man
kind. 86 

In other words, while he granted time an important place, a 

necessary place, Vico nevertheless subordinated it to a 

force, whether thought of as God, Fate or Providence, which 

gave it its meaning. History was supremely necessary, yet 

not supreme. 

But Vico was hardly typical of the "enlightened" 

century. Unfortunately for the psychological and intel

lectual well-being of the West, thinkers like Voltaire, 

Turgot and Condorcet along with nineteenth century suc

cessors such as Comte, Proudhon and other believers in 

progress, opened the door still wider to historicism. By 

the eighteenth century, Lowith recognized, the issue had 

been reduced to a struggle between the proponents of un

timely providence on the one hand and historical progres-

sivism on the other. Men who tried to mediate between 

these extremes, such as Vico and later Hegel, were pushed 

into the background. And, once the philosophes had gained 

a wide audience, the way to pessimism and despair was 

opened. For to the "typical rationalists of the seventeenth 

86. Ibid., p. 135. 
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and eighteenth centuries, progress IwasJ an indefinite 

advance toward more and more reasonableness, more and more 

freedom, more and more happiness, because time [was] not 

8 7 
yet fulfilled." The end and purpose of life was no 

longer to reach out beyond philosophy by recognizing the 

limitations of metaphysics, but rather had become mere 

existence in time. 

Lo'with concentrated his attention on the most 

formidable of the philosophes, Voltaire. Most of the 

representative thinkers of the Enlightenment remained, 

whether they knew it or not, essentially conservative in 

their view of time even though they "narrowed it down by 

secularizing divine providence into human prevision and 

8 8 
progress." Concorcet's secular faith in progress, for 

example, was clearly born of the "Christian hope of 

89 
becoming perfect." Turgot, despite his intense secu

larism, retained a view of history derived from and de-

90 
pendent upon Christianity. But Voltaire, "too intelligent 

91 to overwork the idea of progress," inaugurated a 

87. Ibid., p. 60. 

88. Ibid,, p. 103. 

89. Ibid., p. 92. 

90. Ibid., pp. 100-101. 

91. Ibid., p. Ill. 
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philosophy of history which freed it from the theological 

frame of reference. In Voltaire's thinking, Lowith found, 

"God has retired from history; he may still reign, but he 

92 does not govern by intervention." Providence, in con

tradistinction to Vico, was pushed so far into the back

ground as to be no longer necessary. Man had lost his 

guide into a future now fraught with decay and accident. 

Thus the most celebrated of the Enlightened rationalists, 

despite his outwardly cheerful demeanor, was the father 

of modern nihilism. Because of Voltaire, time was flattened, 

reduced to an endless succession of moments receeding at a 

dizzying pace into oblivion. 

Eschatology, however, hardly died out after 

Voltaire. It was kept alive by the atheistic secularists 

of the next century, men like Marx, Proudhon, and, even 

93 
Nietzsche. But it was a soul imprisoned in a withered 

and dying body. Comte's positive philosophy served Ltfwith 

as a means of indicating this new confusion which became 

characteristic after Voltaire. For Comte, the "law of 

progressive evolution [merely] replaces the function of 

providential government, perverting the secret provision 

of providence into a scientific provision" and he, like 

92. Ibid., p. 107. 

93. Ibid., p. 65. 
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Condorcet and Turgot, failed to recognize the extent to 

which his was a religion based upon the Christian expecta-

94 tion of a better future. Thus, for all of his revolu

tionary ardor, the first "positivist" was, in fact, a 

traditionalist trying to unite antithetical viewpoints to 

the detriment, ultimately, of both. His was a "one-

dimensional" mind which failed, as have so many modern 

minds, to recognize that the acceptance of time and progress 

95 was an acceptance of nihilism. Comte was a goal-oriented 

thinker who failed to realize that time itself was the 

great enemy of the teleological perspective. 

In From Hegel to Nietzsche, LBwith, as previously 

emphasized, had been highly critical of Hegel, having 

presented him as the progenitor of modern historicism. By 

1949, however, his opinion of Hegel had evolved consider

ably. Now Hegel was seen as "the last philosopher whose 

immense historical sense was still restrained and disci

plined by the Christian tradition," distinguished from 

St. Augustine in principle only in as much as Hegel interp

reted "the Christian religion in terms of speculative 

96 reason, and providence as 'cunning reason.'" Here we 

94. Ibid., pp. 83-84. 

95. Ibid,, pp. 82-89. 

96. Ibid., p. 57. 



179 

find Hegel described as the philosopher of "permanent 

97 
change," whose major concern was not history, but rather 

the supra-temporal realm of Spirit. Historical time was, 

for Hegel, little more than the means of the worldls 

spiritualization, However necessary, it was not considered 

all-encompassing. Seen in the broader perspective of the 

Western tradition as a whole, Hegel must, L&with now con

cluded, be understood as a culture hero of the stature of 

Goethe and Burckhardt. 

If his opinion of Hegel had changed, however, 

LSwith's antipathy toward Karl Marx remained intact. Marx, 

9 8 the philosopher with "an immense historical sense," was 

now seen as the most radical futurist, a man of messianic 

9 9  faith m txme-to-be and things to be hoped for. Marxism 

was presented as an anomoly, a materialistic philosophy 

immersed within a Utopian faith in the future. Marx, the 

great atheist of modern times, was the prophet of future 

fulfillment and salvation. "Historical materialism is 

essentially, though secretly, a history of fulfilment (sic) 

and salvation in terms of social economy.""''^ In comparison 

97. Ibid., p. 57. 

98. Ibid., p. 33. 

99. Ibid., p. 44. 

100. Ibid., p. 45. 
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with St. Augustine, Vico, and even Hegel, Marx's ideas were 

not only superficial but also confused. 

Marxism ... in spite of its emphasis upon ma
terial conditions, maintains the original ten
sion of a transcendental faith over against the 
existing world, while Hegel, to whom faith was 
only a mode of Vernunft or Vernehmen, had, at 
a critical turningpoint in his intellectual 
history, decided to reconcile himself to the 
world as it is: existing, real, and reasonable. 
Compared with Marx, the greater realist is Hegel. 

Hegel thus became a philosopher of the eternal present, much 

like Goethe, while Marx was confined to time and to history. 

Passing again to Nietzsche, Lt5with arrived at 

nearly the same conclusion offered in From Hegel to 

102 
Nietzsche. Again, Nietzsche was seen almost exclusively 

in terms of his thoughts about time and history: ". . .to 

Nietzsche himself the doctrine of eternal recurrence was 

103 the fundamental xssue of his philosophy." And, again, 

he was presented as a failure who tried unsuccessfully to 

amalgamate the antithetical ideas of the eternal return 

and the Ubermensch. Nietzsche's paganism was, in reality, 

Lftwith argued, no paganism at all but rather "essentially 

Christian, by being anti-Christian;" for its part, 

101. Ibid., p. 51. 

102. The consideration of Nietzsche does not appear 
as an integral part of the text of Lfjwith' s Meaning in 
History, but it is appended as an afterthought; op. cit., 
pp. 214-22. 

103. Ibid., p. 214. 
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Zarathustra was "from cover to cover a countergospel in 

104 style as well as content." Nietzsche, in other words, 

in his desperate search for a way out of nihilism, attempted 

the impossible when he sought to harmonize the classical 

and the Christian experiences. He ended up suspended 

between two viable answers and his final "answer," eternal 

return, was no answer at all, failing as it did both the 

philosophical and the psychological tests. Because "the 

will to eternalize the chance existence of the modern ego 

[didj not fit into the assertion of the eternal cycle of 

105 the natural world," Nietzsche was driven to despair. 

No other outcome of his philosophy was possible. 

Lowith found Spengler and Toynbee, despite their 

classical veneer, to be equally ambivalent. Spengler's 

writings seemed, at first glance, to be devoid of his-

toricism: historical cultures were seen to be pre

determined by cyclical necessity and history was not 

moving toward any end or goal, other than "death." But 

when "Spengler goes on to define his supreme concept of 

'destiny,' he introduces a notion of a noncyclical, 'his

torical' time, directed toward the future." His "historical" 

sense was the "sense of the future" peculiar to the Faustian 

104, Ibid., p. 220. 

105. Ibid., p. 222. 



182 

Weltanschauung, which was "dynamic and infinite, in con

trast to the static finiteness of classical Apollinian 

culture. For Spengler, Lowith concluded, "destiny" 

lacked the element of reconciliation and passive acceptance 

of the world and inevitability which had characterized the 

Greeks. He was, like Nietzsche, too much the son of modern 

culture to resolve successfully the problem of natural 

versus historical destiny. He, too, was fatefully divided 

between the classical and the Christian, blessed with the 

strength of neither and the weaknesses of both. 

Toynbee was similarly found wanting. For like 

Spengler, he tries "to establish a recurrent rhythm of 

life cycles" but "at the same time, he wants to extract 

from this historiconatural process a definite purpose and 

107 
meanxng." His manner of achieving this differed from 

Spengler1s. For Toynbee, civilizations rise and fall, 

their patterns of existence determined by the rhythm of 

disintegration; yet religions, especially the Christian 

religion, were considered by him to be much more than 

mere expressions of culture and civilization. Religions 

remained genuinely transcendental forces which might enjoy 

continuity in and through history. Religious time was 

106. Ibid«, p. 12. 

107. Ibid., pp. 12-13. 
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qualitative time with direction and purpose. Thus Toynbee 

would have both the empirical and the metaphysical reali

ties, But, Lo'with concluded, "Toynbee is neither an em-

10 8 
pirical historian nor a good theologian." For in no 

way can his conception of Christianity as the greatest 

"new" event in the history of man be adjusted to the 

classical conception of growth and inevitable decay, or 

of cyclical return. Ultimately, he was divided as much as 

his predecessors. In the final analysis, Lowith argued, 

man's "belief has no bearing upon his historical conscious

ness, for he is much more under the spell of naturalistic 

109 and secular thinking than he realizes." 

The only modern historian to fare well in Meaning 

in History was, once again, Burckhardt. In contrast to 

Hegel, the Swiss thinker never made the futile attempt to 

impose reason upon history. Nor was he gripped by the 

modern illustion of progress. His was a limited view which 

found that temporal meaning was dependent on man himself 

and his creative potential. For Burckhardt, man himself 

was the fount of whatever perpetuity existed in history. 

Continuity as understood by [Burckhardt] is 
more than mere going on, and it is less than pro
gressive development. It is less than progressive 
because it does not imply the complacent assumption 

108. Ibid,, p. 14, 

109. Ibid., p. 15. 
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that the whole process of history has the purpose 
of leading up to our contemporary mediocrity as 
its goal and fulfilment (sic). According to 
Burckhardt, man's mind and soul were complete 
long ago. And continuity is more than mere going 
on, because it implies a conscious effort in re
membering and renewing our heritage, instead of 
merely accepting the cake of custom. Conscious 
historical continuity constitutes tradition and 
frees us in relation to it. The only people who 
renounce the privilege of historical consciousness 
are primitive and civilized barbarians.HO 

In Burckhardt, in other words, LSwith, like Hesse, found a 

means of confronting time creatively without feeling the 

need to ignore it altogether. 

But, ultimately, even Burckhardt failed to measure 

up to Lbwith's new standards. His belief in continuity now 

appeared to be not enough, a "poor reminder of a fuller 

notion of meaning." For LtSwith had by now moved on to a 

radical rejection of time and history far removed from his 

earlier view. For all of its moderation and veneration of 

spirit, Burckhardt's hope had become nothing more than "the 

futile hope of modern historicism that historical rela

tivism will cure itself." And this hope, accordingly, was 

now seen as being "foreign to wisdom and faith," especially 

the latter. History, however it might be treated, was now 

viewed as a source of despair and universal contingency. 

The problem of history as a whole is un
answerable within its own perspective. His
torical processes as such do not bear the least 

110. Ibid,, pp. 21-22. 
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evidence of a comprehensive and ultimate meaning. 
History as such has no outcome. There never has 
been and there never will be an immanent solution 
to the problem of history, for man's historical 
experience is one of steady failure . . . . 

As another contemporary anti-historicist, John T. Marcus, 

has argued: . . when history as a whole seems futile, 

the notion of coherent purpose in the individual is 

shattered, and each event seems an isolated, purposeless 

112 phenomenon in the abyss of time." 

If this were the extent of the problem, if history 

or contingency only frustrated man by rendering his ac

tivities necessarily futile, things would be bad enough and 

there would be ample cause for despair. But Lowith, like 

Hannah Arendt, detected something else about the historical 

process, a frightening dimension unknown to Burckhardt 

because it became manifest only in the twentieth century. 

The philosophy of history has become a more funda
mental concern than ever before, because history 
itself has become more radical. Not only have the 
innovations by natural science accelerated the 
speed and expanded the range of sociohistorical 
movements and changes, but they have made nature 
a highly controllable element in man's historical 
adventure. By means of natural science we are 
now, as never before, "making" history, and yet 

111. Ibid., p. 191. 

112. John T. Marcus, Heaven, Hell, and History: 
A Survey of Man's Faith in History from Antiquity to the 
Present (New York: Macmillan, 1967), p. 4. 
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we are overwhelmed by it because history was 
emancipated itself from its ancient and 
Christian boundaries 

Thus the dilemma was posed: man, in order to achieve in~ 

tellectual and psychological health, in fact to regain his 

capacity for true spirit, must somehow "forget" history; 

and, yet, history itself had become autonomous and supremely 

dangerous. Man, if he were to survive, Lowith concluded, 

must both ignore and dominate time. 

In Meaning in History, then, LtJwith seemed to have 

arrived at a state of overwhelming despair. Whatever 

meaning he found in history was tenuous and ephemeral for 

meaning without history had been excluded from man's horizon 

of possibility by history itself. Indeed, it seemed "hope-

114 less to look forward to better times in the future." 

Man was now in limbo, suspended between reason and faith, 

optimism and pessimism, complexity and the void. "The 

modern mind has not made up its mind whether it should be 

Christian or pagan. It sees with one eye of faith and one 

of reason. Hence its vision is necessarily dim in comparison 

115 with either the Greek or biblical thinking." If man were 

to prevail, to regain a faith in absolutes, naive or 

113. Lowith, Meaning in History, op. cit., p. 194. 

114. Ibid., p. 204. 

115. Ibid., p. 207. 
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otherwise, he would have to find, LSwith. concluded, a 

radical alternative to history. It was to this task that 

he set himself after 1949. 

Whatever validity a description of Lt5with as a 

Christian thinker has, depended clearly upon Meaning in 

History. Of all the books and essays, it was clearly the 

one most religious in tone and purpose. But, after 1949, 

a new perspective, more dependent upon classical naturalism, 

began to emerge."''"''^ Nature, with its ever-recurring cycle, 

was increasingly seen as the most valid source of permanence 

and temporal transcendence. Thus Lowith embarked upon a 

profound re-evaluation of the modern concept of nature, a 

task which occupied his attention completely. A misplaced 

understanding of the natural world began to emerge in the 

later works as the real source of contemporary frustration 

117 and despair and ultimately of historicism itself. The 

result was provocative: nature appeared revitalized, 

116. The most important of the later works being: 
Wissen, Glauben und Skepsis (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und 
Ruprecht, 1956); Heidegger, Denker in dlirftiger Ze.it, op. 
cit.; Gesammelte Abhandlunqen zur Kritik dor geschichtlichen 
Existenz (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1960); Nature, History, 
and Existentialism, op. cit.; and Gott, Mensch und Welt in 
der Metaphysik von Descartes bis zu Nietzsche (GSttingen: 
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1967). 

117. For an illuminating discussion of Lcwith's 
views on modern naturalism, its origins in the scientific 
and philosophical "revolution of the seventeenth century, 
and its relation to historicism, see Arnold Levison's intro
duction to Nature, History, and Existentialism, op. cit., 
pp, xv-xl. 
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transformed from the stunted extension of human awareness 

and existential consciousness into something more vivifying 

and compelling. Nature was increasingly viewed as the 

necessary condition of all human experience. 

Lowith concluded that contemporary existentialism 

and the despair associated with it stemmed from a develop

ment which seemed far removed from any existential concern 

over self: "... we 'exist' (in the sense of existen

tialism) because we are lost in the universe of modern 

118 natural science." And yet the existentialists them

selves, with the exception of Pascal, have understood 

human existence as something apart from nature. 

The "world" which Sartre, Heidegger, and 
Kierkegaard describe and analyze concretely is 
neither a living cosmos nor a creation, nor is 
it the universe of mathematical physics. It is 
our world of selfhood and inter-human relations 
within an anonymous mass-society - it is a world 
without nature. With Sartre, nature is an opaque 
en-soi, over against the pour-soi of human exis
tence, and accessible only in the natural appetites 
of the human body. In Heidegger, nature is sub
sumed under the lowest category of the merely 
"extant," in distinction to the human Dasein which 
can exist and have a world. 

In other words, modern existentialism, and with it his-

toricism, understood little of its true origins. The 

"denaturation of human life to a historical existence 

118. Lowith, "Man Between Infinities," Ibid., 
p. 102. 

119. Ibid., p. 103. 
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did not . . , arise with jmodern historicism and existen-

120 tialxsm, but with modern natural science." 

The way out of time, Lowith consequently concluded, 

lay not in a direct frontal assault upon existentialism, 

but rather in a critical re-evaluation of modern scientific 

naturalism. "So-called historicism cannot be overcome 

without questioning its older counterpart, modern natural 

121 science." Modern science, whatever its material benefits 

and despite its capacity to ease the physical burdens of 

man, was by definition relativistic and bound to process. 

Modern physical science is a power which changes 
and destroys tradition; since it never ceases to 
move forward, it cannot leave things as they are. 
For us, history is no longer the occurrence of 
change within a world that has a stable natural 
order, but everything which, for us, is the world ^2 
is drawn [by science] into the historical process. 

Descartes, who "laid the philosophical foundations of modern 

natural science" by dividing reality between nature, of which 

true and certain knowledge thought to be possible, and his-

123 tory, of which nothing could m fact be known, ironically 

must be blamed along with his successors for the emergence 

120. Lowith, "Nature, History, and Existen
tialism," Ibid,, p. 24, 

121. Ibid., p, 20. 

122. Lowith, "The Fate of Progress," Ibid., p. 153. 

123. LOwith, "Nature, History, and Existen
tialism," Ibid., p. 17. 
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124 
of histoncism. If man were to be saved from time, 

Lo'with insisted that an alternative to modern scientific 

naturalism must be found. 

Lo'with's critique of contemporary naturalism can 

be rather simply described. Basically, he begins with a 

rather surprising proposition: perhaps natural science 

has not actually arrived at an accurate picture of the 

world. Our view of nature has certainly changed dramatically 

oyer the last few centuries but, he wonders, does nature 

itself change in any significant way? Might we not be 

wiser to recognize that "in the end, the world itself is 

. . , probably still today as Heracleitus . . . and 

125 Nietzsche . , . described it . . .?" However extreme 

and contrived such an argument might appear, it must, con

cludes Dr. Lowith, be considered because the alternative is 

the abyss of contemporary nihilism. 

. . . how can one feel at home in a universe 
which is conceived as the chance result of sta
tistical probabilities and which is said to have 
come into existence through an explosion? Such 

124. LcJwith, "Die Dynamik der Geschichte und der 
Historismus," Eranos Jahrbuch, Vol. XXI (Zllrich; Rhein-
verlag, 1952), p. 79. 

125. Lowith, "Der Weltbegriff der neuzeitlichen 
Philosophier" in Sitzungsberichte der Heidelberqer Akademie 
der Wissenschaften (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 19 6 0)^ p. 
22; quoted in Riesterer, Karl L5with's View of History, 
op. cit., pp. 85-86, 
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a uniyerse cannot inspire confidence or sympathy, 
nor can it give orientation and meaning to man's 
existence in it ... . Such a universe can per
haps be figured out, but it is no longer imagin
able, and the scientist who calculates it does 
not live in it as a human person.126 

We cannot, as human beings, thrive on the terrible insights 

of modern science; therefore, whatever their objective 

validity, we must learn to live without them. 

Thus Lcfwith finally arrived at the existential 

"leap" into meaning, however absurd or irrational its 

premises. His logical efforts to transcend time had failed. 

He had analyzed the roots of historicism and studied the 

"alternatives" but had not arrived at his goal, a suitable 

point from which to refute time. Modern science and his

toricism were repudiated, not because they were wrong, but 

because they were judged to be inhuman and because each 

called for a radical alteration of the traditional view of 

man in the West. Having understood this, L'o'with stated the 

tenuous nature of his affirmation as follows: 

If there is a historical and theoretical al
ternative to modern existentialism, one has only 
the choice of understanding the world and man's 
place in it either as an immutable natural order 
. . . or as divine creation. Either choice would 
indeed be persuasive since one cannot wish to 
remain forever nailed on the cross of contingency, 
absurdity and total displacement. But choosing 
between the one or the other . . . would still 

126. LcJwith, "Nature, History, and Existentialism," 
Nature, History, and Existentialism, op. cit., pp. 28-29. 
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be an existential attitude and decision and there-
fore contradictory to the chosen world-view.127 

Despite this recognition, despite his understanding 

128 the "we cannot choose not to be modern," LcJwith seems to 

take exactly this course. His works of the last decade and 

one-half reflect this tendency. Man is, as before, seen as 

a being thrown into a universe which he cannot comprehend, 

one which "has no center and no limits ... an infinite 

universe of indefinite limits [which] has no place for a 

129 finite man." And yet man, unique among nature's 

creatures, can somehow bend the universe to his will if 

only he will choose to do so: "Man alone, of all living 

creatures, can cultivate, pervert and negate . . . nature." 

We are "nature and we are history and therefore we can 

understand the one as well as the other . . . ." Man can, 

if he so wills, "cultivate nature" and incorporate it once 

again into his world. 

Yet that would require a radical reordering of 

human priorities. Since the "beginning of the industrial 

revolution, [man has] placed nature in the service of human 

127. Lowith, "Heidegger: Problem and Background,11 
Ibid., p. 49. 

128. Ibid. 

129. Lbwith, "Man Between Infinities," Ibid., 
p. 105. 

130. LfcSwith, "Die Dynamik," op. cit., p. 254. 
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history," imposing progress upon nature and distorting the 

131 
wor If we are to survive, according to Lowith, this 

att ide must change. "As long as we do not thoroughly 

revise our whole relation to the world and time but still 

presuppose that the world of nature is there for the purpose 

of man . . .  it is hard t o  envisage a ny possible c hange i n  

132 the dilemma of progress." Only when the idea of "prog

ress," and the technological assault upon nature which has 

accompanied that idea, give way to a more enlightened 

naturalism, only when nature again becomes a source of 

permanence and harmony, can the everlasting present become 

an existential reality. Then the problem of time "would 

lose the significance it has for us if there were something 

like an everlasting universal time in which new things are 

133 continuously created and old things pass away." 

In the final analysis, then, Lowith derives solace 

from a contemporary, secular version of Pascal's "wager." 

Whether the "everlasting time" of nature is real or not, it 

is humanly necessary; and, since the current questions 

131. Karl Lowith, Permanence and Change: Lectures 
on the Philosophy of History (Cape Town, South Africa: 
Haum, 1969), p. 9. These lectures were delivered in 1963, 
but not published in their entirity until 1969. 

132. Ibid. , p. 80; also see "The E'ate of Progress," 
Nature, History, and Existentialism, op. cit., p. 161. 

133. Ibid. 
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seem to yield the wrong answers, why not, by an act of will, 

ask new questions? Why not, in fine, recognize that our 

experience of time and nothingness has led nowhere and that, 

while the problem cannot be logically or scientifically 

resolved, it can be transcended? 

If, ultimately, the history of mankind is an 
aimless movement, devoid of any purpose, then, 
by the standard of meaning looked for, it would 
indeed be meaningless or senseless. But the 
term senselessness is as ambiguous as that of 
godlessness. It may mean that history has no 
sense; it can, however, also mean something 
positive, namely, that we have got rid of the 
whole problem of sense or nonsense, that we 
are rid of it because we do not credit history 
with giving such sense and meaning to the life 
of man . . . . ̂  

Time and history have led only to a spiritual void. 

But man, merely because he has found bridge-building to be 

beyond his powers, does not have to descend into hell. He 

could, if he desired to do so, move beyond modernity. Per

haps, after that, he might forget where he had been, and 

historicism would appear as little more than an antiquarian 

curiousity. According to Lowith's present state of mind, 

man might escape from a time which has not only posed 

"false" questions but given inhuman answers as well. 

134. Ibid. , pp. 35-36. 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

However great their differences, Hesse, Arendt and 

Lc5with clearly share what has been called the "sense of an 

ending,""*" the realization, widespread among Western intel

lectuals since Nietzsche, that our civilization has suffered 

so great a series of intellectual and spiritual crises in 

the twentieth century that its very existence has been 

called into serious doubt. And yet each is very much com

mitted to the past, to the assumptions and values which 

set Western civilization apart; this past is the point 

of reference in all of their works, however radical they 

might appear when considered individually. Each is, in 

effect, a cultural conservative who admires the established 

ways and beliefs and laments their passing. For Hesse, 

this "alienation" from the past is best expressed in the 

experiences of his "outsiders," who yearn for the spiritu-

alith and meaning-orientation of past ages. For Arendt, 

it is the bathos and the "banality" which makes almost 

inevitable if not totalitarian rule itself, then almost 

1. Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies 
in the Theory of Fiction (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1967). 
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196 

certainly "the revolt of the masses." And for L8with, it 

is historicism which continues to corrode the Western mind. 

Their "cultural despair" is by no means unique, 

especially among Germans. It might be said that no other 

people in the twentieth century has been more aware of and 

influenced by the demise of traditional absolutes and 

standards. The thinkers in question are distinguished 

not by their rejection of contemporary culture (while im

portant and interesting in their own right, none of their 

criticisms can be called unique) but rather by their varying 

degrees of unwillingness to accept the consequences of 

their own thought. None of them has been able, despite 

having very good reasons for doing so, to surrender to what 

Camus called the "benign indifference of the universe," 

the sudden "silence" and immensity of the once warm and 

comfortable cosmos which sustained and inspired past dis

coveries of meaning and purpose. It was this refusal to 

live without consolation that inspired and formed the basis 

of their works. 

Yet each had ample reason for doing so. As another 

of their countrymen, himself an exile from Hitler's Germany, 

put it, conditions of life in the twentieth century, es

pecially the "overwhelming temporality of our life," have 

led inevitably to a spiritual void, to "man without 
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2 
values." With a directness avoided by Lo'with and only 

rarely approximated by Hesse and Arendt, Erich Kahler has 

described the contemporary "abyss." 

Long periods of rationalism and empiricism have 
pushed the [timeless] divine farther and farther 
back behind ever-growing scientific, technological 
and economic material, behind the manifold orders 
of intermediary causations and evolutionary proc
esses. Indeed, the divine has been shoved beyond 
and into the very rear of one huge single process 
of continuous creation which, starting from a 
dynamic "expanding" universe of gaseous stars and 
nuclear transformations, proceeds through natural 
selection of living forms to a thoroughly explored 
social evolution of man. We no longer live our 
days in nearness to the divine; we do no sense 
its permanent presence in every form of nature as 
the ancients did, or medieval man amidst his dog
matic cosmos. The [permanent] has been banished 
into a far-removed sphere of vagueness and silence. 
Such silence and absence of permanence have been 
bitterly felt by various modern minds . . . .^ 

None of the "moderns," German or not, have felt and expressed 

this bitterness more deeply than Hesse, Arendt and Lo'with. 

And yet none of them seemed willing or able to ex

plore truly the concomitant question: what of man in the 

future now that the past had come to appear so remote from 

the present? How would men order and give "meaning" to 

their lives, now that the demise which they so adequately 

chronicled seemed to have run its course? None was able to 

2. Erich Kahler, The Tower and the Abyss: An 
Inquiry Into the Transformation of Man (New York: Viking, 
1967), pp. 184-224. 

3. Ibid,, p. 195. 
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offer more than a vague and extremely questionable hope that 

somehow history would change its course, that a "miracle" 

would intrude upon time. Hesse was left with little more 

than an existential affirmation of life after spiritual 

bankruptcy. Arendt held to her great individuals immersed 

in the darkest of times, Lfiwith seemed to have developed 

a conception of nature more Oriental than Western. Each 

seemed frustrated. 

Perhaps, as Nietzsche's fate implied, their's was 

a quest doomed to failure from the beginning. Perhaps they 

would have been wiser to abandon the search for meaning 

when it became evident where it was leading to such prob

lematic conclusions. The most important and creative 

social theorists of the twentieth century (Freud, Weber, 

Camus, Mann and, most recently, Philip Rieff, to name only 

a few) have taken this step and tried to confront our 

spiritual bankruptcy more directly. This conclusions have 

not been optimistic, but neither must they necessarily lead 

to the universal despair envisioned by Lb'with, Arendt and 

Hesse. 

Possibly the most sophisticated exploration of 

contemporary life without meaning or consolation in Thomas 

Mann's Doctor Faustus, beside which Camus' Stranger, 

Beckett's Waiting for Godot, and all of the other documents 

of twentieth century despair appear pale and superficial. 
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In his allegory Mann clearly goes far beyond Hesse, Lowith 

and Arendt by presenting human life suddenly bereft not 

only of enriching symbolic structures, of permanence and 

stability, but also of meaning itself. Mann's vision is of 

a time-haunted man and his equally time-bound civilization 

being drawn inevitably into the depths. It is not an 

emotionally satisfying vision, but one whose probity is 

compelling. 

Mann's paragon of musical and cultural sensitivity, 

Adrian Leverktihn, seeks, early in the tale, to escape from 

the arrogance of intellect which bedevils all sensitive men 

in the twentieth century. He searches for, in other words, 

his own "Castalia" set apart from the trials of the ordinary 

world. Like Lowith, he seeks refuge for awhile in theology, 

an effort which might have succeeded in happier, less 

prosaic times. But he soon finds himself little more than 

a tourist browsing through the museum pieces of a tired 

and dying culture. Mann clearly recognized, in other words, 

that, like it or not, the human mind had bred an unavoidable 

consciousness of inhuman realities which laugh in the face 

of all efforts such as Leverkuhn's. 

When he no longer can sustain what he knows to be 

a doomed enterprise, Adrian quits theology for lower pur

suits and asks of his friend Zeitbloom, a naively optimistic 

humanist who clings to the vestiges of Western culture, the 
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great question of the novel and the one which has come to 

transcend all others in importance for Western civiliza

tion. He asks: 

What reverence and what civilizing process born 
of reverence can come from a picture of a vast 
impropriety like this of the exploding universe? 
Absolutely none. Piety, reverence, intellectual 
decency, religious feeling, are only possible 
about men and through men,^and by limitation to 
the earthly and the human. 

It was precisely this limitation which the Western 

experience had rendered obsolete and unconvincing. Lever-

kiihn's theological studies, his brief refusal to reconcile 

himself to the death of God, was doomed from the beginning. 

I fled from this exaggerated sense of the comic 
into theology, in the hope that it would give 
relief to the tickling - only to find there too 
a legion of ludicrous absurdities. Why does 
almost everything seem to me like its own parody? 
Why must I think that almost all, no, all the 
methods and conventions of art today are good 
for parody only?5 

It was the existence of, indeed the preeminence of, this 

"legion of ludicrous absurdities" which Lowith, and to a 

lesser degree, Hesse and Arendt, refused to acknowledge. 

It is this disillusionment which leads Adrian back 

to his music. But he returns not as one who would honor its 

beauties and harmonies but rather as a pall bearer. He is 

4. Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus, op. cit., pp, 
272-73. 

5. Ibid., p. 134. 



201 

a towering and original genius emerging at the end of an 

exhausted and emasculated tradition who, whatever his 

desires, can only ridicule and destroy. Since creative 

affirmation is no longer possible, the composer faces a 

curious prospect: he can, like Hesse, Arendt and Lb'with, 

lament what is no longer possible; he can content himself 

with parody and his own ironic detachment; or, he can break 

through to an entirely new kind of order - in this case the 

"order" of SchtJnberg' s twelve-tone system - antithetical 

to the past. It is the last course which he ultimately 

chooses. And, in the process of doing so, he takes the 

step which Hesse, Lt5with and Arendt refused to take and 

consciously goes beyond not only the Western musical tradi

tion itself but also, and more importantly, beyond the 

Western spirit as it has been understood since Socrates. 

Yet another refugee from Nazi totalitarianism has 

explored the meaning of Mann's allegory for traditional 

culture. 

The musician Leverkuhn, Thomas Mann's Dr. Faustus, 
has like the epoch whose music he composes, des
paired of any pre-established harmonies between 
the human mind and the truth of the world; and 
having lost any such faith, he exists in a state 
of total despair. Not for him the music of 

6. Strictly speaking, Leverktlhn's effort to break 
with the musical past goes far beyond that of Schonberg 
who, though one of the most radical Western composers, 
retained an emphasis upon order, however revolutionary 
that order might appear. 
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"subjective harmony," the music of souls sup
ported by the metaphysical assurance that in 
their depths they mirror the eternal and sublime 
verities of Creation. For Leverkuhn, life, to 
its very core, that is, to its innermost void, 
is absurd and chaotic; and if the human mind 
goes on, absurdly and yet stubbornly, to insist 
upon some semblance of order, this order has to 
be constructed from nothing by the sheer obstinacy 
of the abstractly logical imagination. Therefore, 
this imagination reflects only itself and not some 
dreamt-of consonance between the self and cosmic 
harmonies, Beethoven was mistaken; and so Lever
ktihn announces his desperate plan to compose a 
piece of music that would take back, "unwrite," 
the greatest of all musical celebrations of the 
"subjective harmony," the Ninth Symphony: the 
Ninth Symphony is not true, or true no more. But 
if it is not true, then neither is Goethe's Faust, 
the poetic equivalent in subjective harmony to 
that choral dithyramb; and just as Thomas Mann 
makes his composer revoke the Ninth Symphony, so 
he himself revokes Goethe's Faust by writing the 
book of Faust's damnation.^ 

Thus Mann's composer entered the domain of the Devil. 

And what did he find there?: "Time you have taken from us," 
O 

noted the Devil, "a genius's time, high-flying time." It 

was time that became the very essence of the composer's 

experience; he was inspired by time, coddled by it and 

finally damned to insanity and death by its endless march. 

And, perhaps most significantly, it was time that deprived 

Adrian of his most precious possession, his capacity to 

love and relate to other people. Rather than love and 

7. Erich Heller, The Artist's Journey Into the 
Interior, op. cit., pp. 39-40. 

8. Mann, Doctor Faustus, op. cit., p. 248. 
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other lesser virtues or values which have made civilized 

life possible, Leverkuhn found a new and horrifying standard 

thrust upon him, nature itself. Rather than, as for L8with 

and for Hesse, a source of permanence and inspiration, 

nature was dark and unimaginable. Glimpsed first in his 

father's strange experiments and later in his own symbolic 

account of an imaginary descent into the ocean's furthest 

reaches and in his astronomical speculations, Adrian's 

nature became utterly devoid of any human consolation. And 

yet he could not, despite his anguish, avoid what his 

relentless intellect had brought him. Leverkllhn admonished 

the incredulous Zeitbloom: 

So you are against the works and against physical 
nature, from which man comes and with him his in
corporeal part, which in the end does occur in 
other parts of the cosmos. Physical creation, 
this monstrosity of a world set-up, so annoying to 
you, is incontestably the premise for the moral, 
without which it would have no soil.^ 

Mann thus discovered and explored the possibility of 

life without metaphysical consolation. His intellectual 

honesty would permit no shirking of this conclusion. Life 

was meaningless, apart from purpose and, worst of all, un

musical to its very core. Mann, because of his famous 

capacity for irony, was able, apparently, to incorporate 

this insight into his life without at the same time selling 

9, Ibid., p. 273. 
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his soul to Satan. No doubt Hesse, Arendt and Lowith might 

have done the same. But each of them concluded that 

civilization could not survive such a crisis of belief, 

could not exist without the context of comforting chain 

of meaning. And so they refused to journey, like Mann, 

into the netherland. 

This refusal is, at once, the source of their 

greatness and their undoing. For whether one likes it or 

not, the pressing question of contemporary intellectual 

history is no longer Dostoevsky's "Can civilized men 

believe?" It is rather: "Can men who no longer believe 

be civilized?" Ernst Nolte, Josef Pieper and many others 

give good reason for suspecting that the answer must be 

negative. Yet one cannot simply retreat from the ques

tion. It is because they do ultimately retreat that Hesse, 

Arendt and Lowith must be judged as failures. Their various 

attempts to escape from time and modernity must be seen 

properly as frantic retreats in the face of a superior 

foe. As analysts of contemporary despair they have few 

equals; as prophets of a new order, or a tolerable disorder, 

they fail. 

10. See Ernst Nolte, Three Faces of Fascism, trans. 
Leila Vennewitz (New York: Holt, 1966), and Josef Pieper, 
Leisure: The Basis of Culture, op. cit. and The End of 
Time; A .Meditation on the Philosophy of History, trans. 
Michael Bullock (London: Faber, 1954). 
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Carlsson, Anni, "Gingo Balboa," Neue Schweizer Rundschau, 
Neue Folge 15 (1947-1948), pp. 79-87. 
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pp. 175-90. 

Flarman, S, L., "Per Steppenwolf: Hesse's Portrait of the 
Intellectual," Modern Language Quarterly, 15 (1954), 
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Foran, M. N., "Hermann Hesse," Queens Quarterly, 55 (1948), 
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Halpert, Inge D., "Vita Actva and Vita Contemplativa," 
Monatshefte, 53 (1961), pp. 159-66, 
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