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THE HISTORICAL
COMMITMENT OF

PHILOSOPHY

The commitment of analytic philosophy to the mutilated reality
of thought and speech shows forth strikingly in its treatment of
universals. The problem was mentioned before, as part of the
inherent historical and at the same time transcendent, general
character of philosophic concepts. It now requires a more
detailed discussion. Far from being only an abstract question of
epistemology, or a pseudo-concrete question of language and its
use, the question of the status of universals is at the very center
of philosophic thought. For the treatment of universals reveals
the position of a philosophy in the intellectual culture—its
historical function.

Contemporary analytic philosophy is out to exorcize such
"myths" or metaphysical "ghosts" as Mind, Consciousness,
Will, Soul, Self, by dissolving the intent of these concepts into
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statements on particular identifiable operations, performances,
powers, dispositions, propensities, skills, etc. The result shows,
in a strange way, the impotence of the destruction—the ghost
continues to haunt. While every interpretation or translation
may describe adequately a particular mental process, an act of
imagining what I mean when I say "I," or what the priest means
when he says that Mary is a "good girl," not a single one of these
reformulations, nor their sum-total, seems to capture or even
circumscribe the full meaning of such terms as Mind, Will, Self,
Good. These universals continue to persist in common as well as
"poetic" usage, and either usage distinguishes them from the
various modes of behavior or disposition that, according to the
analytic philosopher, fulfill their meaning.

To be sure, such universals cannot be validated by the asser-
tion that they denote a whole which is more and other than its
parts. They apparently do, but this "whole" requires an analysis
of the unmutilated experiential context. If this supra-linguistic
analysis is rejected, if the ordinary language is taken at face
value—that is, if a deceptive universe of general understanding
among people is substituted for the prevailing universe of
misunderstanding and administered communication—then the
incriminated universals are indeed translatable, and their
"mythological" substance can be dissolved into modes of
behavior and dispositions.

However, this dissolution itself must be questioned—not only
on behalf of the philosopher, but on behalf of the ordinary
people in whose life and discourse such dissolution takes place.
It is not their own doing and their own saying; it happens to
them and it violates them as they are compelled, by the "circum-
stances," to identify their mind with the mental processes, their
self with the roles and functions which they have to perform in
their society. If philosophy does not comprehend these pro-
cesses of translation and identification as societal processes—i.e.,
as a mutilation of the mind (and the body) inflicted upon the
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individuals by their society—philosophy struggles only with the
ghost of the substance which it wishes to de-mystify. The mysti-
fying character adheres, not to the concepts of "mind," "self,"
"consciousness," etc. but rather to their behavioral translation.
The translation is deceptive precisely because it translates the
concept faithfully into modes of actual behavior, propensities,
and dispositions and, in so doing, it takes the mutilated and
organized appearances (themselves real enough!) for the reality.

However, even in this battle of the ghosts, forces are called up
which might bring the phony war to an end. One of the disturb-
ing problems in analytic philosophy is that of statements on
universals such as "nation," "state," "the British Constitution,"
"the University of Oxford," "England."' No particular entities
whatsoever correspond to these universals, and still it makes
perfect sense, it is even unavoidable, to say that "the nation" is
mobilized, that "England" declared war, that I studied at the
"University of Oxford." Any reductive translation of such state-
ments seems to change their meaning. We can say that the Uni-
versity is no particular entity over and above its various colleges,
libraries, etc., but is just the way in which the latter are organ-
ized, and we can apply the same explanation, modified, to the
other statements. However, the way in which such things and
people are organized, integrated, and administered operates as an
entity different from its component parts—to such an extent
that it can dispose of life and death, as in the case of the nation
and the constitution. The persons who execute the verdict, if

I See Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, loc. cit., p. 17f. and passim; J. Wisdom,
"Metaphysics and Verification," in: Philosophy and Psycho-Analysis, Oxford 1953;
A. G. N. Flew, Introduction to Logic and Language (First Series), Oxford 1955; D. F.
Pears, "Universals," in ibid., Second Series, Oxford 1959; J. 0. Urmson, Philo-
sophical Analysis, Oxford 1956; B. Russell, My Philosophical Development, New York
1959, p. 223f; Peter Laslett (ed.) Philosophy, Politics and Society, Oxford 1956,
p. 22ff.
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they are identifiable at all, do so not as these individuals but as
"representatives" of the Nation, the Corporation, the University.
The U.S. Congress, assembled in session, the Central Committee,
the Party, the Board of Directors and Managers, the President, the
Trustees, and the Faculty, meeting and deciding on policy are
tangible and effective entities over and above the component
individuals. They are tangible in the records, in the results of
their laws, in the nuclear weapons they order and produce, in the
appointments, salaries, and requirements they establish. Meeting
in assembly, the individuals are the spokesmen (often unaware)
of institutions, influences, interests embodied in organizations.
In their decision (vote, pressure, propaganda)—itself the out-
come of competing institutions and interests—the Nation, the
Party, the Corporation, the University is set in motion, pre-
served, and reproduced—as a (relatively) ultimate, universal
reality, overriding the particular institutions or peoples
subjected to it.

This reality has assumed a superimposed, independent exist-
ence; therefore statements concerning it mean a real universal
and cannot be adequately translated into statements concerning
particular entities. And yet, the urge to try such translation, the
protest against its impossibility indicates that there is something
wrong here. To make good sense, "the nation," or "the Party,"
ought to be translatable into its constituents and components. The
fact that it is not, is a historical fact which gets in the way of
linguistic and logical analysis.

The disharmony between the individual and the social needs,
and the lack of representative institutions in which the indi-
viduals work for themselves and speak for themselves, lead to the
reality of such universals as the Nation, the Party, the Constitu-
tion, the Corporation, the Church—a reality which is not identi-
cal with any particular identifiable entity (individual, group, or
institution). Such universals express various degrees and modes
of reification. Their independence, although real, is a spurious
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one inasmuch as it is that of particular powers which have organ-
ized the whole of society. A retranslation which would dissolve
the spurious substance of the universal is still a desideratum—
but it is a political desideratum.

On croit mourir pour Ia Classe, on meurt pour les gens du
Parti. On croit mourir pour Ia Patrie, on meurt pour les Indus-

triels. On croit mourir pour Ia Liberte des Personnes, on meurt
pour la Liberte des dividendes. On croit mourir pour le Prole-
tariat, on meurt pour sa Bureaucratie. On croit mourir sur
I'ordre d'un Etat, on meurt pour I'Argent qui le tient. On croit
mourir pour une nation, on meurt pour les bandits qui la bail-
lonnent. On croit—mais pourquoi croirait-on dans une ombre
si epaisse? Croire, mourir? quand II s'agit d'apprendre
vivre?'

This is a genuine "translation" of hypostatized universals into
concreteness, and yet it acknowledges the reality of the universal
while calling it by its true name. The hypostatized whole resists
analytic dissolution, not because it is a mythical entity behind
the particular entities and performances but because it is the
concrete, objective ground of their functioning in the given
social and historical context. As such, it is a real force, felt and
exercised by the individuals in their actions, circumstances, and
relationships. They share in it (in a very unequal way); it decides

"They believe they are dying for the Class, they die for the Party boys. They
believe they are dying for the Fatherland, they die for the Industrialists.
They believe they are dying for the freedom of the Person, they the for the
Freedom of the dividends. They believe they are dying for the Proletariat, they
die for its Bureaucracy. They believe they are dying by orders of a State, they die
for the money which holds the State. They believe they are dying for a nation,
they die for the bandits that gag it. They believe—but why would one believe
in such darkness? Believe die?—when it is a matter of learning to live?"
Francois Perroux, La Co-existence pacifique, loc. cit. vol. III, p. 631.
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on their existence and their possibilities. The real ghost is of a
very forcible reality—that of the separate and independent
power of the whole over the individuals. And this whole is not
merely a perceived Gestalt (as in psychology), nor a metaphysical
absolute (as in Hegel), nor a totalitarian state (as in poor
political science)—it is the established state of affairs which
determines the life of the individuals.

However, even if we grant such a reality to these political
universals, do not all the other universals have a very different
status? They do, but their analysis is all too easily kept within the
limits of academic philosophy. The following discussion does
not claim to enter into the "problem of universals," it only tries
to elucidate the (artificially) limited scope of philosophic
analysis and to indicate the need for going beyond these
limits. The discussion will again be focused on substantive
as distinguished from logico-mathematical universals (set,
number, class, etc.), and among the former, on the more abstract
and controversial concepts which present the real challenge to
philosophic thought.

The substantive universal not only abstracts from concrete
entity, it also denotes a different entity. The mind is more and
other than conscious acts and behavior. Its reality might tenta-
tively be described as the manner or mode in which these par-
ticular acts are synthetized, integrated by an individual. One
might be tempted to say a priori synthetized by a "transcendental
apperception," in the sense that the integrating synthesis which
renders the particular processes and acts possible precedes them,
shapes them, distinguishes them from "other minds." Still, this
formulation would do violence to Kant's concept, for the prior-
ity of such consciousness is an empirical one, which includes the
supra-individual experience, ideas, aspirations, of particular
social groups.

In view of these characteristics, consciousness may well be
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called a disposition, propensity, or faculty. It is not one indi-
vidual disposition or faculty among others, however, but in a
strict sense a general disposition which is common, in various
degrees, to the individual members of one group, class, society.
On these grounds, the distinction between true and false con-
sciousness becomes meaningful. The former would synthetize
the data of experience in concepts which reflect, as fully and
adequately as possible, the given society in the given facts. This
"sociological" definition is suggested, not because of any preju-
dice in favor of sociology, but because of the factual ingression
of society into the data of experience. Consequently, the repres-
sion of society in the formation of concepts is tantamount to an
academic confinement of experience, a restriction of meaning.

Moreover, the normal restriction of experience produces a per-
vasive tension, even conflict, between "the mind" and the men-
tal processes, between "consciousness" and conscious acts. If I
speak of the mind of a person, I do not merely refer to his mental
processes as they are revealed in his expression, speech, behavior,
etc., nor merely of his dispositions or faculties as experienced or
inferred from experience. I also mean that which he does not
express, for which he shows no disposition, but which is present
nevertheless, and which determines, to a considerable extent, his
behavior, his understanding, the formation and range of his
concepts.

Thus "negatively present" are the specific "environmental"
forces which precondition his mind for the spontaneous repul-
sion of certain data, conditions, relations. They are present as
repelled material. Their absence is a reality—a positive factor that
explains his actual mental processes, the meaning of his words
and behavior. Meaning for whom? Not only for the professional
philosopher, whose task it is to rectify the wrong that pervades
the universe of ordinary discourse, but also for those who suffer
this wrong although they may not be aware of it—for Joe Doe
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and Richard Roe. Contemporary linguistic analysis shirks this
task by interpreting concepts in terms of an impoverished and
preconditioned mind. What is at stake is the unabridged and
unexpurgated intent of certain key concepts, their function in
the unrepressed understanding of reality—in non-conformist,
critical thought.

Are the remarks just submitted on the reality content of such
universals as "mind" and "consciousness" applicable to other
concepts, such as the abstract yet substantive universals, Beauty,
Justice, Happiness, with their contraries? It seems that the per-
sistence of these untranslatable universals as nodal points of
thought reflects the unhappy consciousness of a divided world
in which "that which is" falls short of, and even denies, "that
which can be." The irreducible difference between the universal
and its particulars seems to be rooted in the primary experience
of the inconquerable difference between potentiality and
actuality—between two dimensions of the one experienced
world. The universal comprehends in one idea the possibilities
which are realized, and at the same time arrested, in reality.

Talking of a beautiful girl, a beautiful landscape, a beautiful
picture, I certainly have very different things in mind. What is
common to all of them—"beauty"—is neither a mysterious
entity, nor a mysterious word. On the contrary, nothing is per-
haps more directly and dearly experienced than the appearance
of "beauty" in various beautiful objects. The boy friend and the
philosopher, the artist and the mortician may "define" it in very
different ways, but they all define the same specific state or
condition—some quality or qualities which make the beautiful
contrast with other objects. In this vagueness and directness,
beauty is experienced in the beautiful—that is, it is seen, heard,
smelled, touched, felt, comprehended. It is experienced almost
as a shock, perhaps due to the contrast-character of beauty,
which breaks the circle of everyday experience and opens (for a
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short moment) another reality (of which fright may be an
integral element). 3

This description is of precisely that metaphysical character
which positivistic analysis wishes to eliminate by translation, but
the translation eliminates that which was to be defined. There
are many more or less satisfactory "technical" definitions of
beauty in aesthetics, but there seems to be only one which pre-
serves the experiential content of beauty and which is therefore
the least exact definition—beauty as a "promesse de bonheur." 4

It captures the reference to a condition of men and things, and to
a relation between men and things which occur momentarily
while vanishing, which appear in as many different forms as there
are individuals and which, in vanishing, manifest what can be.

The protest against the vague, obscure, metaphysical character
of such universals, the insistence on familiar concreteness and
protective security of common and scientific sense still reveal
something of that primordial anxiety which guided the
recorded origins of philosophic thought in its evolution from
religion to mythology, and from mythology to logic; defense
and security still are large items in the intellectual as well as
national budget. The unpurged experience seems to be more
familiar with the abstract and universal than is the analytic
philosophy; it seems to be embedded in a metaphysical world.

Universals are primary elements of experience—universals
not as philosophic concepts but as the very qualities of the world
with which one is daily confronted. What is experienced is, for
example, snow or rain or heat; a street; an office or a boss; love
or hatred. Particular things (entities) and events only appear in
(and even as) a duster and continuum of relationships, as

Rilke, Duineser Elegien, Erste Elegie.
Stendhal
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incidents and parts in a general configuration from which they
are inseparable; they cannot appear in any other way without
losing their identity. They are particular things and events only
against a general background which is more than background—
it is the concrete ground on which they arise, exist, and pass.
This ground is structured in such universals as color, shape,
density, hardness or softness, light or darkness, motion or rest. In
this sense, universals seem to designate the "stuff" of the world:

"We may perhaps define the 'stuff' of the world as what is

designated by words which, when correctly used, occur as sub-
jects of predicates or terms of relations. In that sense, I should
say that the stuff of the world consists of things like whiteness,

rather than of objects having the property of being white."
"Traditionally, qualities, such as white or hard or sweet,

counted as universals, but if the above theory is valid, they are

syntactically more akin to substances."'

The substantive character of "qualities" points to the
experiential origin of substantive universals, to the manner in
which concepts originate in immediate experience. Humboldt's
philosophy of language emphasizes the experiential character of
the concept in its relation to the word; it leads him to assume an
original kinship not only between concepts and words, but also
between concepts and sounds (Laute). However, if the word, as
the vehicle of concepts, is the real "element" of language, it does
not communicate the concept ready-made, nor does it contain
the concept already fixed and "closed." The word merely
suggests a concept, relates itself to a universal.'

' Bertrand Russell, My Philosophical Development (New York, Simon and Schuster,
1959), p. 170-171.
6 Wilhelm v. Humboldt, licher die Verschiedenheit des menschlichen Sprachbaues ... loc. cit.,
p. 197.
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But precisely the relation of the world to a substantive uni-
versal (concept) makes it impossible, according to Humboldt, to
imagine the origin of language as starting from the signification
of objects by words and then proceeding to their combination
(Zusammenfiigung):

In reality, speech is not put together from preceding words,

but quite the reverse: words emerge from the whole of speech

(aus dem Ganzen der Rede). 7

The "whole" that here comes to view must be deared from all
misunderstanding in terms of an independent entity, of a
"Gestalt," and the like. The concept somehow expresses the dif-
ference and tension between potentiality and actuality—identity
in this difference. It appears in the relation between the qualities
(white, hard; but also beautiful, free, just) and the correspond-
ing concepts (whiteness, hardness, beauty, freedom, justice).
The abstract character of the latter seems to designate the more
concrete qualities as part-realizations, aspects, manifestations
of a more universal and more "excellent" quality, which is
experienced in the concrete. 8

And by virtue of this relation, the concrete quality seems to
represent a negation as well as realization of the universal. Snow
is white but not "whiteness"; a girl may be beautiful, even a
beauty, but not "beauty"; a country may be free (in comparison
with others) because its people have certain liberties, but it is not
the very embodiment of freedom. Moreover, the concepts are
meaningful only in experienced contrast with their opposites:
white with not white, beautiful with not beautiful. Negative
statements can sometimes be translated into positive ones:
"black" or "grey" for "not white," "ugly" for "not beautiful."

p. 74-75.
See p. 218.
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These formulations do not alter the relation between the
abstract concept and its concrete realizations: the universal con-
cept denotes that which the particular entity is, and is not. The
translation can eliminate the hidden negation by reformulating
the meaning in a non-contradictory proposition, but the
untranslated statement suggests a real want. There is more in the
abstract noun (beauty, freedom) than in the qualities ("beauti-
ful," "free") attributed to the particular person, thing or condi-
tion. The substantive universal intends qualities which surpass
all particular experience, but persist in the mind, not as a fig-
ment of imagination nor as more logical possibilities but as the
"stuff" of which our world consists. No snow is pure white,
nor is any cruel beast or man all the cruelty man knows—
knows as an almost inexhaustible force in history and
imagination.

Now there is a large class of concepts—we dare say, the philo-
sophically relevant concepts—where the quantitative relation
between the universal and the particular assumes a qualitative
aspect, where the abstract universal seems to designate potenti-
alities in a concrete, historical sense. However "man," "nature,"
"justice," "beauty" or "freedom" may be defined, they syn-
thetize experiential contents into ideas which transcend their
particular realizations as something that is to be surpassed, over-
come. Thus the concept of beauty comprehends all the beauty
not yet realized; the concept of freedom all the liberty not yet
attained.

Or, to take another example, the philosophic concept "man"
aims at the fully developed human faculties which are his dis-
tinguishing faculties, and which appear as possibilities of the
conditions in which men actually live. The concept articulates
the qualities which are considered "typically human." The vague
phrase may serve to elucidate the ambiguity in such philosophic
definitions—namely, they assemble the qualities which pertain
to all men as contrasted with other living beings, and, at the
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same time, are claimed as the most adequate or highest
realization of man. 9

Such universals thus appear as conceptual instruments for
understanding the particular conditions of things in the light of
their potentialities. They are historical and suprahistorical; they
conceptualize the stuff of which the experienced world consists,
and they conceptualize it with a view of its possibilities, in the
light of their actual limitation, suppression, and denial. Neither
the experience nor the judgment is private. The philosophic
concepts are formed and developed in the consciousness of a
general condition in a historical continuum; they are elaborated
from an individual position within a specific society. The stuff of
thought is historical stuff—no matter how abstract, general, or
pure it may become in philosophic or scientific theory. The
abstract-universal and at the same time historical character of

9 This interpretation, which stresses the normative character of universals, may
be related to the conception of the universal in Greek philosophy—namely,
the notion of the most general as the highest, the first in "excellence" and
therefore the real reality: ". . generality is not a subject but a predicate, a
predicate precisely of the firstness implicit in superlative excellence of per-
formance. Generality, that is to say, is general precisely because and only to
the extent that it is 'like' firstness. It is general, then, not in the manner of a
logical universal or class-concept but in the manner of a form which, only
because universally binding, manages to unify a multiplicity of parts into a
single whole. It is all-important to realize that the relation of this whole to its
parts is not mechanical (whole = sum of its parts) but immanently teleo-
logical (whole = distinct from the sum of its parts). Moreover, this
immanently teleological view of wholeness as functional without being pur-
posive, for all its relevance to the life-phenomenon, is not exclusively or even
primarily an 'organismic' category. It is rooted, instead, in the immanent,
intrinsic functionality of excellence as such, which unifies a manifold precisely
in the process of 'aristocratizing' it, excellence and unity being the very con-
ditions of the manifold's full reality even as manifold." Harold A. T. Reiche,
"General Because First": A Presocmtic Motive in Aristotle's Theology (Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, Cambridge, 1961, Publications in Humanities
no. 52), p. 105f
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these "eternal objects" of thought is recognized and clearly
stated in Whitehead's Science and the Modern World: 10

"Eternal objects are ... in their nature, abstract. By 'abstract' I

mean that what an eternal object is in itself—that is to say, its

essence—is comprehensible without reference to some one
particular experience. To be abstract is to transcend the particu-

lar occasion of actual happening. But to transcend an actual
occasion does not mean being disconnected from it. On the

contrary, I hold that each eternal object has its own proper

connection with each such occasion, which I term its mode of
ingression into that occasion." "Thus the metaphysical status

of an eternal object is that of a possibility for an actuality. Every
actual occasion is defined as to its character by how these
possibilities are actualized for that occasion."

Elements of experience, projection and anticipation of real pos-
sibilities enter into the conceptual syntheses—in respectable
form as hypotheses, in disreputable form as "metaphysics." In
various degrees, they are unrealistic because they transgress
beyond the established universe of behavior, and they may
even be undesirable in the interest of neatness and exactness.
Certainly, in philosophic analysis,

"Little real advance ... is to be hoped for in expanding our

universe to include so-called possible entities,""

but it all depends on how Ockham's Razor is applied, that is to
say, which possibilities are to be cut off. The possibility of an
entirely different societal organization of life has nothing in
common with the "possibility" of a man with a green hat
appearing in all doorways tomorrow, but treating them with the

10 (New York, Macmillan, 1926). p. 228f.
' 1 W. V. O. Quine, From a Logical Point of View, loc. cit., p. 4.



THE HISTORICAL COMMITMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 221

same logic may serve the defamation of undesirable possibilities.
Criticizing the introduction of possible entities, Quine writes
that such an

"overpopulated universe is in many ways unlovely. It offends

the aesthetic sense of us who have a taste for desert land-

scapes, but this is not the worst of it. [Such a] slum of possibles

is a breeding ground for disorderly elements."'

Contemporary philosophy has rarely attained a more authen-
tic formulation of the conflict between its intent and its func-
tion. The linguistic syndrome of "loveliness," "aesthetic sense,"
and "desert landscape" evokes the liberating air of Nietzsche's
thought, cutting into Law and Order, while the "breeding
ground for disorderly elements" belongs to the language
spoken by the authorities of Investigation and Information.
What appears unlovely and disorderly from the logical point of
view, may well comprise the lovely elements of a different
order, and may thus be an essential part of the material from
which philosophic concepts are built. Neither the most refined
aesthetic sense nor the most exact philosophic concept is
immune against history. Disorderly elements enter into the
purest objects of thought. They too are detached from a societal
ground, and the contents from which they abstract guide the
abstraction.

Thus the spectre of "historicism" is raised. If thought proceeds
from historical conditions which continue to operate in the
abstraction, is there any objective basis on which distinction
can be made between the various possibilities projected
by thought—distinction between different and conflicting
ways of conceptual transcendence? Moreover, the question can-
not be discussed with reference to different philosophic projects

12 Ibid.
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only.' To the degree to which the philosophical project is ideo-
logical, it is part of a historical project—that is, it pertains to a
specific stage and level of the societal development, and the
critical philosophic concepts refer (no matter how indirectly!)
to alternative possibilities of this development.

The quest for criteria for judging between different philo-
sophic projects thus leads to the quest for criteria for judging
between different historical projects and alternatives, between
different actual and possible ways of understanding and chan-
ging man and nature. I shall submit only a few propositions
which suggest that the internal historical character of the philo-
sophic concepts, far from preduding objective validity, defines
the ground for their objective validity.

In speaking and thinking for himself, the philosopher speaks
and thinks from a particular position in his society, and he does
so with the material transmitted and utilized by this society. But
in doing this, he speaks and thinks into a common universe of
facts and possibilities. Through the various individual agents and
layers of experience, through the different "projects" which
guide the modes of thought from the business of everyday life to
science and philosophy, the interaction between a collective sub-
ject and a common world persists and constitutes the objective
validity of the universals. It is objective:

(1) by virtue of the matter (stuff) opposed to the apprehend-
ing and comprehending subject. The formation of concepts
remains determined by the structure of matter not dissoluble
into subjectivity (even if the structure is entirely mathematical-
logical). No concept can be valid which defines its object by
properties and functions that do not belong to the object (for
example, the individual cannot be defined as capable of
becoming identical with another individual; man as capable

13 For this use of the term "project" see Introduction, p.
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of remaining eternally young). However, matter confronts the
subject in a historical universe, and objectivity appears under an
open historical horizon; it is changeable.

(2) by virtue of the structure of the specific society in which
the development of concepts takes place. This structure is com-
mon to all subjects in the respective universe. They exist under
the same natural conditions, the same regime of production, the
same mode of exploiting the social wealth, the same heritage of
the past, the same range of possibilities. All the differences and
conflicts between classes, groups, individuals unfold within this
common framework.

The objects of thought and perception as they appear to the
individuals prior to all "subjective" interpretation have in com-
mon certain primary qualities, pertaining to these two layers of
reality: (1) to the physical (natural) structure of matter, and (2)
to the form which matter has acquired in the collective historical
practice that has made it (matter) into objects for a subject. The two
layers or aspects of objectivity (physical and historical) are inter-
related in such a way that they cannot be insulated from each
other; the historical aspect can never be eliminated so radically
that only the "absolute" physical layer remains.

For example, I have tried to show that, in the technological
reality, the object world (including the subjects) is experienced
as a world of instrumentalities. The technological context predefines
the form in which the objects appear. They appear to the scientist
a priori as value-free elements or complexes of relations, suscep-
tible to organization in an effective mathematico-logical system;
and they appear to common sense as the stuff of work or leisure,
production or consumption. The object-world is thus the world
of a specific historical project, and is never accessible outside the
historical project which organizes matter, and the organization
of matter is at one and the same time a theoretical and a practical
enterprise.
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I have used the term "project" so repeatedly because it seems
to me to accentuate most dearly the specific character of his-
torical practice. It results from a determinate choice, seizure
of one among other ways of comprehending, organizing, and
transforming reality. The initial choice defines the range of
possibilities open on this way, and precludes alternative possi-
bilities incompatible with it.

I shall now propose some criteria for the truth value of differ-
ent historical projects. These criteria must refer to the manner in
which a historical project realizes given possibilities—not for-
mal possibilities but those involving the modes of human
existence. Such realization is actually under way in any his-
torical situation. Every established society is such a realization;
moreover, it tends to prejudge the rationality of possible projects,
to keep them within its framework. At the same time, every
established society is confronted with the actuality or possibil-
ity of a qualitatively different historical practice which might
destroy the existing institutional framework. The established
society has already demonstrated its truth value as historical
project. It has succeeded in organizing man's struggle with
man and with nature; it reproduces and protects (more or less
adequately) the human existence (always with the exception of
the existence of those who are the dedared outcasts, enemy-
aliens, and other victims of the system). But against this project
in full realization emerge other projects, and among them
those which would change the established one in its totality.
It is with reference to such a transcendent project that the
criteria for objective historical truth can best be formulated as
the criteria of its rationality-

(1) The transcendent project must be in accordance with the
real possibilities open at the attained level of the material and
intellectual culture.

(2) The transcendent project, in order to falsify the estab-
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lished totality, must demonstrate its own higher rationality in the
threefold sense that

(a) it offers the prospect of preserving and improving the
productive achievements of civilization;

(b) it defines the established totality in its very structure, basic
tendencies, and relations;

(c) its realization offers a greater chance for the pacification
of existence, within the framework of institutions which
offer a greater chance for the free development of human
needs and faculties.

Obviously, this notion of rationality contains, especially in the
last statement, a value judgment, and I reiterate what I stated
before: I believe that the very concept of Reason originates in
this value judgment, and that the concept of truth cannot be
divorced from the value of Reason.

"Pacification," "free development of human needs and
faculties"—these concepts can be empirically defined in terms
of the available intellectual and material resources and capa-
bilities and their systematic use for attenuating the struggle for
existence. This is the objective ground of historical rationality

If the historical continuum itself provides the objective
ground for determining the truth of different historical projects,
does it also determine their sequence and their limits? Historical
truth is comparative; the rationality of the possible depends on
that of the actual, the truth of the transcending project on that of
the project in realization. Aristotelian science was falsified on the
basis of its achievements; if capitalism were falsified by com-
munism, it would be by virtue of its own achievements. Con-
tinuity is preserved through rupture: quantitative development
becomes qualitative change if it attains the very structure of an
established system; the established rationality becomes irrational
when, in the course of its internal development, the potentialities
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of the system have outgrown its institutions. Such internal refu-
tation pertains to the historical character of reality, and the same
character confers upon the concepts which comprehend this
reality their critical intent. They recognize and anticipate the
irrational in the established reality—they project the historical
negation.

Is this negation a "determinate" one—that is, is the internal
succession of a historical project, once it has become a totality,
necessarily pre-determined by the structure of this totality? If
so, then the term "project" would be deceptive. That which is
historical possibility would sooner or later be real; and the
definition of liberty as comprehended necessity would have a
repressive connotation which it does not have. All this may not
matter much. What does matter is that such historical determina-
tion would (in spite of all subtle ethics and psychology) absolve
the crimes against humanity which civilization continues to
commit and thus facilitate this continuation.

I suggest the phrase "determinate choice" in order to
emphasize the ingression of liberty into historical necessity; the
phrase does no more than condense the proposition that men
make their own history but make it under given conditions.
Determined are (1) the specific contradictions which develop
within a historical system as manifestations of the conflict
between the potential and the actual; (2) the material and intel-
lectual resources available to the respective system; (3) the extent
of theoretical and practical freedom compatible with the system.
These conditions leave open alternative possibilities of develop-
ing and utilizing the available resources, alternative possibilities
of "making a living," of organizing man's struggle with nature.

Thus, within the framework of a given situation, industrializa-
tion can proceed in different ways, under collective or private
control, and, even under private control, in different directions
of progress and with different aims. The choice is primarily (but
only primarily!) the privilege of those groups which have
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attained control over the productive process. Their control pro-
jects the way of life for the whole, and the ensuing and enslaving
necessity is the result of their freedom. And the possible
abolition of this necessity depends on a new ingression of
freedom—not any freedom, but that of men who comprehend
the given necessity as insufferable pain, and as unnecessary.

As historical process, the dialectical process involves conscious-
ness: recognition and seizure of the liberating potentialities.
Thus it involves freedom. To the degree to which consciousness
is determined by the exigencies and interests of the established
society, it is "unfree"; to the degree to which the established
society is irrational, the consciousness becomes free for the
higher historical rationality only in the struggle against the estab-
lished society. The truth and the freedom of negative thinking
have their ground and reason in this struggle. Thus, according to
Marx, the proletariat is the liberating historical force only as
revolutionary force; the determinate negation of capitalism
occurs if and when the proletariat has become conscious of itself
and of the conditions and processes which make up its society.
This consciousness is prerequisite as well as an element of the
negating practice. This "if" is essential to historical progress —it
is the element of freedom (and chance!) which opens the possi-
bilities of conquering the necessity of the given facts. Without it,
history relapses into the darkness of unconquered nature.

We have encountered the "vicious circle" of freedom and
liberation before; 14 here it reappears as the dialectic of the
determinate negation. Transcendence beyond the established
conditions (of thought and action) presupposes transcendence
within these conditions. This negative freedom—i.e., freedom
from the oppressive and ideological power of given facts—is the
a priori of the historical dialectic; it is the element of choice and

14 See p. 44.
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decision in and against historical determination. None of the
given alternatives is by itself determinate negation unless and until
it is consciously seized in order to break the power of intolerable
conditions and attain the more rational, more logical conditions
rendered possible by the prevailing ones. In any case, the ration-
ality and logic invoked in the movement of thought and action is
that of the given conditions to be transcended. The negation
proceeds on empirical grounds; it is a historical project within
and beyond an already going project, and its truth is a chance to
be determined on these grounds.

However, the truth of a historical project is not validated ex post
through success, that is to say, by the fact that it is accepted and
realized by the society. Galilean science was true while it was
still condemned; Mandan theory was already true at the time of
the Communist Manifesto; fascism remains false even if it is in
ascent on an international scale ("true" and "false" always in the
sense of historical rationality as defined above). In the con-
temporary period, all historical projects tend to be polarized on
the two conflicting totalities—capitalism and communism, and
the outcome seems to depend on two antagonistic series of
factors: (1) the greater force of destruction; (2) the greater
productivity without destruction. In other words, the higher
historical truth would pertain to the system which offers the
greater chance of pacification.



9
THE CATASTROPHE

OF LIBERATION

Positive thinking and its neo-positivist philosophy counteract
the historical content of rationality This content is never an
extraneous factor or meaning which can or cannot be included
in the analysis; it enters into conceptual thought as constitutive
factor and determines the validity of its concepts. To the degree
to which the established society is irrational, the analysis in
terms of historical rationality introduces into the concept the
negative element—critique, contradiction, and transcendence.

This element cannot be assimilated with the positive. It
changes the concept in its entirety, in its intent and validity.
Thus, in the analysis of an economy, capitalist or not, which
operates as an "independent" power over and above the indi-
viduals, the negative features (overproduction, unemployment,
insecurity, waste, repression) are not comprehended as long as
they appear merely as more or less inevitable by-products, as
"the other side" of the story of growth and progress.

True, a totalitarian administration may promote the efficient
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exploitation of resources; the nuclear-military establishment
may provide millions of jobs through enormous purchasing
power; toil and ulcers may be the by-product of the acquisition
of wealth and responsibility; deadly blunders and crimes on the
part of the leaders may be merely the way of life. One is willing
to admit economic and political madness—and one buys it. But
this sort of knowledge of "the other side" is part and parcel of
the solidification of the state of affairs, of the grand unification
of opposites which counteracts qualitative change, because it
pertains to a thoroughly hopeless or thoroughly preconditioned
existence that has made its home in a world where even the
irrational is Reason.

The tolerance of positive thinking is enforced toleranc e
forced not by any terroristic agency but by the overwhelming,
anonymous power and efficiency of the technological society.
As such it permeates the general consciousness—and the con-
sciousness of the critic. The absorption of the negative by the
positive is validated in the daily experience, which obfuscates
the distinction between rational appearance and irrational
reality. Here are some banal examples of this harmonization:

(1) I ride in a new automobile. I experience its beauty, shini-
ness, power, convenience—but then I become aware of the
fact that in a relatively short time it will deteriorate and need
repair; that its beauty and surface are cheap, its power
unnecessary, its size idiotic; and that I will not find a parking
place. I come to think of my car as a product of one of the Big
Three automobile corporations. The latter determine the
appearance of my car and make its beauty as well as its
cheapness, its power as well as its shakiness, its working as
well as its obsolescence. In a way, I feel cheated. I believe that
the car is not what it could be, that better cars could be made
for less money. But the other guy has to live, too. Wages and
taxes are too high; turnover is necessary; we have it much
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better than before. The tension between appearance and
reality melts away and both merge in one rather pleasant
feeling.

(2) I take a walk in the country. Everything is as it should be:
Nature at its best. Birds, sun, soft grass, a view through the
trees of the mountains, nobody around, no radio, no smell
of gasoline. Then the path turns and ends on the highway. I
am back among the billboards, service stations, motels, and
roadhouses. I was in a National Park, and I now know that
this was not reality. It was a "reservation," something that is
being preserved like a species dying out. If it were not for
the government, the billboards, hot dog stands, and motels
would long since have invaded that piece of Nature. I am
grateful to the government; we have it much better than
before . . .

(3) The subway during evening rush hour. What I see of the
people are tired faces and limbs, hatred and anger. I feel
someone might at any moment draw a knife—just so. They
read, or rather they are soaked in their newspaper or
magazine or paperback. And yet, a couple of hours later,
the same people, deodorized, washed, dressed-up or down,
may be happy and tender, really smile, and forget (or
remember). But most of them will probably have some
awful togetherness or aloneness at home.

These examples may illustrate the happy marriage of the posi-
tive and the negative—the objective ambiguity which adheres to
the data of experience. It is objective ambiguity because the shift
in my sensations and reflections responds to the manner in
which the experienced facts are actually interrelated. But this
interrelation, if comprehended, shatters the harmonizing con-
sciousness and its false realism. Critical thought strives to define
the irrational character of the established rationality (which
becomes increasingly obvious) and to define the tendencies
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which cause this rationality to generate its own transforma-
tion. "Its own" because, as historical totality, it has developed
forces and capabilities which themselves become projects
beyond the established totality. They are possibilities of the
advancing technological rationality and, as such, they involve
the whole of society. The technological transformation is at
the same time political transformation, but the political
change would turn into qualitative social change only to the
degree to which it would alter the direction of technical
progress—that is, develop a new technology. For the estab-
lished technology has become an instrument of destructive
politics.

Such qualitative change would be transition to a higher stage
of civilization if technics were designed and utilized for the
pacification of the struggle for existence. In order to indicate the
disturbing implications of this statement, I submit that such a
new direction of technical progress would be the catastrophe of
the established direction, not merely the quantitative evolution
of the prevailing (scientific and technological) rationality but
rather its catastrophic transformation, the emergence of a new
idea of Reason, theoretical and practical.

The new idea of Reason is expressed in Whitehead's propo-
sition: "The function of Reason is to promote the art of life."' In
view of this end, Reason is the "direction of the attack on the
environment" which derives from the "threefold urge: (1) to
live, (2) to live well, (3) to live better." 2

Whitehead's propositions seem to describe the actual devel-
opment of Reason as well as its failure. Or rather they seem to
suggest that Reason is still to be discovered, recognized, the
realized, for hitherto the historical function of Reason has also
been to repress and even destroy the urge to live, to live well, and

' A. N. Whitehead, The Function of Reason (Boston: Beacon Press, 1959), p. 5.
2 Ibid., p. 8.
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to live better—or to postpone and put an exorbitantly high price
on the fulfillment of this urge.

In Whitehead's definition of the function of Reason, the term
"art" connotes the element of determinate negation. Reason, in
its application to society, has thus far been opposed to art, while
art was granted the privilege of being rather irrational—not
subject to scientific, technological, and operational Reason. The
rationality of domination has separated the Reason of science
and the Reason of art, or, it has falsified the Reason of art by
integrating art into the universe of domination. It was a separa-
tion because, from the beginning, science contained the aes-
thetic Reason, the free play and even the folly of imagination, the
fantasy of transformation; science indulged in the rationalization
of possibilities. However, this free play retained the commitment
to the prevailing unfeedom in which it was born and from
which it abstracted; the possibilities with which science played
were also those liberation—of a higher truth.

Here is the original link (within the universe of domination
and scarcity) between science, art, and philosophy. It is the con-
sciousness of the discrepancy between the real and the possible,
between the apparent and the authentic truth, and the effort to
comprehend and to master this discrepancy. One of the primary
forms in which this discrepancy found expression was the dis-
tinction between gods and men, finiteness and infinity, change
and permanence.' Something of this mythological interrelation
between the real and the possible survived in scientific thought,
and it continued to be directed toward a more rational and
true reality. Mathematics was held to be real and "good" in the
same sense as Plato's metaphysical Ideas. How then did the
development of the former become science, while that of the latter
remained metaphysics?

3 See chapter 5.
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The most obvious answer is that, to a great extent, the scientific
abstractions entered and proved their truth in the actual
conquest and transformation of nature, while the philosophic
abstractions did not—and could not. For the conquest and trans-
formation of nature occurred within a law and order of life
which philosophy transcended, subordinating it to the "good
life" of different law and order. And this other order, which
presupposed a high degree of freedom from toil, ignorance, and
poverty, was unreal, at the origins of philosophic thought and
throughout its development, while scientific thought continued
to be applicable to an increasingly powerful and universal reality.
The final philosophic concepts remained indeed metaphysical;
they were not and could not be verified in terms of the
established universe of discourse and action.

But if this is the situation, then the case of metaphysics, and
especially of the meaningfulness and truth of metaphysical pro-
positions, is a historical case. That is, historical rather than purely
epistemological conditions determine the truth, the cognitive
value of such propositions. Like all propositions that daim truth,
they must be verifiable; they must stay within the universe of
possible experience. This universe is never co-extensive with the
established one but extends to the limits of the world which can
be created by transforming the established one, with the means
which the latter has provided or withheld. The range of verifi-
ability in this sense grows in the course of history. Thus, the
speculations about the Good Life, the Good Society, Permanent
Peace obtain an increasingly realistic content; on technological
grounds, the metaphysical tends to become physical.

Moreover, if the truth of metaphysical propositions is deter-
mined by their historical content (i.e., by the degree to which
they define historical possibilities), then the relation between
metaphysics and science is strictly historical. In our own culture,
at least, that part of Saint-Simon's Law of the Three Stages is still
taken for granted which stipulates that the metaphysical precedes
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the scientific stage of civilization. But is this sequence a final one?
Or does the scientific transformation of the world contain its
own metaphysical transcendence?

At the advanced stage of industrial civilization, scientific
rationality, translated into political power, appears to be the
decisive factor in the development of historical alternatives. The
question then arises: does this power tend toward its own
negation—that is, toward the promotion of the "art of life"?
Within the established societies, the continued application of
scientific rationality would have reached a terminal point with
the mechanization of all socially necessary but individually
repressive labor ("socially necessary" here includes all perform-
ances which can be exercised more effectively by machines, even
if these performances produce luxuries and waste rather than
necessities). But this stage would also be the end and limit of the
scientific rationality in its established structure and direction.
Further progress would mean the break, the turn of quantity into
quality. It would open the possibility of an essentially new
human reality —namely, existence in free time on the basis of
fulfilled vital needs. Under such conditions, the scientific project
itself would be free for trans-utilitarian ends, and free for the
"art of living" beyond the necessities and luxuries of domina-
tion. In other words, the completion of the technological reality
would be not only the prerequisite, but also the rationale for
transcending the technological reality.

This would mean reversal of the traditional relationship
between science and metaphysics. The ideas defining reality in
terms other than those of the exact or behavioral sciences would
lose their metaphysical or emotive character as a result of the
scientific transformation of the world; the scientific concepts
could project and define the possible realities of a free and paci-
fied existence. The elaboration of such concepts would mean
more than the evolution of the prevailing sciences. It would
involve the scientific rationality as a whole, which has thus far
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been committed to an unfree existence and would mean a new
idea of science, of Reason.

If the completion of the technological project involves a break
with the prevailing technological rationality, the break in turn
depends on the continued existence of the technical base itself.
For it is this base which has rendered possible the satisfaction of
needs and the reduction of toil—it remains the very base of all
forms of human freedom. The qualitative change rather lies in
the reconstruction of this base—that is, in its development with
a view of different ends.

I have stressed that this does not mean the revival of "values,"
spiritual or other, which are to supplement the scientific and
technological transformation of man and nature.' On the con-
trary, the historical achievement of science and technology has
rendered possible the translation of values into technical tasks—the
materialization of values. Consequently, what is at stake is the
redefinition of values in technical terms, as elements in the techno-
logical process. The new ends, as technical ends, would then
operate in the project and in the construction of the machinery,
and not only in its utilization. Moreover, the new ends might
assert themselves even in the construction of scientific hypoth-
eses—in pure scientific theory. From the quantification of
secondary qualities, science would proceed to the quantification
of values.

For example, what is calculable is the minimum of labor with
which, and the extent to which, the vital needs of all members
of a society could be satisfied—provided the available resources
were used for this end, without being restricted by other inter-
est, and without impeding the accumulation of capital necessary
for the dcevelopment of the respective society. In other words;
quantifiable is the available range of freedom from want. Or,
calculable is the degree to which, under the same conditions,

4 See chapter 1, esp. p. 20.
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care could be provided for the ill, the infirm, and the aged—that
is, quantifiable is the possible reduction of anxiety, the possible
freedom from fear.

The obstacles that stand in the way of materialization are
definable political obstacles. Industrial civilization has reached
the point where, with respect to the aspirations of man for a
human existence, the scientific abstraction from final causes
becomes obsolete in science's own terms. Science itself has
rendered it possible to make final causes the proper domain of
science. Society,

"par une elevation et un elargissement du domaine technique,
dolt remette a leur place, comme techniques, les problemes de
finalitd, consideres a tort comme ethiques et parfois comme
religieux. L'inachevement des techniques sacralise les prob-
lêmes de finalitê et asservit l'homme au respect de fins qu'il se
represente comme des absolus". 5

Under this aspect, "neutral" scientific method and technology
become the science and technology of a historical phase which
is being surpassed by its own achievements—which has
reached its determinate negation. Instead of being separated
from science and scientific method, and left to subjective prefer-
ence and irrational, transcendental sanction, formerly meta-
physical ideas of liberation may become the proper object of
science. But this development confronts science with the
unpleasant task of becoming politico—of recognizing scientific
consciousness as political consciousness, and the scientific
enterprise as political enterprise. For the transformation of

5 "through a raising and enlarging of the technical sphere, must treat as technical
problems, questions of finality considered wrongly as ethical and sometimes
religious. The incompleteness of technics makes a fetish of problems of finality and
enslaves man to ends which he thinks of as absolutes." Gilbert Simondon, loc.
cit. p. 151; my italics.
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values into needs, of final causes into technical possibilities is a
new stage in the conquest of oppressive, unmastered forces in
society as well as in nature. It is an act of liberation:

"L'homme se libere de sa situation d'être assevi par Ia finalite
du tout en apprenant a faire de la finalite, A organiser un tout
finalise qu'il juge et apprecie, pour n'avoir pas A subir passive-

ment une integration de fait." ... "L'homme depasse
l'asservissement en organisant consciemment Ia finalite

However, in constituting themselves methodically as political
enterprise, science and technology would pass beyond the stage at
which they were, because of their neutrality, subjected to politics
and against their intent functioning as political instrumentalities.
For the technological redefinition and the technical mastery of
final causes is the construction, development, and utilization of
resources (material and intellectual) freed from all particular
interests which impede the satisfaction of human needs and the
evolution of human faculties. In other words, it is the rational
enterprise of man as man, of mankind. Technology thus may
provide the historical correction of the premature identification
of Reason and Freedom, according to which man can become
and remain free in the progress of self-perpetuating productivity
on the basis of oppression. To the extent to which technology
has developed on this basis, the correction can never be the
result of technical progress per se. It involves a political reversal.

Industrial society possesses the instrumentalities for trans-
forming the metaphysical into the physical, the inner into the

6 "Man liberates himself from his situation of being subjected to the finality of
everything by learning to create finality, to organise a "finalised" whole, which
he judges and evaluates. Man overcomes enslavement by organising
consciously finality." Ibid., p. 103.
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outer, the adventures of the mind into adventures of technology.
The terrible phrases (and realities of) "engineers of the soul,"
"head shrinkers," "scientific management," "science of con-
sumption," epitomize (in a miserable form) the progressing
rationalization of the irrational, of the "spiritual"—the denial of
the idealistic culture. But the consummation of technological
rationality, while translating ideology into reality, would also
transcend the materialistic antithesis to this culture. For the
translation of values into needs is the twofold process of (1)
material satisfaction (materialization of freedom) and (2) the
free development of needs on the basis of satisfaction (non-
repressive sublimation). In this process, the relation between the
material and intellectual faculties and needs undergoes a funda-
mental change The free play of thought and imagination
assumes a rational and directing function in the realization of a
pacified existence of man and nature. And the ideas of justice,
freedom, and humanity then obtain their truth and good con-
science on the sole ground on which they could ever have truth
and good conscience—the satisfaction of man's material needs,
the rational organization of the realm of necessity.

"Pacified existence." The phrase conveys poorly enough the
intent to sum up, in one guiding idea, the tabooed and ridiculed
end of technology, the repressed final cause behind the scientific
enterprise. If this final cause were to materialize and become
effective, the Logos of technics would open a universe of qualita-
tively different relations between man and man, and man and
nature.

But at this point, a strong caveat must be stated—a warning
against all technological fetishism. Such festishism has recently
been exhibited mainly among Marxist critics of contemporary
industrial society—ideas of the future omnipotence of techno-
logical man, of a "technological Eros," etc. The hard kernel of
truth in these ideas demands an emphatic denunciation of the
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mystification which they express. Technics, as a universe of
instrumentalities, may increase the weakness as well as the
power of man. At the present stage, he is perhaps more powerless
over his own apparatus than he ever was before.

The mystification is not removed by transferring techno-
logical omnipotence from particular groups to the new state and
the central plan. Technology retains throughout its dependence
on other than technological ends. The more technological
rationality, freed from its exploitative features, determines social
production, the more will it become dependent on political
direction—on the collective effort to attain a pacified existence,
with the goals which the free individuals may set for themselves.

"Pacification of existence" does not suggest an accumulation
of power but rather the opposite. Peace and power, freedom and
power, Eros and power may well be contraries! I shall presently
try to show that the reconstruction of the material base of soci-
ety with a view to pacification may involve a qualitative as well as
quantitative reduction of power, in order to create the space and
time for the development of productivity under self-determined
incentives. The notion of such a reversal of power is a strong
motive in dialectical theory.

To the degree to which the goal of pacification determines the
Logos of technics, it alters the relation between technology and
its primary object, Nature. Pacification presupposes mastery of
Nature, which is and remains the object opposed to the develop-
ing subject. But there are two kinds of mastery: a repressive and a
liberating one. The latter involves the reduction of misery, vio-
lence, and cruelty. In Nature as well as in History, the struggle
for existence is the token of scarcity, suffering, and want. They
are the qualities of blind matter, of the realm of immediacy in
which life passively suffers its existence. This realm is gradually
mediated in the course of the historical transformation of
Nature; it becomes part of the human world, and to this extent,
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the qualities of Nature are historical qualities. In the process of
civilization, Nature ceases to be mere Nature to the degree to
which the struggle of blind forces is comprehended and
mastered in the light of freedom.'

History is the negation of Nature. What is only natural is
overcome and recreated by the power of Reason. The meta-
physical notion that Nature comes to itself in history points to
the unconquered limits of Reason. It claims them as historical
limits—as a task yet to be accomplished, or rather yet to be
undertaken. If Nature is in itself a rational, legitimate object of
science, then it is the legitimate object not only of Reason as
power but also of Reason as freedom; not only of domination
but also of liberation. With the emergence of man as the animal
rationale—capable of transforming Nature in accordance with
the faculties of the mind and the capacities of matter—the
merely natural, as the sub-rational, assumes negative status. It
becomes a realm to be comprehended and organized by
Reason.

And to the degree to which Reason succeeds in subjecting
matter to rational standards and aims, all sub-rational existence
appears to be want and privation, and their reduction becomes
the historical task. Suffering, violence, and destruction are cat-
egories of the natural as well as human reality, of a helpless and
heartless universe. The terrible notion that the sub-rational life
of nature is destined to remain forever such a universe, is neither
a philosophic nor a scientific one; it was pronounced by a
different authority:

' Hegel's concept of freedom presupposes consciousness throughout (in
Hegel's terminology: self-consciousness). Consequently, the "realization" of
Nature is not, and never can be Nature's own work. But inasmuch as Nature
is in itself negative (i.e., wanting in its own existence), the historical trans-
formation of Nature by Man is, as the overcoming of this negativity, the
liberation of Nature. Or, in Hegel's words, Nature is in its essence non-
natural—"Geist".
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"When the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
asked the Pope for his support, he refused it, on the ground
that human beings owe no duty to lower animals, and that ill-
treating animals is not sinful. This is because animals have no
souls."'

Materialism, which is not tainted by such ideological abuse of
the soul, has a more universal and realistic concept of salvation.
It admits the reality of Hell only at one definite place, here on
earth, and asserts that this Hell was created by Man (and by
Nature). Part of this Hell is the ill-treatment of animals—the
work of a human society whose rationality is still the irrational.

All joy and all happiness derive from the ability to transcend
Nature—a transcendence in which the mastery of Nature is itself
subordinated to liberation and pacification of existence. All tran-
quillity, all delight is the result of conscious mediation, of auton-
omy and contradiction. Glorification of the natural is part of the
ideology which protects an unnatural society in its struggle
against liberation. The defamation of birth control is a striking
example. In some backward areas of the world, it is also "nat-
ural" that black races are inferior to white, and that the dogs get
the hindmost, and that business must be. It is also natural that
big fish eat little fish—though it may not seem natural to the
little fish. Civilization produces the means for freeing Nature
from its own brutality, its own insufficiency, its own blindness,
by virtue of the cognitive and transforming power of Reason.
And Reason can fulfill this function only as post-technological
rationality, in which technics is itself the instrumentality of
pacification, organon of the "art of life." The function of Reason
then converges with the function of Art.

The Greek notion of the affinity between art and technics may

Quoted in: Bertrand Russell, Unpopular Essays (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1950) p. 76.
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serve as a preliminary illustration. The artist possesses the ideas
which, as final causes, guide the construction of certain things—
just as the engineer possesses the ideas which guide, as final
causes, the construction of a machine For example, the idea of
an abode for human beings determines the architect's construc-
tion of a house; the idea of wholesale nuclear explosion deter-
mines the construction of the apparatus which is to serve this
purpose. Emphasis on the essential relation between art and
technics points up the specific rationality of art.

Like technology, art creates another universe of thought and
practice against and within the existing one. But in contrast to
the technical universe, the artistic universe is one of illusion,
semblance, Schein. However, this semblance is resemblance to a
reality which exists as the threat and promise of the established
one.' In various forms of mask and silence, the artistic universe
is organized by the images of a life without fear—in mask and
silence because art is without power to bring about this life, and
even without power to represent it adequately. Still, the power-
less, illusory truth of art (which has never been more powerless
and more illusory than today, when it has become an omnipres-
ent ingredient of the administered society) testifies to the valid-
ity of its images. The more blatantly irrational the society
becomes, the greater the rationality of the artistic universe.

Technological civilization establishes a specific relation
between art and technics I mentioned above the notion of a
reversal of the Law of the Three Stages and of a "revalidation"
of metaphysics on the basis of the scientific and technological
transformation of the world. The same notion may now be
extended to the relation between science-technology and art.
The rationality of art, its ability to "project" existence, to define
yet unrealized possibilities could then be envisaged as validated by

9 See chapter 3.
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and functioning in the scientific-technological transformation of the world.
Rather than being the handmaiden of the established apparatus,
beautifying its business and its misery, art would become a
technique for destroying this business and this misery.

The technological rationality of art seems to be characterized
by an aesthetic "reduction":

"Art is able to reduce the apparatus which the external appear-

ance requires in order to preserve itself—reduction to the
limits in which the external may become the manifestation of

spirit and freedom."'"

According to Hegel, art reduces the immediate contingency in
which an object (or a totality of objects) exists, to a state in
which the object takes on the form and quality of freedom. Such
transformation is reduction because the contingent situation suf-
fers requirements which are external, and which stand in the
way of its free realization. These requirements constitute an
"apparatus" inasmuch as they are not merely natural but rather
subject to free, rational change and development. Thus, the artis-
tic transformation violates the natural object, but the violated is
itself oppressive; thus the aesthetic transformation is liberation.

The aesthetic reduction appears in the technological trans-
formation of Nature where and if it succeeds in linking mastery
and liberation, directing mastery toward liberation. In this
case, the conquest of Nature reduces the blindness, ferocity, and
fertility of Nature—which implies reducing the ferocity of man
against Nature. Cultivation of the soil is qualitatively different
from destruction of the soil, extraction of natural resources from

1° Hegel, Vorlesungen fiber die Aesthetik, in: Siimtliche Werke, ed. H. Glockner (Stuttgart,
Frommann, 1929), vol. XII, p. 217f. See also Osmaston's translation, in Hegel,
The Philosophy of Fine Art (London, Bell and Sons, 1920), vol. I, p. 214.
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wasteful exploitation, clearing of forests from wholesale
deforestation. Poverty, disease, and cancerous growth are natural
as well as human ills—their reduction and removal is liberation
of life. Civilization has achieved this "other," liberating trans-
formation in its gardens and parks and reservations. But outside
these small, protected areas, it has treated Nature as it has treated
man—as an instrument of destructive productivity.

In the technology of pacification, aesthetic categories would
enter to the degree to which the productive machinery is con-
structed with a view of the free play of faculties. But against all
"technological Eros" and similar misconceptions, "labor cannot
become play . . ." Marx's statement precludes rigidly all roman-
tic interpretation of the "abolition of labor." The idea of such a
millenium is as ideological in advanced industrial civilization as
it was in the Middle Ages, and perhaps even more so. For man's
struggle with Nature is increasingly a struggle with his society,
whose powers over the individual become more "rational" and
therefore more necessary than ever before. However, while the
realm of necessity continues, its organization with a view of
qualitatively different ends would change not only the mode,
but also the extent of socially necessary production. And this
change in turn would affect the human agents of production and
their needs:

"free time transforms its possessor into a different Subject,
and as different Subject he enters the process of immediate
production."

I have recurrently emphasized the historical character of
human needs. Above the animal level even the necessities of life

" Marx, Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Oekononne, loc. cit., p. 559. (My
Translation).
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in a free and rational society will be other than those produced
in and for an irrational and unfree society. Again, it is the
concept of "reduction" which may illustrate the difference.

In the contemporary era, the conquest of scarcity is still
confined to small areas of advanced industrial society. Their
prosperity covers up the Inferno inside and outside their bor-
ders; it also spreads a repressive productivity and "false needs." It
is repressive precisely to the degree to which it promotes the
satisfaction of needs which require continuing the rat race of
catching up with one's peers and with planned obsolescence,
enjoying freedom from using the brain, working with and for
the means of destruction. The obvious comforts generated by
this sort of productivity, and even more, the support which it
gives to a system of profitable domination, facilitate its importa-
tion in less advanced areas of the world where the introduction
of such a system still means tremendous progress in technical
and human terms.

However, the close interrelation between technical and
political-manipulative know-how, between profitable productiv-
ity and domination, lends to the conquest of scarcity the
weapons for containing liberation. To a great extent, it is
the sheer quantity of goods, services, work, and recreation in the
overdeveloped countries which effectuates this containment.
Consequently, qualitative change seems to presuppose a quantita-
tive change in the advanced standard of living, namely, reduction of
overdevelopment.

The standard of living attained in the most advanced industrial
areas is not a suitable model of development if the aim is pacifi-
cation. In view of what this standard has made of Man and
Nature, the question must again be asked whether it is worth the
sacrifices and the victims made in its defense. The question has
ceased to be irresponsible since the "affluent society" has
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become a society of permanent mobilization against the risk
of annihilation, and since the sale of its goods has been accom-
panied by moronization, the perpetuation of toil, and the
promotion of frustration.

Under these circumstances, liberation from the affluent soci-
ety does not mean return to healthy and robust poverty, moral
cleanliness, and simplicity. On the contrary, the elimination of
profitable waste would increase the social wealth available for
distribution, and the end of permanent mobilization would
reduce the social need for the denial of satisfactions that are the
individual's own—denials which now find their compensation
in the cult of fitness, strength, and regularity.

Today, in the prosperous warfare and welfare state, the human
qualities of a pacified existence seem asocial and unpatriotic—
qualities such as the refusal of all toughness, togetherness, and
brutality; disobedience to the tyranny of the majority; profession
of fear and weakness (the most rational reaction to this society!);
a sensitive intelligence sickened by that which is being per-
petrated; the commitment to the feeble and ridiculed actions of
protest and refusal. These expressions of humanity, too, will be
marred by necessary compromise—by the need to cover oneself,
to be capable of cheating the cheaters, and to live and think in
spite of them. In the totalitarian society, the human attitudes
tend to become escapist attitudes, to follow Samuel Beckett's
advice: "Don't wait to be hunted to hide. . . ."

Even such personal withdrawal of mental and physical energy
from socially required activities and attitudes is today possible
only for a few; it is only an inconsequential aspect of the redirec-
tion of energy which must precede pacification. Beyond the
personal realm, self-determination presupposes free available
energy which is not expended in superimposed material and
intellectual labor. It must be free energy also in the sense that it is
not channeled into the handling of goods and services which
satisfy the individual, while rendering him incapable of
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achieving an existence of his own, unable to grasp the possi-
bilities which are repelled by his satisfaction. Comfort, business,
and job security in a society which prepares itself for and against
nuclear destruction may serve as a universal example of enslav-
ing contentment. Liberation of energy from the performances
required to sustain destructive prosperity means decreasing the
high standard of servitude in order to enable the individuals to
develop that rationality which may render possible a pacified
existence.

A new standard of living, adapted to the pacification of exist-
ence, also presupposes reduction in the future population. It is
understandable, even reasonable, that industrial civilization con-
siders legitimate the slaughter of millions of people in war, and
the daily sacrifices of all those who have no adequate care and
protection, but discovers its moral and religious scruples if it is
the question of avoiding the production of more life in a society
which is still geared to the planned annihilation of life in the
National Interest, and to the unplanned deprivation of life on
behalf of private interests. These moral scruples are understand-
able and reasonable because such a society needs an ever-
increasing number of customers and supporters; the constantly
regenerated excess capacity must be managed.

However, the requirements of profitable mass production are
not necessarily identical with those of mankind. The problem is
not only (and perhaps not even primarily) that of adequately
feeding and caring for the growing population—it is first a prob-
lem of number, of mere quantity. There is more than poetic
license in the indictment which Stefan George pronounced half
a century ago: "Schon eure Zahl ist Frevel!"

The crime is that of a society in which the growing popula-
tion aggravates the struggle for existence in the face of its pos-
sible alleviation. The drive for more "living space" operates not
only in international aggressiveness but also within the nation.
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Here, expansion has, in all forms of team-work, community life,
and fun, invaded the inner space of privacy and practically elim-
inated the possibility of that isolation in which the individual,
thrown back on himself alone, can think and question and find.
This sort of privacy—the sole condition that, on the basis of
satisfied vital needs, can give meaning to freedom and
independence of thought—has long since become the most
expensive commodity, available only to the very rich (who don't
use it). In this respect, too, "culture" reveals its feudal origins
and limitations. It can become democratic only through the
abolition of mass democracy, i.e., if society has succeeded in
restoring the prerogatives of privacy by granting them to all and
protecting them for each.

To the denial of freedom, even of the possibility of freedom,
corresponds the granting of liberties where they strengthen the
repression. The degree to which the population is allowed to
break the peace wherever there still is peace and silence, to be
ugly and to uglify things, to ooze familiarity, to offend against
good form is frightening. It is frightening because it expresses
the lawful and even organized effort to reject the Other in his
own right, to prevent autonomy even in a small, reserved sphere
of existence. In the overdeveloped countries, an ever-larger part
of the population becomes one huge captive audience—
captured not by a totalitarian regime but by the liberties of the
citizens whose media of amusement and elevation compel the
Other to partake of their sounds, sights, and smells.

Can a society which is incapable of protecting individual priv-
acy even within one's four walls rightfully claim that it respects
the individual and that it is a free society? To be sure, a free
society is defined by more, and by more fundamental achieve-
ments, than private autonomy. And yet, the absence of the latter
vitiates even the most conspicuous institutions of economic and
political freedom—by denying freedom at its hidden roots.



250 THE CHANCE OF THE ALTERNATIVES

Massive socialization begins at home and arrests the develop-
ment of consciousness and conscience. The attainment of auton-
omy demands conditions in which the repressed dimensions of
experience can come to life again; their liberation demands
repression of the heteronomous needs and satisfactions which
organize life in this society. The more they have become the
individual's own needs and satisfactions, the more would their
repression appear to be an all but fatal deprivation. But precisely
by virtue of this fatal character, it may create the primary subject-
ive prerequisite for qualitative change—namely, the redefinition
of needs.

To take an (unfortunately fantastic) example: the mere
absence of all advertising and of all indoctrinating media of
information and entertainment would plunge the individual
into a traumatic void where he would have the chance to wonder
and to think, to know himself (or rather the negative of himself)
and his society. Deprived of his false fathers, leaders, friends, and
representatives, he would have to learn his ABC's again. But the
words and sentences which he would form might come out very
differently, and so might his aspirations and fears.

To be sure, such a situation would be an unbearable night-
mare. While the people can support the continuous creation of
nuclear weapons, radioactive fallout, and questionable food-
stuffs, they cannot (for this very reason!) tolerate being deprived
of the entertainment and education which make them capable of
reproducing the arrangements for their defense and/or destruc-
tion. The non-functioning of television and the allied media
might thus begin to achieve what the inherent contradictions of
capitalism did not achieve—the disintegration of the system.
The creation of repressive needs has long since become part of
socially necessary labo•—necessary in the sense that without it,
the established mode of production could not be sustained. Nei-
ther problems of psychology nor of aesthetics are at stake, but
the material base of domination.
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CONCLUSION

The advancing one-dimensional society alters the relation
between the rational and the irrational. Contrasted with the fan-
tastic and insane aspects of its rationality, the realm of the
irrational becomes the home of the really rational—of the ideas
which may "promote the art of life." If the established society
manages all normal communication, validating or invalidating it
in accordance with social requirements, then the values alien to
these requirements may perhaps have no other medium of
communication than the abnormal one of fiction. The aesthetic
dimension still retains a freedom of expression which enables
the writer and artist to call men and things by their name—to
name the otherwise unnameable.

The real face of our time shows in Samuel Beckett's novels; its
real history is written in Rolf Hochhuf s play Der Stellvertreter. It is
no longer imagination which speaks here, but Reason, in a real-
ity which justifies everything and absolves everything—except
the sin against its spirit. Imagination is abdicating to this
reality, which is catching up with and overtaking imagination.
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Auschwitz continues to haunt, not the memory but the
accomplishments of man—the space flights; the rockets and
missiles; the "labyrinthine basement under the Snack Bar"; the
pretty electronic plants, clean, hygienic and with flower beds;
the poison gas which is not really harmful to people; the secrecy
in which we all participate. This is the setting in which the great
human achievements of science, medicine, technology take
place; the efforts to save and ameliorate life are the sole promise
in the disaster. The willful play with fantastic possibilities, the
ability to act with good conscience, contra naturam, to experiment
with men and things, to convert illusion into reality and fiction
into truth, testify to the extent to which Imagination has become
an instrument of progress. And it is one which, like others in the
established societies, is methodically abused. Setting the pace
and style of politics, the power of imagination far exceeds Alice
in Wonderland in the manipulation of words, turning sense into
nonsense and nonsense into sense.

The formerly antagonistic realms merge on technical and
political grounds—magic and science, life and death, joy and
misery. Beauty reveals its terror as highly classified nuclear
plants and laboratories become "Industrial Parks" in pleasing
surroundings; Civil Defense Headquarters display a "deluxe
fallout-shelter" with wall-to-wall carpeting ("soft"), lounge
chairs, television, and Scrabble, "designed as a combination
family room during peacetime (sic!) and family fallout shelter
should war break out."' If the horror of such realizations does
not penetrate into consciousness, if it is readily taken for granted,
it is because these achievements are (a) perfectly rational in terms
of the existing order, (b) tokens of human ingenuity and power
beyond the traditional limits of imagination.

The obscene merger of aesthetics and reality refutes the

According to The New York Times, November 11, 1960, displayed at the New
York City Civil Defense Headquarters, Lexington Ave. and Fifty-fifth Street.
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philosophies which oppose "poetic" imagination to scientific
and empirical Reason. Technological progress is accompanied by
a progressive rationalization and even realization of the imagin-
ary. The archetypes of horror as well as of joy, of war as well as
of peace lose their catastrophic character. Their appearance in the
daily life of the individuals is no longer that of irrational
forces—their modern avatars are elements of technological
domination, and subject to it.

In reducing and even canceling the romantic space of imagin-
ation, society has forced the imagination to prove itself on new
grounds, on which the images are translated into historical capa-
bilities and projects. The translation will be as bad and distorted
as the society which undertakes it. Separated from the realm
of material production and material needs, imagination was
mere play, invalid in the realm of necessity, and committed
only to a fantastic logic and a fantastic truth. When technical
progress cancels this separation, it invests the images with its
own logic and its own truth; it reduces the free faculty of the
mind. But it also reduces the gap between imagination and
Reason. The two antagonistic faculties become interdependent
on common ground. In the light of the capabilities of
advanced industrial civilization, is not all play of the imagination
playing with technical possibilities, which can be tested as to
their chances of realization? The romantic idea of a "science of
the Imagination" seems to assume an ever-more-empirical
aspect.

The scientific, rational character of Imagination has long since
been recognized in mathematics, in the hypotheses and experi-
ments of the physical sciences. It is likewise recognized in psy-
choanalysis, which is in theory based on the acceptance of the
specific rationality of the irrational; the comprehended imagi-
nation becomes, redirected, a therapeutic force. But this thera-
peutic force may go much further than in the cure of neuroses. It
was not a poet but a scientist who has outlined this prospect:
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Toute une psychanalyse materielle peut ... nous aider a guerir
de nos images, ou du moins nous aider a limiter l'emprise de
nos images. On peut alors esperer pouvoir rendre l'imagina-
tion heureuse, autrement dit, pouvoir donner bonne conscience

l'imagination, en lui accordant pleinement tous ses moyens

d'expression, toutes les images materielles qui se produisent
dans les dims naturels, dans l'activite onorique normale. Rendre
heureuse l'imagination, lui accorder toute son exuberance,
c'est precisement donner a l'imagination sa veritable fonction
d'entrainement psychique. 2

Imagination has not remained immune to the process of reifi-
cation. We are possessed by our images, suffer our own images.
Psychoanalysis knew it well, and knew the consequences. How-
ever, "to give to the imagination all the means of expression"
would be regression. The mutilated individuals (mutilated also
in their faculty of imagination) would organize and destroy even
more than they are now permitted to do. Such release would be
the unmitigated horror—not the catastrophe of culture, but the
free sweep of its most repressive tendencies. Rational is the
imagination which can become the a priori of the reconstruction
and redirection of the productive apparatus toward a pacified
existence, a life without fear. And this can never be the imagi-
nation of those who are possessed by the images of domination
and death.

To liberate the imagination so that it can be given all its means

2 "An entire psychoanalysis of matter can help us to cure us of our images or at
least help us to limit the hold of our images on us. One may then hope to be able
to render imagination happy, to give it good conscience in allowing it fully all its
means of expression, all material images which emerge in natural dreams, in
normal dream activity. To render imagination happy, to allow it all its exuber-
ance, means precisely to grant imagination its true function as psychological
impulse and force." Gaston Bachelard, Le Materialisme mtionnel (Paris. Presses
Universitaires, 1953), p. 18 (Bachelard's emphasis)
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of expression presupposes the repression of much that is now
free and that perpetuates a repressive society. And such reversal
is not a matter of psychology or ethics but of politics, in the
sense in which this term has here been used throughout: the
practice in which the basic societal institutions are developed,
defined, sustained, and changed. It is the practice of individuals,
no matter how organized they may be. Thus the question once
again must be faced: how can the administered individuals—
who have made their mutilation into their own liberties and
satisfactions, and thus reproduce it on an enlarged scale—
liberate themselves from themselves as well as from their
masters? How is it even thinkable that the vicious circle be
broken?

Paradoxically, it seems that it is not the notion of the new soci-
etal institutions which presents the greatest difficulty in the attempt
to answer this question. The established societies themselves are
changing, or have already changed the basic institutions in the
direction of increased planning. Since the development and util-
ization of all available resources for the universal satisfaction of
vital needs is the prerequisite of pacification, it is incompatible
with the prevalence of particular interests which stand in the way
of attaining this goal. Qualitative change is conditional upon
planning for the whole against these interests, and a free and
rational society can emerge only on this basis.

The institutions within which pacification can be envisaged
thus defy the traditional dassification into authoritarian and
democratic, centralized and liberal administration. Today, the
opposition to central planning in the name of a liberal dem-
ocracy which is denied in reality serves as an ideological prop
for repressive interests. The goal of authentic self-determination
by the individuals depends on effective social control over the
production and distribution of the necessities (in terms of the
achieved level of culture, material and intellectual).
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Here, technological rationality, stripped of its exploitative
features, is the sole standard and guide in planning and develop-
ing the available resources for all. Self-determination in the pro-
duction and distribution of vital goods and services would be
wasteful. The job is a technical one, and as a truly technical job,
it makes for the reduction of physical and mental toil. In this
realm, centralized control is rational if it establishes the pre-
conditions for meaningful self-determination. The latter can
then become effective in its own realm—in the decisions which
involve the production and distribution of the economic
surplus, and in the individual existence.

In any case, the combination of centralized authority and
direct democracy is subject to infinite variations, according to
the degree of development. Self-determination will be real to the
extent to which the masses have been dissolved into individuals
liberated from all propaganda, indoctrination, and manipula-
tion, capable of knowing and comprehending the facts and of
evaluating the alternatives. In other words, society would be
rational and free to the extent to which it is organized, sustained,
and reproduced by an essentially new historical Subject.

At the present stage of development of the advanced industrial
societies, the material as well as the cultural system denies this
exigency. The power and efficiency of this system, the thorough
assimilation of mind with fact, of thought with required
behavior, of aspirations with reality, militate against the emer-
gence of a new Subject. They also militate against the notion that
the replacement of the prevailing control over the productive
process by "control from below" would mean the advent of
qualitative change. This notion was valid, and still is valid, where
the laborers were, and still are, the living denial and indictment
of the established society. However, where these classes have
become a prop of the established way of life, their ascent to
control would prolong this way in a different setting.

And yet, the facts are all there which validate the critical
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theory of this society and of its fatal development: the increasing
irrationality of the whole; waste and restriction of productivity;
the need for aggressive expansion; the constant threat of war;
intensified exploitation; dehumanization. And they all point to
the historical alternative: the planned utilization of resources
for the satisfaction of vital needs with a minimum of toil, the
transformation of leisure into free time, the pacification of
the struggle for existence.

But the facts and the alternatives are there like fragments
which do not connect, or like a world of mute objects without a
subject, without the practice which would move these objects in
the new direction. Dialectical theory is not refuted, but it cannot
offer the remedy. It cannot be positive. To be sure, the dialectical
concept, in comprehending the given facts, transcends the given
facts. This is the very token of its truth. It defines the historical
possibilities, even necessities; but their realization can only be in
the practice which responds to the theory, and, at present, the
practice gives no such response.

On theoretical as well as empirical grounds, the dialectical
concept pronounces its own hopelessness. The human reality is
its history and, in it, contradictions do not explode by them-
selves. The conflict between streamlined, rewarding domination
on the one hand, and its achievements that make for self-
determination and pacification on the other, may become blatant
beyond any possible denial, but it may well continue to be a
manageable and even productive conflict, for with the growth in
the technological conquest of nature grows the conquest of man
by man. And this conquest reduces the freedom which is a
necessary a priori of liberation. This is freedom of thought in the
only sense in which thought can be free in the administered
world—as the consciousness of its repressive productivity, and
as the absolute need for breaking out of this whole. But precisely
this absolute need does not prevail where it could become the
driving force of a historical practice, the effective cause of
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qualitative change. Without this material force, even the most
acute consciousness remains powerless.

No matter how obvious the irrational character of the whole
may manifest itself and, with it, the necessity of change, insight
into necessity has never sufficed for seizing the possible alterna-
tives. Confronted with the omnipresent efficiency of the given
system of life, its alternatives have always appeared utopian. And
insight into necessity, the consciousness of the evil state, will not
suffice even at the stage where the accomplishments of science
and the level of productivity have eliminated the utopian features
of the alternatives—where the established reality rather than its
opposite is utopian.

Does this mean that the critical theory of society abdicates and
leaves the field to an empirical sociology which, freed from all
theoretical guidance except a methodological one, succumbs to
the fallacies of misplaced concreteness, thus performing an ideo-
logical service while proclaiming the elimination of value judg-
ments? Or do the dialectical concepts once again testify to their
truth—by comprehending their own situation as that of the
society which they analyze? A response might suggest itself if
one considers the critical theory precisely at the point of its
greatest weakness—its inability to demonstrate the liberating
tendencies within the established society.

The critical theory of society, was, at the time of its origin,
confronted with the presence of real forces (objective and sub-
jective) in the established society which moved (or could be
guided to move) toward more rational and freer institutions by
abolishing the existing ones which had become obstacles to
progress. These were the empirical grounds on which the theory
was erected, and from these empirical grounds derived the idea
of the liberation of inherent possibilities—the development,
otherwise blocked and distorted, of material and intellectual
productivity, faculties, and needs. Without the demonstration of
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such forces, the critique of society would still be valid and
rational, but it would be incapable of translating its rationality
into terms of historical practice. The conclusion? "Liberation
of inherent possibilities" no longer adequately expresses the
historical alternative.

The enchained possibilities of advanced industrial societies
are: development of the productive forces on an enlarged scale,
extension of the conquest of nature, growing satisfaction of
needs for a growing number of people, creation of new needs
and faculties. But these possibilities are gradually being realized
through means and institutions which cancel their liberating
potential, and this process affects not only the means but also the
ends. The instruments of productivity and progress, organized
into a totalitarian system, determine not only the actual but also
the possible utilizations.

At its most advanced stage, domination functions as adminis-
tration, and in the overdeveloped areas of mass consumption,
the administered life becomes the good life of the whole, in the
defense of which the opposites are united. This is the pure form
of domination. Conversely, its negation appears to be the pure
form of negation. All content seems reduced to the one abstract
demand for the end of domination—the only truly revolution-
ary exigency, and the event that would validate the achievements
of industrial civilization. In the face of its efficient denial by the
established system, this negation appears in the politically impo-
tent from of the "absolute refusal"—a refusal which seems the
more unreasonable the more the established system develops its
productivity and alleviates the burden of life. In the words of
Maurice Blanchot:

"Cc que nous refusons n'est pas sans valeur ni sans import-
ance. C'est bien A cause de cela que le refus est necessaire. II y
a une raison que nous n'accepterons plus, it y a une apparence
de sagesse qui nous fait horreur, it y a une offre d'accord et de



260 THE CHANCE OF THE ALTERNATIVES

conciliation que nous n'entendrons pas. Une rupture s'est

produite. Nous avons dtd ramends a cette franchise qui ne
tolere plus la complicitd."

But if the abstract character of the refusal is the result of total
reification, then the concrete ground for refusal must still exist,
for reification is an illusion. By the same token, the unification of
opposites in the medium of technological rationality must be, in
all its reality, an illusory unification, which eliminates neither the
contradiction between the growing productivity and its
repressive use, nor the vital need for solving the contradiction.

But the struggle for the solution has outgrown the traditional
forms. The totalitarian tendencies of the one-dimensional soci-
ety render the traditional ways and means of protest
ineffective—perhaps even dangerous because they preserve the
illusion of popular sovereignty. This illusion contains some
truth: "the people," previously the ferment of social change,
have "moved up" to become the ferment of social cohesion.
Here rather than in the redistribution of wealth and equalization
of classes is the new stratification characteristic of advanced
industrial society.

However, underneath the conservative popular base is the
substratum of the outcasts and outsiders, the exploited and per-
secuted of other races and other colors, the unemployed and the
unemployable. They exist outside the democratic process; their
life is the most immediate and the most real need for ending
intolerable conditions and institutions. Thus their opposition is
revolutionary even if their consciousness is not. Their opposition

3 "What we refuse is not without value or importance. Precisely because of
that, the refusal is necessary. There is a reason which we no longer accept, there

is an appearance of wisdom which horrifies us, there is a plea for agreement
and conciliation which we will no longer heed. A break has occurred. We have
been reduced to that frankness which no longer tolerates complicity." "Le

Refus," in Le 14 Juillet, no. 2, Paris, Octobre 1958.
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hits the system from without and is therefore not deflected by
the system; it is an elementary force which violates the rules of
the game and, in doing so, reveals it as a rigged game. When
they get together and go out into the streets, without arms,
without protection, in order to ask for the most primitive civil
rights, they know that they face dogs, stones, and bombs, jail,
concentration camps, even death. Their force is behind every
political demonstration for the victims of law and order. The fact
that they start refusing to play the game may be the fact which
marks the beginning of the end of a period.

Nothing indicates that it will be a good end. The economic
and technical capabilities of the established societies are suf-
ficiently vast to allow for adjustments and concessions to the
underdog, and their armed forces sufficiently trained and
equipped to take care of emergency situations. However, the
spectre is there again, inside and outside the frontiers of the
advanced societies. The facile historical parallel with the barbar-
ians threatening the empire of civilization prejudges the issue;
the second period of barbarism may well be the continued
empire of civilization itself. But the chance is that, in this period,
the historical extremes may meet again: the most advanced con-
sciousness of humanity, and its most exploited force. It is noth-
ing but a chance The critical theory of society possesses no
concepts which could bridge the gap between the present and its
future; holding no promise and showing no success, it remains
negative. Thus it wants to remain loyal to those who, without
hope, have given and give their life to the Great Refusal.

At the beginning of the fascist era, Walter Benjamin wrote:

Nur urn der Hoffnungslosen willen ist uns die Hoffnung gegeben.

It is only for the sake of those without hope that hope is given
to us.




