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of European thought'illuminated by a spectacular display of fireworks.
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obey Rome. Why/should Franks, Teutons, descendants of
Viking pirates,Accept the dominion of a single, universal,
foreign legal £ode? Different nations, different roots, different
Jaws, diffepént peoples, different communities, differefit ideals.
Each had/its own way of living — what right had ong/
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ority the reformers denied. This broke the spell of one
orld, one universal law, and consequeg ly one universal goal
for all men, everywhere, at all times. Ahe perfect society which
Frankish warriors, or even their desCendants, conceived as their
ideal might be very different jfom the Utopian vision of an
Italian, ancient or modern, 3¢ d wholly unlike that of an Indian
or a Swede or a Turk. {nceforth, the spectre of relativi
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discoveries of Galileo and Newton and the work of other
mathematicians and physicists and biologists of genius, the
external world was seenasa single cosmos, such that, to take the
best-known example, by the application of relatively few laws
the movement and position of every particle of matter could be
precisely determined. For the first time it became possible t0 .
organise a_chaotic mass of observational data into a single, a |

“coherent, perfectly orderly system. Why should not the same
to morals, to politics, to ]
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the organisation of society, with equal success? Why should it
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that which is irrational in man. This took place in Greece in the
fourth and third centuries BC, when the great Socratic schools
E‘- produced their magnificent rationalistic systems: seldom, weare

told by historians of Greek cults, did mystery religions, occule-
ism, irrationalism, mysticisms of all kinds flourish so richly. So
too the powerful and rigid edifice of Roman law, one of the great
achievements of human civilisation, and, side by side with it,
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the great legal-religious structure of ancient Judaism were
followed by a passionate, emotional resistance, culminating in
the rise and triumph of Christianity. In the later Middle Ages
there was, similarly, reaction to the great logical constructions
of the schoolmen. Something not dissimilar occurred during the
Reformation; and finally, following the triumphs of the scien-
tific spirit in the west, a powerful counter-movement arose Some
two centuries ago.

This reaction came mainly from Germany. Something needs
to be said about the social and spiritual situation in the
Germany of that time. By the seventeenth century, even before
the devastation of the Thirty Years War, German-speaking
countries found themselves, for reasons which I do not have the
competence to discuss, culturally inferior to their neighbours
across the Rhine. During the entire seventeenth century, the
French seemed to be dominant in every sphere of life, both
spiritual and material. Their military strength, their social and
economic organisation, their thinkers, scientists and phil-
osophers, painters and composers, their poets, dramatists,
architects — their excellence in the general arts of life — these
placed them at the head of all Europe. Well might they be

excused if then and later they identified civilisation as such with
their own culture.

If, during the seventeenth century, French influence reached
an unexampled height, there was a notable flowering of culture
in other western countries also: this is plainly true of England in
the late Elizabethan and Stuart period; it coincided with the
golden age of Spain, and the great artistic and scientific
renaissance in the Low Countries. Italy, if not perhaps at the

35



The Decline of Utopian Ideas in the West

g q p )

and especially scienti
cientists, of rare achij
: ievement, i
the far north was beginning to stir Rkl

. The German-speaking
Sfmilar. If you ask what w
tions made to European cj
by the German-speaking

peoples could not boast of anything
ere thc: most distinguished contribu.
vilisation in the seventeenth century

()
p
I C CC ure an [ t‘lE JSD‘[E ts:l gEIl!uS Ot ]:E Ier’

original talent seemed to f]
en; ow only in theology:
:;h;iars,fthmkers, seldom rose above mediocrityfg{;i Wi
Ve tew native predecessors. Thij ’
o . . This can, I belje
51':;;2(,{1’5 T:; lérast in parbr, by the economic decline a
ermany; but I am concerned
i rned only to st
shem: :i;es. Even .thoug.h the general level of German educatio
i quite ﬁngh, life and art and thought remained .
advancydprov.mcml. The attitude to the German lands ofpl:-
¢d nations of the west, particularly of the French sv.een;:e:iE

bniz seems
ve, be ex-
nd political
ress the facts

SO?it‘m?es in a somewhat aggressive fashion
Lhis is a common e(;lough fesponse on the part of backward
i b al‘er o(;-n w:th. too much'arfogant contempt,
s e rl.;ons‘cm}:s superiority, by the more
kp—— .ir_. ir t lj cginning of the eighteenth century
i ,prindpa l}:d ; ulz: eaders in the devout, inward-looking
formof stk Contes;n €gan to counter-attack. This took the
Hhiege Bl ]ft' on t}.1e worldly success of the French:
T their imitators elsewhere could boast of
rn}f:;y ihgw. The inner life, the life of the spirit

o Ofsurereatmr? of man to man, to himself, to God -
preme importance; the empty, materialistic

es
Boiiioun had no sense of true values — of whar alone
y. Let them have theirarts, theirsciences

their wealth and their vaunted glory. All this was o

» in the end,

36

The Decline of Utopian ldeas in the West

dross — the perishable goods of the corruptible flesh. The
philosophes were blind leaders of the blind, remote from all
conception of what alone truly mattered, the dark, agonising,
infinitely rewarding descent into the depths of man's own sinful
but immortal soul, made in the semblance of divine nature
itself. This was the realm of the devout, inward vision of the
German soul.

Gradually this German self-image grew in intensity, fed by
what might be called a kind of nationalist resentment. The
philosopher, poet, critic, pastor Johann Gottfried Herder was
perhaps the first wholly articulate prophet of this attitude, and
elevated this cultural self-consciousness into a general principle.
Beginning as a literary historian and essayist, he maintained

tha? ‘values were not universal; every human society, every
people, indeed every age and civilisation, possesses its own
unique ideals, standards, way of living and thought and action. .
There are no immutable, universal, eternal rules or criteria of
judgement in terms of which different cultures and nations can
be graded in some single order of excellence, which would place
the French — if Voltaire was right — at the top of the ladder of
human achievement and the Germans far below them in the
twilight regions of religious obscurantism and within the
narrow limits of provincialism and dim-witted rural existence.
Every society, every age, has its own cultural horizons. Every
nation has its own traditions, its own character, its own face.
Every nation has its own centre of moral gravity, which differs
from that of every other: there and only there its happiness lies —
in the development of its own national needs, its own unique
character.

There is no compelling reason for seeking to imitate foreign
models, or returning to some remote past. Every age, every
society, differs in its goals and habits and values from every
other. The conception of human history as a single universal
process of struggle towards the light, the later stages and
embodiments of which are necessarily superior to the earlier,
where the primitive is necessarily inferior to the sophisticated;
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own, whose behaviour, reactions, feelings, instinctive re-
sponses, and thoughts and pleasures and pains, are too remote
from yours, whose education and outlook, the tone and quality
of whose lives and being, are not yours. There are many things
which men do have in common, but that is not what matters
most. What individualises them, makes them what they are,
makes communication possible, is what they do not have in
common with all the others. Differences, peculiarities,
nuances, individual character are all in all.

This is a novel doctrine. Herder identified cultural differ-
ences and cultural essence and the very idea of historical
development very differently from Voltaire. What, for him,
makes Germans German is the fact that the way in which they
eat or drink, dispense justice, write poetry, worship, dispose of
property, get up and sit down, obtain their food, wear their
clothes, sing, fight wars, order political life, all have a certain
common character, a qualitative property, a pattern which is
solely German, in which they differ from the corresponding
activities of the Chinese or the Portuguese. No one of these
peoples or cultures is, for Herder, superior to any of the others,
they are merely different; since they are different, they seek
different ends; therein is both their specific character and their
value. Values, qualities of character, are not commensurable: an
order of merit which presupposes a single measuring-rod is, for
Herder, evidence of blindness to what makes human beings
human. A German cannot be made happy by efforts to turn him

into a second-rate Frenchman. Icelanders will not be made
happy by life in Denmark, or Europeans by emigrating to
America. Men can develop their full powers only by continuing
to live where they and their ancestors were born, to speak their
language, live their lives within the framework of the customs
of their society and culture. Men are not self-created: they are
born into a stream of tradition, above all of language, which
shapes their thoughts and feelings, which they cannot shed or
change, which forms their inner life. The qualities which men
have in common are not sufficient to ensure the fulfilment of a
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Weltanschauung. For the young Friedrich Schlegel, or Tieck, or
Novalis, values, ethical, political, aesthetic, are not objectively
given, not fixed stars in some Platonic firmament, eternal,
immutable, which men can discover only by employing the
proper method — metaphysical insight, scientific investigation,
philosophical argument or divine revelation. Values are gener-
ated by the creative human self. Man is, above all, a creature
endowed not only with reason but with will. Will is the creative
function of man. The new model of man’s nature is conceived by
analogy with the new conception of artistic creation, no longer
bound by the objective rules drawn from idealised universal
nature (‘la bella natura’) ot by the eternal truths of classicism, or
natural law, or a divine lawgiver. If one compares classical
doctrines — even those of such late neoclassical, somewhat
Platonist, theorists as Joshua Reynolds or Jean-Philippe
Rameau — with those of their romantic opponents, this emerges
clearly. Reynolds, in his famous lectures on the Great Style, said
in effect that, if you are painting a king, you must be guided by
the conception of royalty. David, King of Israel, may in life
have been of mean stature and have had physical defects. But
you may not so paint him, because he is a king. Therefore you
must paint him as a royal personage; and royalty is an eternal,
immutable attribute, unitary and equally accessible to the
vision of all men, at all times, everywhere; somewhat like a
Platonic ‘idea’, beyond the reach of the empirical eye, it does not
alter with the passage of time or difference of outlook, and the
business of the painter or sculptor is to penetrate the veil of
appearance, to conceive of the essence of pure royalty, and
convey it on canvas, or in marble or wood or whatever medium
the artist chooses to use. Similarly, Rameau was convinced that
the business of 2 composer was to use sound to evince harmony —
the eternal mathematical proportions which are embodied in
the nature of things, in the great cosmos — not given to the
mortal ear, yet that which gives the pattern of musical sounds
the order and beauty which the inspired artist creates — or rather
reproduces, ‘imitates’ — as best he can.
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convention, of the free artists, the Satanic outlaws, the Byronic
quod ubigue, quod 4b omnibus: the onl outcasts, the ‘pale and fevered generation’ celebrated by
: ~+ the only problem was how to know German and French romantic writers of the early nineteenth
century, the stormy Promethean heroes who reject the laws of
But if these values are not uncreated, b * their society, determined to achieve self-realisation and free
culture or by my nation of by my clas ) h ut generated by my self-expression against whatever odds.
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Germans are different from Valucs‘ . values generated by i roots from which it grew, did not vanish with the waning of the
generated b ) 1 ‘ “ first wave of the romantic movement, and became the cause of per-
manent unease, indeed anxiety, in the_Eurquqg consciousness,
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pessimism of the bourgeoisie made uneasy by consciousness of,
but unable to face, its inescapably approaching doom. Since
then the ‘perennial philosophy’, with its unalterable objective
truths founded on the perception of an eternal order behind the
chaos of appearances, has been thrown on the defensive in the
face of the attacks of relativists, pluralists, irrationalists, prag-
matists, subjectivists, and certain types of empiricism; and with
its decline, the conception of the perfect society, which derives
from this great unitary vision, loses its persuasive power, From

this time onward, believers in the possibility of social perfection

“tend to be accused by their opponents of trying to foist an

artificial order on a reluctant humanity, of trying to fit human
Dbeings, like bricks, into a preconceived structure, force them

into Procrustean beds, and vivisect living men in the pursuit of
some fanatically held schema. Hence the protest — and anti-

‘Utopias — of Aldous Huxley, or Orwell, or Zamyatin (in Russia

in the early 1920s), who paint a horrifying picture of a

frictionless society in which differences between human beings
are, as far as possible, eliminated, or at least reduced, and the
multi-coloured pattern of the variety of human temperaments,
inclinations, ideals — in short, the flow of life — is brutally
reduced to uniformity, pressed into a social and political
straitjacket which hurts and maims and ends by crushing men
in the name of a monistic theory, a dream of a perfect, static
order. This is the heart of the protest against the uniformitarian
despotism which Tocqueville and J. S. Mill felt to be advancing
upon mankind. ' .

Our times have seen the conflict of two irreconcilable views:
one is the view of those who believe that there exist eternal
values, binding on all men, and that the reason why men have
not, as yet, all recognised or realised them is a lack of the
capacity, moral, intellectual or material, needed to compass this
end. It may be that this knowledge has been withheld from us
by the laws of history itself: on one interpretation of these laws it
is the class war that has so distorted our relations to each other
as to blind men to the truth, and so prevented a rational
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organisation of human life, But enough progress has occurred to
enable some persons to see the truth; in the fullness of time the
universal solution will be clear to men ar large; then prehistory
will end and true human history will begin. Thus contend the
Marxists, and perhaps other socialist and optimistic prophets.
This is not accepted by those who declare that men’s tempera-
ments, gifts, outlooks, wishes permanently differ one from
another, that uniformity kills; that men can live full lives only
in societies with an open texture, in which vatiety is not merely
tolerated but is approved and encouraged; that the richest
development of human potentialities can occur only in societies
in which there is a wide spectrum of opinions — the freedom for
what J. S. Mill called ‘experiments in living’ ~ in which there is
liberty of thought and of expression, views and opinions clash
with each other, societies in which friction and even conflict are
permitted, albeit with rules to control them and prevent
destruction and violence; that subjection to a single ideology,
no matter how reasonable and imaginative, robs men of freedom
and vitality. It may be this that Goethe meant when, after
reading Holbach’s Systéme de Lz naure (one of the most famous
works of ei ghteenth-century French materialism, which looked
to a kind of rationalist Utopia), he declared that he could not
understand how anyone could accept such a grey, Cimmerian,
corpse-like affair, devoid of colour, life, art, humanity. For
those who embrace this romantically tinged individualism,
what matters is not the common base but the differences, not
the one but the many; for them the craving for unity — the
regeneration of mankind by recovery of a lost innocence and
harmony, the return from a fragmented existence to the all-
embracing whole — is an infantile and dangerous delusion: to
crush all diversity and even conflict in the interest of uniformity
is, for them, to crush life itself,
These doctrines are not compatible with one another., They
are ancient antagonists; in their modern guise both dominate
mankind today, and both are resisted: industrial organisation
versus human rights, bureaucratic rules versus ‘doing one's own
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"unique, particular ends without too much interference with the
¥

i inspi to
—ends of others, is not a passionate battle-cry to inspire men

sacrifice and martyrdom and heroic feats. Yet if it were adopted,
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1t might yet prevent mutual dest
rese
ﬁrati;ve It_he world. Immanuel Kant, a man very remote from
nalism, once observed that *
at ‘Out of the crooked ti
— . . crooked timber of
nity no str'alght thing was ever made.’ And for that reas
no perfect solution is, not merely i 2
ossible i {
p le in human affairs, and any determined attempt to

produce it is likel ; T
filure ely to lead to suffering, disillusionment and

tuction, and, in the end,
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GIAMBATTISTA VICO ¢
AND CULTURAL HISTORY

I

THE STUDY of their own past has long been ,6/r/1e of the major
preoccupations of men. There have been many motives for this,
some of them discussed by Nietzsche in aftamous essay: pride,
the desire to glorify the achievements o%ribe, nation, church,
race, class, party; the wish to promote, the bonds of solidarity in
a given society — “We are all sons oijédmus'; faith in the sacred
traditions of the tribe — to ouf ancestors alone has been
vouchsafed the revelation of the/true ends of life, of good and
evil, right and wrong, how gfie should live, what to live by;
and, associated with this, agénse of collective worth, the need to
know and teach others to dnderstand the kind of society that we
are and have been, the fexture of relationships through which
our collective genius Has expressed itself, and by which alone it
can function.

There is the gthical approach: history provides us with
authentic examples — and exemplars — of virtue and vice, with
vivid illustrations of what to do and what to avoid — a gallery of
portraits of heroes and villains, the wise and the foolish, the
successfdl and the failures; here history is seen as being in the
first place a school of morals, as, for example, Leibniz declared,
or of experimental politics, as Joseph de Maistre (and perhaps

achiavelli} believed.

Then again, there are those who look for a pattern in history,
the gradual realisation of a cosmic plan, the work of the Divine
Artificer who has created us, and all there is, to serve a universal
purpose, hidden from us, perhaps, because we are too weak or
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