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FOR BETH


INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

These words come from the preface to Christopher Lasch’s Culture of Narcissism. Published in 1979, it warned that “bourgeois society has lost both the capacity and the will to confront the difficulties that threaten to overwhelm it” and that “the political crisis of capitalism reflects a general crisis of western culture.” Lasch quoted distinguished historian David H. Donald: “The age of abundance has ended,” ushering in “the bleakness of the new era.”1

Less than a decade later, American and European politics witnessed a massive return to the virtues of free enterprise, bourgeois values, and a new “age of abundance,” as oil prices fell and non-Western countries began to turn to American-style capitalism, not socialism, to invigorate their industrial economies. Yet already Paul Kennedy was arguing in The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987) that Americans were about to face the same fate as the British at the end of the nineteenth century: their decline as a world power. The United States was suffering from what Kennedy called “imperial overstretch,” and was being squeezed by the same inexorable forces that had wrecked the Pax Brittanica and led to World Wars I and II. Trapped by its Cold War military commitments and by new economic challengers along the Pacific Rim, America’s dominant position in the world was over. “The task facing American statesmen over the next decades,” Kennedy wrote, will be “to ‘manage’ affairs so that the relative erosion of the United States’ position takes place slowly and smoothly.”2

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

Of course, facts alone cannot make or unmake a theory of history. Pessimism and optimism are attitudes the scholar brings to his analysis of events, not conclusions that arise from that analysis. Kennedy’s claims about “imperial overstretch” fit in too well with the prevailing gloom about the fate of American society as it approached the end of the twentieth century. Political analyst Kevin Phillips used Kennedy to compare Washington, D.C. to imperial Rome and nineteenth-century London, the bloated, “arrogant capital” of an declining empire ruled by “abusive and entrenched elites.” “Too much of what happened then is happening again,” he wrote. “Economic polarization” and “a declining middle class” move hand in hand with “an expansion of luxury and moral permissiveness,” “loss of old patriotism,” and “complaints of moral decay”—the diagnosis of decline (as in Phillips’s own writings) standing as evidence of decline itself.3

The black critic Cornel West used Kennedy’s image of “the eclipse of U.S. hegemony in the world” as the backdrop for his own summary of America’s woes in Race Matters (1993). West warned that American society was being ravaged by a “silent depression” of declining industrial jobs and sinking incomes, and a collapse of community. “Cultural decay in a declining empire” had created “rootless, dangling people” and a “powerless citizenry that includes not just the poor but all of us.”4 West’s book, and Phillips’s Arrogant Capital and Boiling Point, joined other books on America’s future with depressing titles such as The Twilight of Democracy, The Democracy Trap, Democracy on Trial, Giving Up on Democracy, The Frozen Republic, The Selling of America, The Bankrupting of America, The Endangered American Dream, and Who Will Tell the People.5

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

Then Charles Murray and Richard Herrnstein’s widely publicized The Bell Curve (1994) presented a picture of America’s future highly reminiscent of the writings of eugenicists and “race scientists” at the end of the nineteenth century—the fin de siècle in which the image of Western decline first took decisive shape. Charles Murray warned that America’s overly mobile society was about to split in two, based on IQ and cognitive ability. The United States was fast becoming “two nations,” a detached and culturally isolated elite holding the bulk of economic and social resources and an increasingly cretinized underclass, both black and white, incapable of taking care of itself. The political measures to deal with this bifurcation of society “will become more and more totalitarian,” Murray predicted, with increased police powers, the spread of racial antagonisms and resentment, curtailed personal freedoms, and the creation of “a lavish and high-tech version of the Indian reservation for a substantial minority of the nation’s population.” He concluded that “unchecked, these trends will lead the U.S. toward something resembling a caste society,” adding that, “like other apocalyptic visions [of America’s future], this one is pessimistic, perhaps too much so. On the other hand, there is much to be pessimistic about.”6

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

Unless we “embrace the preservation of the earth as our new organizing principle,” Gore wrote, “the very survival of our civilization will be in doubt.”7 Global warming, the depletion of the ozone layer, the destruction of the rain forest, extinction of endangered species, poisoning of air and water pose mortal threats to our very existence. In response, “we retreat into the seductive tools and technologies of industrial civilization, but that only creates new problems as we become increasingly isolated from one another and disconnected from our roots.” Instead, people around the world need to “take a hard look at the habits of mind and action that reflect—and have led to—this grave crisis.” Among those habits is modern acquisitive capitalism, which has been blind to its destruction of the environment.8 Then there is the nature of technological civilization itself:

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

That civilization now faces a “collective identity crisis,” Gore suggests, and evidence is accumulating that “there is indeed a spiritual crisis in modern civilization that seems to be based on an emptiness at its center and the absence of a larger spiritual purpose.”9

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

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

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

The Unabomber accused modern Americans of leading the lives of “decadent leisured aristocrats”: they were “bored, hedonistic, and demoralized.” People had been brainwashed into a state of conformity and docility comparable to “domesticated animals,” with every aspect of their lives dictated and controlled by the technological corporate elite. The Unabomber was calling for nothing less than a global revolution, “to overthrow not governments but the economic and technological basis of the present society.” Then a new ideology “that opposes technology and the industrial society” would have to arise, “so that when and if the system collapses, the remnants will be smashed beyond repair, so that the system cannot be reconstituted.” He believed radical environmentalism was such an ideology. (In fact, the FBI would later find a dogeared, heavily marked copy of Gore’s Earth in the Balance in his cabin when he was arrested in April 1996.) But he had no illusions that creating the new, ideal society would be easy: speaking for himself, “our goal is only to destroy the existing form of society”—the modern West.10

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

But we will also see that the idea of decline consists of two distinct traditions. For every Western intellectual who dreads the collapse of his own society (like Henry Adams or Arnold Toynbee or Paul Kennedy or Charles Murray), there is another who has looked forward to that event with glee. For the better part of three decades, America’s preeminent thinkers and critics—from Norman Mailer, Gore Vidal, Thomas Pynchon, Christopher Lasch, Jonathan Kozol, and Garry Wills to Joseph Campbell, Joan Didion, Susan Sontag, Jonathan Schell, Robert Heilbroner, Richard Sennett, Noam Chomsky, Paul Goodman, Michael Harrington, E.L. Doctorow, and Kirkpatrick Sale, not to mention Cornel West, Albert Gore, and the Unabomber—have advanced a picture of American society far more frightening than anything pessimists like Charles Murray or Kevin Phillips could come up with. As a critique of Western industrial society, it dates back to the nineteenth century. In this point of view, modern society appears as greedily materialistic, spiritually bankrupt, and devoid of humane values. Modern people are always displaced, rootless, psychologically scarred, and isolated from one another. They are, as the Unabomber puts it, “demoralized.” The key question now becomes not if American society or Western civilization can be saved, but whether it deserves to be saved at all.

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

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

Regardless of the country, regardless of the era, and regardless of political persuasion, all these authors have shared the same prophetic vision: the capitalist bourgeois civilization of their day, whether in 1846 or 1886, 1946 or 1996, is doomed to self-destruction. Capitalism is not just painful or difficult for those excluded from its benefits, or capable of enormous physical destruction, or prone to outbursts of crassness and vulgarity, or forgetful of “the higher things” and its own spiritual traditions. Cultural pessimism insists that the ordinary, normal course of civil society on the Western model, as a capitalist or “commercial” society, resting on rational and scientific principles, democratic political institutions, and self-consciously “modern” cultural and social attitudes, awaits its own secular apocalypse. An inevitable doom hovers over its products and achievements: as Oswald Spengler put it, by living in modern society we must be “resigned to the fact of a late life.”11 Modern man lives in a world that is sliding ever deeper into the slough of despond, until some entirely new redemptive order arises.

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

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

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

For the cultural pessimist, then, bad news is actually good news. He greets economic depression, unemployment, world wars and conflicts, and environmental disasters with barely concealed glee, since these events all foreshadow the final destruction of modern civilization. Like the biblical prophets of old, the modern prophets of pessimism know that the worse things get, the better they will be.12

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


PART ONE
THE LANGUAGES OF
DECLINE
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CHAPTER 1
PROGRESS, DECLINE, AND DECADENCE

Everything degenerates in the hands of men.

—Jean-Jacques Rousseau

The idea of decline is actually a theory about the nature and meaning of time. So is the idea of progress. The notion of history as progress stands largely discredited today among intellectuals, and especially among historians. They debate instead the origins and history of “the idea of Progress” and how it has served as a powerful cultural “myth” in Western thought.1 The origin and significance of the myth of decline have attracted less notice. Yet the two ideas are actually opposite sides of the same coin. Every theory of progress has also contained a theory of decline, since “inevitable” historical laws can just as easily shift in reverse as move forward. Likewise, whenever we meet a theory about the decline of Western civilization, we can probably find lurking underneath a theory of progress.

Virtually every culture past or present has believed that men and women are not up to the standards of their parents and forebears. In the earliest Greek literature, Homer’s Iliad, we find a description of Ajax picking up with one hand a chunk of stone, “which the sturdiest youngster of our generation would have found difficult to lift with both hands.”2 Two hundred years later, in the seventh century B.C., the poet Hesiod saw the entire cosmos governed by a process of generational decay, beginning with a golden age when gods ruled and men lived in peace and harmony, followed by a silver age, a bronze age, and finally an iron age when men are forced to live by the sweat of their brow and suffer their fate (at the hands of landlords, kings—and wives). The resemblance of Hesiod’s iron age to the expulsion from the Garden of Eden is striking; but “iron age” is also the translation of the Kali Yuga of Hindu and Vedic religion, the last and worst of all human epochs, when “the strong, the cunning, the daring, and the reckless” rule the world. Similar myths appear in Confucian China; among the Aztecs, Zoroastrians, Laplanders, and numerous Native American tribes; and in Icelandic and Irish sagas, not to mention the Book of Genesis.3

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

To whom can I speak today?
There are no righteous men,
The earth is surrendered to criminals. 4

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

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

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

Time destroys all things,
No one is safe from death except the gods.
The earth decays, the flesh decays,
Trust among men withers, and distrust takes its place. Friends turn on friends,
And cities upon cities,
With time all things change: delight
Into bitterness, even hatred into love. 5

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

A sense of the transitory nature of human existence permeated both Greek and Roman literary culture.* It underlay the myth of Arcadia, the imaginary pastoral paradise where shepherds and shepherdesses enjoyed the pleasures of life with none of the sorrows, as well as the motto carpe diem . Life was too short, and happiness too fleeting, to permit any postponement of gratification.

Tomorrow, do thy worst, for I have lived today;
Be fair or foul or rain or shine,
The joys I have possessed in spite of Fate are mine … 6

But the Greco-Roman view of time also contained the conviction that events do not occur at random but according to a repetitive cycle, from birth, life, decline, and death to rebirth. The Greek term for this cycle was “revolution,” anakuklosis . Plato saw the Greek city-states evolving according to a recurrent cycle. The Greek historian Polybius theorized that political systems followed a series of revolutions as monarchy decayed into tyranny, leading to aristocracy, which decayed into oligarchy, which led in turn to democracy followed by anarchy, requiring the restoration of one-man rule or monarchy.7 The medieval version of this cycle was Fortune’s wheel. Man was held in the hands of fate like the thread on a spinning wheel. By rotating the wheel, Fortune raises some men up as kings and heroes and popes, and then with another turn of the crank sends them back down again. Their fame is purely “fortuitous,” with no rhyme or reason.†8

Man’s one resource in the face of Fortune and blind circumstance was his virtue. Originally, virtus meant courage in battle, but it came to include manly integrity in all spheres of life. Virtue was the inner strength necessary to overcome the “slings and arrows of outrageous Fortune,” as Shakespeare put it, and to forge one’s own destiny. Virtue’s emblem was Hercules, the hero and slayer of monsters whose physical strength enabled him to defy impossible odds. Hercules was by far the most popular god both in the ancient world and during the Renaissance, the hopeful symbol of the individual’s ability to determine the direction of his own life against blind fate.9 In the Middle Ages, virtue took on Christian overtones and Fortune became identified with sin, the realm of corrupt flesh and the Devil. In the Renaissance, Machiavelli revived the opposition between Virtue and Fortune in pagan guise. As the author of The Prince explained, “Fortune is a woman,” who requires a strong man to tame her and control her. For that reason, “she is always well disposed toward younger men, since they are less cautious and more aggressive.”

Virtue versus Fortune, virtue versus corruption, and still later the clash between Kultur and Zivilisation : in each case, history is determined by an inevitable conflict between human character and impersonal fate. The ancient Greeks believed that this conflict made possible the growth of knowledge and the arts, as man struggled against primal nature and the surrounding darkness, as in the myth of Prometheus. Similarly, Plato’s philosopher struggles against the forces of ignorance and opinion as he ascends from the shadowy Cave of Illusions to the pure Realm of Ideas. The historian Thucydides saw the same struggle transforming Greece from rude barbarism to the city-state or polis .10 In the end, however, there was no escape from fate. Even the gods were ruled by its decrees; all must eventually return into the primal darkness, or chaos in Greek, and start anew.

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

Ours is the crowning era foretold in prophecy;
Born of time, a great new cycle of centuries Begins. Justice returns to earth, the Golden Age
Returns, and its first born comes down from heaven …
With him shall hearts of iron cease, and hearts of gold
Inherit the whole earth … Thus have the Fates spoken,
In unison with the unshakeable intent of Destiny.

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

Caesar Augustus, son of a god, destined to rule …
his empire shall expand
Past Garamants and Indians to a land beyond the zodiac
And the suns yearly path.

The cyclic motion of Fortune and history now becomes the “translation of empire” from east to west following the course of the sun, from the empires of the Orient, Egypt, and the Middle East (whose rulers likewise conjoined a heavenly and earthly order) to the Greeks and then to Augustus and his successors.

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

What is the secret of Rome’s historical destiny? It is that God wills the unity of mankind…. Hitherto the whole earth from east to west had been rent asunder by continuous strife. To end this madness God has taught the nations to be obedient to the same laws and to all become Romans. Now we see mankind living in a single city…. This is the meaning of all the victories and triumphs of the Roman Empire: the Roman peace has prepared the way for the coming of Christ.11

Charlemagne and the German Holy Roman emperors all strove to build this single “Christian empire” during the Middle Ages, while in the age of absolutism a series of secular rulers, from England’s Elizabeth I to the “sun king” Louis XIV, appealed to the same expansive, irenic ideal.12

For the pagan world, the best that could be hoped for in a world governed by fate was a fixed stability in time. Universal empire was a kind of stalemate with history: it promised that the future would bring nothing bad, but also nothing new. But Christianity, through its Hebrew antecedents, introduced a different perspective. Time was governed not by fate but by the will of Yahweh. History’s movement was no longer cyclical but linear, running from Genesis to Judgment Day, according to God’s purpose. “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” He tells His faithful. “I am the first and the last.” In the new linear view, the future becomes more important than the past in determining man’s meaningful relations with other men, as humanity pushes irresistibly forward to Christ’s Second Coming. A future event and final purpose—the millennium or return of Christ to govern his universal empire—directs all of history and our actions in it.13

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

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

Augustine’s City of God became the foundation of Christian theology in the medieval West. The Catholic Church, which already had established its base in Rome, quickly identified itself with this New Jerusalem, and the notion that papal Rome was indeed the Eternal City became an imperishable part of the Church’s self-image. But all through the Middle Ages a tension remained between a Church establishment that identified itself as the new universal empire and the apocalyptic identification of earthly empire with the Antichrist. A succession of prophets and rebels—Joachim of Fiore, John Wycliffe, Jan Hus, and Savonarola—insisted that the Roman Apostolic Church in fact bore the mark of the beast. More often than not these rebels ended up at the stake, and the Church’s claim to power remained unshaken. But then one managed to elude his persecutors and create his own “true Reformed church.” For Martin Luther, the Catholic Church was nothing more or less than Babylon—“it would be no wonder,” he wrote in 1520, “if God would rain fire and brimstone from heaven and sink Rome into the abyss, as He did Sodom and Gomorrah of old”—and the pope the Antichrist. “If he is not,” Luther exclaimed, “then somebody tell me who is!”14

Protestants and Catholics alike explained the religious wars of sixteenth-century Europe in terms of the Apocalypse and the struggle against a menacing Antichrist. Salvation seemed to require the violent and catastrophic destruction of everything that had come before, as massacres and atrocities mounted on both sides. Only with the ebbing of sectarian passions in the seventeenth century did a new, less catastrophic vision of history as redemption emerge: the idea of Progress.

PROGRESS AND CIVILIZATION

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

However, by the Renaissance, thinkers were recognizing that the world of the flesh was subject to its own God-given natural laws. The idea of natural law meant that the will of God governs our daily affairs in the form of divine Providence, that benevolent and curiously detached vigilance God keeps over all His creatures. The great natural law philosophers—Hugo Grotius, John Locke, Samuel Pufendorf, and Giambattista Vico—were all working on variations of this single simple insight, that the natural laws governing human behavior were also the laws of God.15 And since God’s will always works to good ends, the same must be true of the laws governing our individual lives and, even more significantly, our collective history. The Neopolitan churchman Giambattisto Vico saw all of human history moving through three successive corsi (“cycles”) under the guidance of God’s will as Providence.16 Vico also started the custom of dividing history into distinct civilizations, each of which illustrated Vico’s Christianized anakuklosis . Every historical people, he claimed, began with an archaic age of kings and priests and primitive myths, followed by an age of heroes and epic struggles, leading to an age of empire and universal dominion, which then broke apart and declined into barbarism, causing the cycle to begin again.

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

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

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

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

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

This progress is first of all an economic advance, as men and women earn their living in increasingly productive ways, from foraging to herding to agriculture to trade and industry. But it also involves a steady cultural advance. Man finds himself connected to more and more people in more complex and mutually beneficial ways; other human beings are no longer just competitors for a bone to gnaw on or the meager fare from the day’s hunt. They are family and friends, customers and colleagues, fellow citizens in a common enterprise in whom we recognize the best part of ourselves. The rational part of man’s personality increasingly discovers new and exciting outlets.17 This results in the development of the arts and sciences, literature and poetry: “The more these refined arts advance,” wrote philosopher David Hume, “the more sociable men become.”

Civil society, or modern civilization, encompassed a human transformation that Enlightenment thinkers summarized in the four catchphrases of civil society theory. The first was the refinement of manners. Manners formed a society’s collective character or virtue. “Manners,” Edmund Burke exclaimed, “are of more importance than laws” in the secure foundation of human society. “They aid morals, they supply them, or they totally destroy them.”18 Voltaire made them the principal subject of history itself. As men become more rational, and as their society’s horizons become less narrow, their manners lose their earlier parochialism. Society’s tastes in literature and the arts become, in a word, civilized (in fact, the French simply translated the English word “refinement” as civilisation ). Refinement of manners brings a tolerance for those of different political and religious views: no more Inquisitions or religious wars. Men look for a rational rather than mythic understanding of the workings of nature, which we call science. Refinement also encourages a more sympathetic appreciation of the intrinsic worth of other human beings, including (or especially) women, who were, the Englightenment agreed, an important influence on raising the standard of society’s manners and morals.19

Refined manners were closely connected with the second important virtue of civilization, the rise of politeness, a word with the same root as “polished” and “finished.” The third Earl of Shaftesbury, English moralist and philosopher, used the term to describe people as well as objects, and saw it as the happy result of modern urban life: “We polish one another, and rub off our corners and rough sides by a sort of amicable collision.” These multiple contacts teach us that we must treat others with respect, or civility, and that we owe a due regard for their interests as well as our own.20 Politeness was more than just a question of good manners (as we would say today). It opens up our true nature as rational, social, and moral beings.

Yet the cultural and social transformations of refinement and politeness were only symptoms of a third phenomenon that served as the central mechanism of human improvement: the growth of commerce. Modern civil society was above all a commercial society. The systematic exchange of goods and services with others opened up a dimension of the rational mind that remained closed under more primitive economic conditions. “Commerce tends to wear off those prejudices which maintain distinction and animosity between nations,” historian William Robertson wrote in 1769. “It softens and polishes the manners of men. It unites them, by one of the strongest of all ties, the desire of supplying their mutual wants.”21

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

In 1803, the liberal political economist Francis Jeffrey identified the middle class or “middling ranks” as the social stratum in which this progress took place. The reasonable, sober, polite, and industrious manners of the middle classes (in French, la bourgeoisie ), Jeffrey argued, form the cutting edge of civilization’s moral, economic, and social improvement, which trickles down to the other ranks of society.22

Civilized commercial society brings one final crucial advance. This is the capacity for self-government or liberty. Each previous stage of the civilizing process had likewise created its appropriate form of governance, from no government at all in the state of nature, to the patriarchal chieftain and clan leader, to the feudal lord and king of Europe’s Middle Ages. As commercial society encourages men to be autonomous and responsible in the economic and cultural sphere, so it encourages the same capacity in the political sphere, as men learn to throw off “servile dependency upon their superiors.”23 Dependency, especially on political and religious authority, is the distinguishing mark of a barbarous and primitive society, while autonomy—liberty—is the mark of a modern and civilized one. Adam Smith and his contemporaries saw the British constitution and its American offshoot as products of “modern liberty” and the ongoing political advance of civil society. For the French liberal historian François Guizot, the same advance reached the European continent via the French Revolution, when the bourgeoisie was finally able to assume a political role to match its importance in Europe’s economic progress. Among those who agreed with that judgment (although little else) would be Karl Marx.24

From the point of view of civil society theory, then, history consisted of a general movement toward modern commercial “opulence,” as Adam Smith termed it, conjoined with mankind’s ascent from the ignorant savage to the modern Londoner or Parisian. As Guizot put it, the idea of progress was inseparable from the idea of civilization. Progress gave the modern European urban-dweller his taste for fine art and music, his scientific rational understanding of the world, and his instinctive distaste for violence, cruelty, superstition, and political despotism. It was this “onward march,” as another British philosopher, Arthur Balfour, explained more than a century later, “which for more than one thousand years had been characteristic of Western civilization.”25

The first thinker to suggest that this civilizing process had reached its height in modern Europe was the French philosopher A.R.J. Turgot. More than any other society or civilization in history, Turgot argued, Europe had managed to overcome the barbaric and savage part of its collective personality. Its ongoing rational and scientific character was the emblem of its success. At the same time, that in no way implied that progress was exclusively a European possession. Turgot and his disciple Condorcet looked forward to a day when, thanks to “the successive changes in human society,” the sun will shine “on an earth of none but free men, with no master save reason; for tyrants and slaves, priests and their stupid or hypocritical tools, will have disappeared.” After all, Turgot’s friend the baron d’Holbach argued, “the savage man and the civilised; the white man, the red man, and the black man; Indian and European, Chinaman and Frenchman, Negro and Laplander have the same nature. The differences between them are only modifications of that common nature produced by climate, government, education, opinions, and the various causes which operate on them.”26 The German philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte pointed out that “the most civilized nations of modern times are the descendants of savages,” and so present-day primitive peoples will in future become civilized in their turn. “It is the vocation of our race to unite itself into one single body,” he wrote in 1800, “all possessed of a similar culture,” which will be the highest and most perfect (that is, the most civilized) in history.27

European civilization had a dual and paradoxical nature for the Enlightenment. On the one hand, it sprang from very particular and distinct historical processes, involving differences of “climate, government, education, opinions, and the various causes which operate on them.” But on the other, it provided a universal standard for the benefit of all humanity everywhere. The result was a kind of natural convergence of human progress and Europe’s dominant role in the world. As “the human mind [is] enlightened,” A.R.J. Turgot explained, “manners are softened and isolated nations are brought closer to one together. Finally commercial and political ties unite all parts of the globe; and the whole human race … advances, ever slowly, towards greater perfection…. At last all the shadows are dispelled; and what a light shines out on all sides! What a host of great men in every sphere! What perfection of human reason!”*28

Civilization’s progress created a momentum of its own; like Augustine’s Heavenly City, it existed apart from human wishes.29 As the cliché says, You can’t stop progress. The English writer William Godwin declared in 1798, “As improvements have long continued to be incessant, so there is no chance but that they will go on.” Yet there was also a keen awareness that this improvement could be a transformative as well as a cumulative process, in which each stage of civilization’s advance required the destruction of what came before. Edward Gibbon made this the central theme of the most famous work of Enlightenment history, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776).

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

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

Gibbon’s conception of the Roman Empire as doomed to self-destruction by its own success had a profound impact on the modern historical imagination. All great empires and societies reach an end point, it suggested, a point of no return, after which they must inevitably be replaced by something else. “The course of empire” necessarily embodied a cycle of growth, decay, and destruction. This was described by historian John Anthony Froude in these terms: “Virtue and truth produced strength, strength dominion, dominion riches, riches luxury, and luxury weakness and collapse—fatal sequence repeated so often.” The possibility that modern civilization might one day disappear despite its material and political endowments would haunt the later eighteenth century, and marked a sharp detour from the earlier, more optimistic view of the European future.31

Of course, no civilization completely disappears. Even the most remote and archaic leaves behind physical evidence in the form of ruins. The later Enlightenment was fascinated by ancient ruins. Recent archeological discoveries in Athens, Pompeii, and Egypt fed speculation about the fate of empires and civilizations. Gibbon himself was sitting in the ruins of the Roman Forum when he was inspired to write his Decline and Fall. These ancient monuments stood as mute warnings to the eighteenth-century imagination, symbols of past worlds not unlike our own, which likewise was heedlessly heading to its doom.32

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

Here once flourished an opulent city; here was the seat of a powerful empire. Yes! these places, now wild and desert, were once animated by a living multitude; a busy crowd circulated in these streets now solitary. Within these walls, where now reigns the silence of death, resounded incessantly the noise of the arts, and the shouts of joy and festivity; these piles of marble were regular palaces; these fallen columns adorned the majesty of temples…. here industry, parent of enjoyments, collected the riches of all climates … and now behold what remains of this powerful city; a miserable skeleton! … The wealth of a commercial city is changed into hideous poverty, the palaces of kings become the den of wild beasts … Ah, how has so much glory been eclipsed! how have been annihilated so many labours! Thus do perish the works of men! thus vanish empires and nations!33

Volney had turned the ancient motif of the destructiveness of time against civil society itself. When the Swiss historian Carl Vollgraff later described all of human history as a “colossal collection of ruins,”34 he was expressing the same sense of melancholy fatalism that Volney first injected into the Romantic imagination.

So there was an inevitable price to be paid for progress. In 1794, the Reverend Robert Malthus worried that commercial society’s growth in affluence, and consequent rise in population, must eventually outstrip its ability to feed itself. The result would be starvation, destitution, and ruin. “The great question is now at issue, whether man shall henceforth start forwards with accelerated velocity toward illimitable and hitherto unconceived improvement; or be condemned to a perpetual oscillation between happiness and misery.”35 Malthus also introduced the disturbing image of modern commercial society’s “accelerated velocity,” spinning it mindlessly on toward more and more progress, both exhilarating and disorienting to those caught up in it. Civil society’s linear progression was beginning to resemble the rapid revolutions of Fortune’s wheel. One hundred years later, the sight of a giant rotating electric dynamo—“revolving within arm’s length at some vertiginous speed”—would become for Henry Adams the symbol of progress itself.*

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

Rousseau reversed the poles of civilization and barbarism. His paeans of praise for primitive man, the “noble savage” (not his term) who lives in effortless harmony with nature and his fellow human beings, were meant as a reproach against his refined Parisian contemporaries. But they were also a reproach against the idea of history as progress. “All subsequent progress has been so many steps in appearance towards the improvement of the individual,” he wrote, “but so many steps in reality towards the decrepitude of the species.” Ownership of property gave birth to competition and exploitation; complex social interaction gave birth to pride and envy. The arts made men soft and effeminate. Human beings became physically weak, unhappy, and highly strung. Worst of all, the progress of civil society brought not political freedom, but its opposite. It “irretrievably destroyed natural liberty, established for all time the law of property and inequality … and for the benefit of a few ambitious men subjected the human race henceforth to labor, servitude, and misery.” He concluded one early essay with this ironic prayer: “Almighty God, deliver us from the Enlightenment, and restore us to ignorance, innocence, and poverty.”36

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

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

PROGRESS TRIUMPHANT

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

—Henri de Saint-Simon

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

The great nineteenth-century prophets of progress proclaimed that what we must be—time-bound social beings—and what we want to be—happy and free—will one day be the same. They rejected both the political anarchy of romantic revolution and the “spiritual anarchy” of a self-interested market society. They proclaimed a different future, which was also historically predetermined. This was Progress with a capital P, embossed with a metaphysical reality all its own.

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

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

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

“The first phase” of Hegel’s universal history of civilization “is the East.” The civilizations of China, India, and the Middle East—the “Orient”—form the “childhood of history.” It was they that first laid bare the rational nature of the universe, created the first systematic religions, and invented the notion of the state. The Greeks, who “may then be compared with the period of adolescence,” invented the notion of the free individual. “The consciousness of freedom first arose among the Greeks,” Hegel explained, “and therefore they were free, but they, and the Romans likewise, knew only that some are free—not man as such. The Greeks,” Hegel added, “therefore had slaves.”38

The Romans ushered in the “maturity” of humankind, when those same free individuals (and their slaves) created a great material and political empire. Then came the “German” or European world. “This,” Hegel noted, “would answer in comparison with the periods of human life to Old Age. However, the Old Age of Nature is weakness; but that of Spirit is its perfect maturity and strength.” By teaching that all men are by their nature free, modern civilization represents the culmination of Progress. “Europe is absolutely the end of history,” Hegel proclaimed, since “the History of the World is nothing but the development of the Idea of Freedom.”39

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

As one prominent critic has said, Hegel is the father of the historical theory of the nation, as well as of historical progress.40 Hegel believed that any remaining discrepancies in commercial society—all the issues that worried Rousseau, Malthus, and others about inequalities of wealth, runaway self-interest, and the loss of human purpose—would be finally and definitively resolved by this national state. “The state power,” he explained, “is the achievement of all.”41 Greed and poverty disappear. People become participants in a solid, stable “ethical social realm” ( Sittlichkeit ) created by the expansion of the state’s powers and its professional and enlightened civil servants. They learn that freedom and reason are not at odds, as Rousseau had warned, but one and the same: “In the ethical social realm, a human being has rights insofar as he has duties, and duties insofar as he has rights.” In Hegel’s exalted view, this is what history teaches, reason confirms, and the state makes possible.42

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

Karl Marx certainly qualifies as one of the nineteenth century’s most influential prophets of Progress. His theory of history was constructed on the same foundations as Hegel’s: the irresistible march of man’s freedom. However, Marx identified economics, rather than politics, as the key that unlocks man’s progress through the law of class struggle. Unlike Hegel, Marx denied that commercial society was the final stage of man’s economic relations. A further stage lay beyond capitalism: socialism. For Marx and his collaborator Engels, “the authority of the political state dies out,” because in a classless society no one will require coercion to get what he wants. “Man,” Engels wrote, “[will be] at last the master of his own form of social development. [He] becomes at the same time the lord over nature, and his own master—free.”43

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

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

As in Hegel, an enlightened bureaucratic elite would organize this perfect society. But whereas Hegel’s bureaucrats are homegrown boys as it were, who have a keen understanding of their society’s institutions and traditions, Saint-Simon’s dwell entirely in the realm of abstract reason and material science. Their guiding principle is the inevitable and infallible “law of Progress,” which determines human affairs just as the law of gravity determines nature. “All we can do,” Saint-Simon suggested, “is to obey this law with understanding, taking into account the course it prescribes for us instead of being blindly pushed by it.” He termed it “our veritable Providence.”44

“Bureaucracy” and “technology” would later become disparaging and sinister terms. But for Saint-Simon and his intellectual heir Auguste Comte, they seemed to promise a new age of human progress and rational understanding of the world, akin to a new religion. Comte’s “positive” philosophy delivered a redemptive message very similar to Hegel’s. Our moral nature and social progress are not at odds, Comte explained, but the same. “All human progress, political, moral, or intellectual, is inseparable from material progression,” he wrote, meaning the growth of industry and science. Comte termed the principles of man’s progressive social development “social physics.” He saw it as only one part of a steady growth of a rational order in the universe, which will eventually guarantee “a perfect harmony” in nature as well as society. “Ideas of order and progress are, in social physics, as rigorously inseparable as the ideas of organization and life in biology.”45

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

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

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

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

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

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

In the early or primitive stages of man’s development, for example in nomadic or primitive farming societies, Buckle’s human being soon learns that climate, geography, and other external surroundings have the upper hand, and he is forced to adapt accordingly. But as his knowledge and intellectual powers expand in later stages, man takes the driver’s seat. The projection of his faculties through science and technology increasingly takes precedence over all other forms of rational activity, and comes to characterize civilization in its European form.46

Far from being threatened by a comparative perspective on the relative strengths and weaknesses of European civilization, Buckle and his contemporaries strongly welcomed it. They were able to draw on a wide range of new sources for comparison, including recent archeological discoveries such as Heinrich Schliemann’s ancient Troy, Sir Austen Henry Layard’s Nineveh, Sir Arthur Evans’s Minoan Crete, and, still later, Lord Carnarvon’s Egypt. The steady growth of “Oriental studies” provided valuable new data about the past and present civilizations of the Middle and Far East, while pioneering studies of primitive peoples and institutions, such as E.B. Tylor’s Primitive Culture (1871) and James G. Frazier’s The Golden Bough (1890), helped to clarify the distinction between “civilized” and “savage” societies. Yet all this material, no matter how startling or interesting, never seemed to contradict the same basic picture: the intrinsic superiority of European civilization over its predecessors and contemporaries.

Whether one examined its scientific achievements, its enormous economic and industrial productivity, its forms of government, or simply its remarkable historical progression from its own savage past, Europe enjoyed an unsurpassed, almost preordained, superiority to its global counterparts. It even became customary to treat the terms “civilization” and “modern Europe” as equivalent, as if all the others were simply second-rate predecessors or flawed imitations of the original. In 1854, John Henry Newman was forced to conclude that European civilization was “so distinctive and luminous in its character, so imperial in its extent, so imposing in its duration, and so utterly without rival upon the face of the earth” that it could justifiably “assume to itself the title of ‘human society,’ and its civilization the abstract term ‘civilization.’”47

The real problem for historians was not explaining why Europe had succeeded to primacy, but why the others had all failed or wandered into decrepitude and decay. European and American scholars presented a bewildering number of explanations for this systematic failure of the rest of the world to be like them. Some appealed to differences of climate and geography, others, more notoriously, to racial inferiority and physiological degeneration. Still others pointed to differences in collective psychology and to the role of religious and cultural beliefs.48 Compared with China, Persia, Ottoman Turkey, and once great but now decadent centers of European culture such as Greece and Italy, or with the primitive jungle-dwelling tribes still scattered in remote parts of the world, only Western Europeans seemed to have achieved the level of material and moral progress that constituted true civilization.

Who could have predicted that by the end of the century scholars would regularly be applying those same terms—decadence, decrepitude, and degeneracy—to Europe itself? Yet this was not so surprising as it must have seemed. After all, if all civilizations rise and fall according to scientifically certain historical laws, then it was only logical and inevitable that the same laws must apply to the European version as well. It is easy to imagine Herbert Spencer’s distress in 1858 when he was told that the second law of thermodynamics, the so-called law of entropy, implied that endless progress was not possible, since all energy in the universe must eventually dissipate and life itself cease. “I remember being out of sorts for some days afterwards,” he wrote to his informant. “Your assertion that when [final] equilibrium was reached life would cease, staggered me … I still feel unsettled….”49 If our expectations about the future depend on the flawless execution of a preordained and unalterable historical destiny, then we are bound to feel “out of sorts” when forced to conclude that destiny is working against, rather than for, our happiness.

Faith in the law of Progress now opened up the possibility of reversal. Thomas Buckle’s American counterpart and fellow Comtean John W Draper added to the history of progress the new final stage of Decrepitude, when the forces propelling society and man forward suddenly lose energy and begin to run in reverse. He warned readers in The Intellectual Development of Europe (1864) that smug comparisons with non-Western societies might not bear too close a scrutiny. “Europe is hastening to become what China is,” he suggested. “In her we may see what we shall be like when we are old.”50

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

THE ROMANTIC BREAK

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

—J.M.W. Turner

Romanticism’s pessimism was largely the result of the French Revolution. The poet William Wordsworth was ecstatic when revolution broke out in 1789. “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, but to be young was very Heaven,” he wrote, but then: “What disappointment of elevated hopes!” Hopes of a return to Rousseau’s world of innocence and freedom dissolved in the Reign of Terror and Napoleon’s military dictatorship—a new and preposterous form of despotism disguised as universal empire. Wordsworth, William Blake, the landscape painter J.M.W. Turner,51 and Adam Smith’s disciple James Mackintosh initially were enthusiastic but soon realized their mistake. Another intellectual heir to civil society theory, Edmund Burke, wrote his Reflections on the Revolution in France, which became the Bible of nineteenth-century English liberals as well as of Romantic conservatives.

German Romantics were hit especially hard. Friedrich Schiller’s expansive “Ode to Joy” in 1785 was followed by this in 1799: “This century in tempests had its end/the new one now begins with murder’s cry.” Friedrich von Schlegel feared that the French Revolution and Reign of Terror had ushered in a terrible new era of “unselfish crimes,” when men commit horrible atrocities out of a love not of evil but of virtue. To the nineteenth-century imagination, the French Revolution became what the Holocaust is to the twentieth: an image of man’s deliberate betrayal of his highest nature and ideals. Just as the critic Theodor Adorno claimed that there could be no art after Auschwitz, so did Schlegel suspect one hundred and fifty years earlier that the atrocities of the Reign of Terror meant that the “drama of human history” was actually nearing its end. One Swiss scholar in 1818 even seriously suggested making Iceland a museum of European cultural artifacts before civilization vanished completely.52

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

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

Scott turned his home into a veritable museum of Scottish and English history, with a collection of armor, banners, and religious relics that served as a visual tribute to the values of heroism and virtue that his own industrial age seemed to have lost. A fashion for neo-Gothic architecture that swept over England at the same time attempted to recreate visually the sense of community and sanctity of a Middle Ages destroyed by its modern commercial successor.53

The Romantics were also shocked by commercial society’s latest permutation, industrialization. Factories, steam engines, and smokestacks became veritable images from hell. Blake spoke of the “dark satanic mills,” Thomas Gray of the “daemons at work” at the iron foundry, and Robert Southey of “infernal noises and infernal occupations” of the factory, which “the devil has fixed upon … for his own nursery-garden and hot-house.”54 Blake’s description of early industrial London contrasted sharply with the image the Enlightenment gave of the city as the summit of urbane “politeness” and civilization:

I wander through each chartered street,
Near where the chartered Thames does flow
and mark in every face I meet
Marks of weariness, marks of woe.

In every cry of every man,
in every infant’s cry of fear,
In every voice, in every ban,
The mind-forged manacles I hear.

Wordsworth gloomily surveyed England in 1806 with these thoughts:

The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers.
Little we see in nature that is ours;
we have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;
it moves us not. Great God! Yd rather be
a pagan suckled in a creed outworn;
So, might I, standing on this pleasant lea,
Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn.

Robert Southey contrasted the new era of materialism and greed with an earlier England, when “the benevolent squire called his tenants around the crackling fire” and everyone shared in the benefits according to his station. It was a world where human beings were united by ties of tradition, religion, and a sense of community. But then “a trading spirit gradually superseded the rude but kindlier principle of the feudal system; profit and loss became the rule of conduct; in came calculation, and out went feeling.”55

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

Meanwhile, others were seeing in what used to be civilization’s most prized achievement, “refinement” and the “softening and polishing of men’s manners,” something equally sinister—the rise of decadence. The principal target of those fears was, ironically, Romanticism itself.

Decadence literally means “a falling away,” which ancient Romans used to describe the loss of an earlier fixed norm or standard of literary excellence. Like “decline,” the word became inseparable from the image of the fall of the Roman Empire. It was and is a term of abuse, not analysis.56 But decadence also implied that a decline in intellectual and moral standards was related to larger social and economic changes.* Decadence starts at the top, when an elite loses its desire to maintain the old order. Instead of resisting the impending collapse, “decadent” politicians, artists, and aristocrats accept and embrace it. Arthur Balfour put it this way in 1903: “When in an ancient and still powerful state, there spreads a mood of deep discouragement, when the reaction against recurring ills grows feebler, enterprise slackens and vigour ebbs away, then as I think, there is present some process of social degeneration,” which can be called decadence.57

In the nineteenth century, decadence became the watchword for a conservative reaction against the excesses of Romanticism. The Romantic appeal to strong emotions and the bizarre and irrational shocked people who were used to more staid standards. At the end of his life, Goethe had pronounced that classicism was health and romanticism disease. Then, in 1834, Desiré Nisard published Studies on the Manners and Critiques of the Roman Poets of the Decadence, which purported to show that the bizarre decadence of modern Romantic literature was only a reflection of the larger decadence of moral and social values of modern society. Soon everyone was using the term. In 1845, a Parisian magistrate wrote in a report to his superiors, “I believe that our society is suffering from a profound malaise.” Romantic literature had, he concluded, “given license to the worst instincts….” Everywhere he saw the same thing: “immediate gratification of the appetites, the search for pleasure, a monstrous egotism … If we continue like this … the days of the Roman decadence will return.”58

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

Luxury, more vicious than any foreign foe,
lays its heavy hand upon us, and avenges
the world we conquered. 59

Civilized society’s success brings an overabundance of commodities and comforts to a population that no longer has to struggle and strive to survive; it becomes soft and “effeminate,” as Rousseau had charged almost a century earlier: “True courage is enervated … [and] the dissolution of morals in turn leads to the corruption of taste.”60

Lurking behind this moral critique was a critique of the orthodox principles of political economy. As the inexorable forces of the division of labor bring specialization to its most acute point, civilization reaches its most developed or “late” stage. The decadent artist and the philistine businessman both reflect a human personality shrunk to its narrowest and basest level, pursuing objects now readily at hand to the exclusion of all else: money in the case of the latter and self-gratification in the case of the former. In both cases, creative energy recedes and the grossly material triumphs over the spiritual. “The whole no longer lives at all” was Friedrich Nietzsche’s diagnosis of decadence, “everywhere paralysis, arduousness, torpidity or hostility and chaos.” Decadent society, like decadent art, Nietzsche concluded, “is composite, calculated, artificial, and artifact.”61

What were supposed to be positive developments—the growth of wealth and industry, the spread of self-government, the rise of technology and the decline of religion—now became harbingers of “the last hours of civilization.” Europe here had entered an “impressive old age,” according to the twenty-five-year-old Victor Hugo in 1827. Its civilization was now “ancient,” other French Romantics insisted; it was “played out,” “decaying,” “senile,” and even “dying.”62 Progress took on a bitterly ironic meaning, as in Théophile Gautier’s discussion of progress in the arts in his Preface to Madamoiselle de Maupin: “Some centuries ago we had Raphael and Michelangelo,” Gautier wrote scathingly, “now we have M. Paul Delaroche, and all because we are progressing.”

Yet in ridiculing the idea of Progress, Hugo and Gautier betrayed the same basic assumption as Comte or Spencer. This was that societies and civilizations had a fixed life span and function as a biological organism just as its members do. “The human race as a whole has grown, has developed, has matured, like one of ourselves,” Hugo remarked. “It was once a child, once a man, and now we are looking on at its impressive old age.” Hugo echoed an organicist tradition that dated back to Giambattista Vico (whose writings were enjoying a new vogue in Paris literary circles) and ultimately to Plato and the Greeks. Just as old age eventually overtakes each of us, the organicist view argued, so must it overtake European civilization. Almost two decades before John Draper warned that in Chinese civilization “we may see what we shall be like when we are old,” both the Romantics and their opponents were arguing that Western Europe was already there. It was a commonplace on both sides of the Atlantic that Europe was the Old World, in contrast to the New World of America. Even Europe’s unchallenged power and influence around the globe became suspect, since it only confirmed that the era of dynamic growth was already past; the only future left was maturity sliding into overripeness and decay.

In a profound sense, the nineteenth century’s fear of decadence reflected its fear of its own success. European civilization’s awe-inspiring power took on a quality of “overmuchness,” a surfeit of easy wealth, social mobility, material comfort, and complacency—as well as a surfeit of change and destruction of what had come before. “Progress has atrophied in us all that is spiritual,” Charles Baudelaire wrote.63 The same “excesses” that repulsed radical Romantics like Gautier also earned the wrath of their conservative opponents. Six years after Couture’s canvas was unveiled, one of those conservatives, Count Arthur de Gobineau, gave the attack on progress a profoundly new and startling twist.

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

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

* There was also some resistance to the term. James Boswell visited Samuel Johnson in 1772 as the latter was revising his famous dictionary, and the new word came up. “He [Johnson] would not admit civilisation ” Boswell wrote afterwards, “but only civility. With great deference to him, I thought civilisation , from to civilize, better in the sense opposed to barbarity, than civility.” From the point of view of later English usage, it was Boswell who won the argument.

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

* Did Rome’s fate await the modern British Empire, as many of his contemporaries predicted? Gibbon himself said no. Material progress, politeness, and refinement—“the system of arts and laws and manners which so advantageously distinguish, above the rest of mankind, the Europeans and their colonies”—made such a repeat performance impossible. A modern, civilized, and commercial society like Britain was not, could not be, ancient Rome. “The experience of four thousand years should enlarge our hopes and diminish our apprehensions,” Gibbon wrote. “No people, unless the face of nature is changed, will relapse into their original barbarism.”30

* See Chapter 5.

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

* “If I am dependent, my being is referred to something else which I am not; I cannot exist independently of something external. I am free, on the contrary, when my existence depends on myself.”37

* As in Montesquieu’s Considérations sur le Grandeur et Décadence des Romains (1734).


CHAPTER 2
AFLOAT ON THE WRECKAGE
Arthur de Gobineau and Racial Pessimism


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

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

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

Arthur’s father, Louis de Gobineau, had fought loyally on the royalist side during the French Revolution and had been imprisoned under Napoleon. However, his failure to receive any pension or recognition from the restored Bourbon monarchs deeply embittered him. Forced to live hand-to-mouth as a half-pay army officer, he passed his own bitterness and self-pity on to Arthur. “My own situation [is] as one defeated,” Louis wrote in his relentlessly self-justifying memoirs for his teenaged son. “My humiliation is that men should see my sword snatched away because of my obedience to my prince.”1

At nineteen, the young Arthur de Gobineau was determined to succeed where his father had failed. He decided he would reverse the family’s fortunes, not by following his father into the army but as a poet, playwright, and eminent man of letters—a French Goethe. Picking up his father’s metaphor, he wrote thus to his sister in 1834: “The sword that this age has shattered will be replaced by my pen…. Knowing how to preserve my independence at all cost, I shall give lie to all the world—and I shall succeed.” In a franker moment he confessed, “I must succeed or die.”2

When Gobineau left his native Normandy and arrived in Paris in 1835 to launch his literary career, he was, like his father, a conservative Catholic royalist. But in poetic and artistic matters he was modern down to his fingertips. His tutor (who had also been his mother’s lover) had surrounded him with the works of contemporary German poets such as Hölderlin and Novalis, and he had a keen interest in what would soon come to be called the “avant-garde.”3 At the time, there was nothing unusual about this combination of conservative politics and avant-garde tastes. For every artistic and political radical, or “bohemian,” living and working in Paris, such as Georges Sand or Théophile Gautier, one could just as easily find a Chateaubriand serving as a minister of state under the Bourbons, or an Alfred de Vigny gracing the ultraroyalist literary salon of the duchess de Cayla, along with the young Victor Hugo.4

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

The French bourgeoisie were, as Hölderlin said of the German middle class, “barbarians.” But they were modern, not primitive, barbarians, the collective products of “industriousness and science.” As a class they were “deeply incapable of every divine emotion.”5 Charles Baudelaire viewed his own society as “the most stupid of societies,” a world of “asinine Romantic hypocrisy [and] the home of imbecility.” “Commerce,” he stated, “is, by its very essence, satanic.” Many besides Gobineau, both radicals or reactionaries, would have agreed with him.6 One of Gobineau’s literary models, the novelist Stendahl, wrote that the sight of a businessman or lawyer or successful doctor, made him want to “weep and vomit at the same time.”7 The bourgeois credo was, Gustav Flaubert sneered, that “man is born to work.” The artist’s credo, by contrast, came from Théophile Gautier’s novel Mademoiselle de Maupin, published in 1834, the year before Gobineau arrived in Paris: l’art pour l’art , or “art for art’s sake.”8 To be an artist or writer was to be by definition antibourgeois: in another of Gautier’s famous phrases, the writer’s cultural role was épater la bourgeoisie , or “to shock the bourgeoisie.” The artist, like the aristocrat, stood apart and above the petty aspirations of the “tobacconists, grocers, and dealers in potato chips” who formed the nucleus of modern commercial society. Instead, the Romantic artist looked elsewhere for inspiration and spiritual kinship.

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

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

Romantic Orientalism gave a new twist to the age-old belief in civilization’s inevitable westward course. Out of disillusionment with the results of modern European civilization, the Romantics acquired a new fascination and respect for its eastern predecessors. Leading exponents of Orientalism such as the painter Eugène Delacroix and later Gobineau himself were struck by the fact that, while Western Europe was ostensibly more “progressive” than the “decadent” civilizations of the East, those older cultures had preserved spiritual values that seemed lost in their own society. Delacroix had left Paris for Morocco just the year before Gobineau arrived, in search of new aesthetic outlets and sensations, just as Gobineau would later travel to Persia and Gauguin to Tahiti later still.

Above all, these non-European peoples, like their premodern European counterparts, seemed to radiate a vitality that modern civilization had either dissipated or destroyed. As Gobineau’s contemporary Charles Baudelaire explained: “There are but three groups worthy of respect: the priest, the warrior, and the poet. To know, to kill, and to create.”10 All three were vanishing from modern life. Its most characteristic product, the Romantics claimed, was ennui , the lethargy or “drowsy nausea” that resulted from an overcivilized life-style. Thomas Couture’s “Romans of the Decadence” suffered from ennui ; so did the cold, bored young men of Balzac’s novels. Ennui was the opposite of what the German Romantics called the “life-feeling,” and the enemy of artistic creativity. Baudelaire summed up the dichotomy between the modern and the primitive this way: “Nomad peoples and even cannibals may all, by virtue of their energy and personal dignity, be the superiors of our races of the West.”11 Or as Théophile Gautier put it, “Better barbarism than boredom!” It was a sentiment that Gobineau would turn into a new theory of history.

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

Like Balzac, a writer he admired, Gobineau learned to see the City of Lights as ruled by only two forces, “gold and pleasure.” He gave vent to his frustration in a letter to his sister: “Money has become the principle of power and honor. Money dominates business; money regulates population; money governs … money is the criterion for judging the esteem due to men.” France had become a “kingdom of bankers…. How I despair of a society which … has no heart left.”12

Two other events confirmed him in his pessimism. In 1843, Gobineau managed through some German friends to meet one of the leading lights of the liberal intellectual establishment, Alexis de Tocqueville. Tocqueville hired him as a research assistant for a massive research project on the origins of manners and morals in modern Europe. Tocqueville hoped to show that nineteenth-century liberalism, for all its self-consciously secular character, still kept the moral teachings of Christianity at its foundations. The equality of all human beings before God, “the duty of those who have more to help those who have less,” and the intrinsic worth of the individual—these were still, Tocqueville believed, the guiding principles of liberal society.13

However, as Gobineau spent his days poring over the works of the leading progressive philosophers of the day—Jeremy Bentham, Joseph Priestley, William Godwin, the French socialist Charles Fourier, Kant, Hegel, and Fichte—he was driven to a conclusion directly opposed to that of his employer. Traditional Christianity, he complained, “the chain which unites men through their beliefs,” had obviously fallen apart. Greed, self-interest, falsehood, and material gain were the dominant forces of the day. At the same time, Gobineau blamed Christianity for this moral bankruptcy. Instead of valuing strength, valor, and self-sacrifice, as the ancients had, Christian morality “has expressly declared that it prefers the weak and lowly to the strong.”14 This had allowed a certain feebleness of spirit to enter the cultural mainstream of Europe at the expense of more active and vital principles, leaving a trail of mediocrity in its wake.

The other event was a wave of popular revolutions that broke out all across Europe in 1848. In February crowds of students and workers overthrew the monarchy of Louis Philippe in violent street demonstrations in Paris. By March the revolutionary fervor had spread to Germany and Austria. In November the Pope was expelled and his government replaced by a new Roman Republic. However, the revolutionaries’ hopes of a “new world order” of national self-determination and liberty soon collapsed. The new nations and republics formed from the ruins of fallen empires—Germans, Czechs, Poles, Hungarians, Serbs, and Croats—quarreled among themselves over borders and territories. Middle-class liberals discovered that the forces of social discontent that revolution had allowed to spill out into the streets could not be suppressed except by force. One by one the new republics collapsed and the old powers returned to their thrones to protect law and order. In France itself the Second Republic willingly gave way to a dictatorship under Louis Napoleon (later Napoleon III), a nephew of the great Napoleon, amid a series of bloodily suppressed worker and peasant uprisings across the country.15

Like the revolutions of 1968, 1848 came to define the politics of an entire generation. As one supporter put it, “Never have nobler passions moved the civilized world, and yet all this was to end in failure.” Moderate liberals like Tocqueville, the self-conscious heirs to Enlightenment ideals about civilization and progress, were deeply shaken by the upheavals and violence. By contrast, radicals such as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels concluded that the violence had not gone far enough. True freedom and progress now required the complete and inevitable destruction of capitalism, as well as of the political status quo. “Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communist revolution,” they wrote in their Manifesto of the Communist Party, “the proletarians … have a world to win.”

The revolutions of 1848 also destroyed Romanticism’s liberal aspirations. Poets such as Lamartine, who helped found the French Second Republic, and Charles Baudelaire; historians such as Jules Michelet, who had just published a soaring paean of praise to the French spirit of unity and brotherhood entitled The People; musicians such as the young director of the Dresden Opera, Richard Wagner; and a host of other writers and intellectuals had rallied to the call for liberty and equality. They were appalled by the results. Michelet said, “I should never write The People now.” Wagner, who had supported the outbreak of socialist revolution in Dresden, was forced to flee abroad when it sputtered out and died. He remained in exile for twelve years and refused to have anything to do with politics again.16

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

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

Only the countess herself is spared this irretrievable decay. Like Gobineau, she is the blood descendant of Sicily’s Norman conquerors in the Middle Ages, and before that of “barbarian” Viking freebooters who, over the course of generations, have passed their valor and vitality on to her. She is, in short, the last of a virtuous race; her innate superiority shields her against the inevitable degeneration of her age—just as Gobineau fancied of himself. By the time he finished Manfredine , Gobineau had concluded that there was a direct causal link between his aristocratic lineage and his alienation from bourgeois society. The blood of France’s ancient noblesse de race , he (erroneously) believed, still flowed through his veins, providing a buffer against the typical money-grubbing decadence of his own era. As he explained years later, “I discovered that it was not I who was growing old and degenerate, but the society around me.”17

His mission now was to translate this insight into a more general, historical form. He would show that the Germanic invaders of the Roman Empire were the true founders of Europe’s greatness. The Vandals, Visigoths, Franks, and Vikings had destroyed Roman decadence and brought a nobility and inner vitality to an exhausted ancient world. He would demonstrate in telling detail how the ancient aristocracy of Europe, those who were “born to the sword and shield, who will hate and despise repose to the marrow of their bones,” progressively disappeared from the modern world, taking with them its vitality and strength. The research he had done for Tocqueville, along with his Orientalist studies in comparative religion and civilization, gave him a solid scholarly framework for the kind of sweeping thesis he had in mind. In a letter to his sister from February 1851, he mentioned “a large book that I am doing on the Human Races.”18 Two years later the “large book” appeared before the reading public as The Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races.

RACE AND THE ARYAN MYTH

In 1853 the idea of “race” was still relatively new.* At the very beginning of the nineteenth century, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach and Georges Cuvier had both proposed a threefold division of humanity into the Oriental or Mongol, Negroid or “Ethiopian,” and White or Caucasian races. The scholarly discipline Blumenbach and Cuvier created, anthropology, tried to understand the origins of these essentially physiological differences and to decide whether the races were in fact distinct species or merely variations on the same human type.19

Soon, however, Europeans began to use racial or physiological differentiation to explain cultural differences. Descent from one race or another, it was assumed, meant acquiring the mental and moral traits of that people, which were played out in their cultural activities. Civilization, the forward march from barbarism to modern civil society, now seemed to acquire a new and empirical base: that of race. To its adherents in the early nineteenth century, racial theory merely seemed a scientific extension of the Enlightenment’s “universal history” of mankind, in which the entire panoply of human progress turns out to be related to a single underlying cause. Long before Darwin, race theory was arguing that the unifying laws of progress were not political or economic (as they would be, for example, in Marx’s Das Kapital ), but biological.

All racial theories before Gobineau’s Essay had classified human races according to a hierarchy, with whites on top and blacks on the bottom. Carl Gustav Carus, who strongly shaped Gobineau’s ideas, argued that since Europeans more closely resembled the classical ideal of physical beauty than non-Europeans, this was a sign of their preordained superiority over other, uglier peoples. White Europeans were the “day people,” Carus stated, the lightness of their skin reflecting the life-giving light of the sun. Negroid people, on the other hand, were the “night people,” whose ebony skin revealed their dark, inchoate nature.20 Carus and other theorists all agreed that whites enjoyed innate mental and physical advantages over their brown and yellow counterparts.

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

Gustav Klemm published his ten-volume General Cultural History of Mankind between 1846 and 1852, the year before Gobineau’s Essay appeared. Klemm insisted that all the cultural developments in history consisted of the diffusion and development of distinct racial types. He argued that the crucial difference between the races was not skin color but “active” and “passive” traits. An active racial type displays in its early stages (during what Klemm called man’s savagery) an inner strength and will, which it uses to overcome the material obstacles in its path and to conquer other, more passive (and hence inferior) races. Conquest then inevitably brings miscegenation, as the conquerors settle down and lose their fierce independence and will. The original dominant group disappears and a new racial type is formed followed by a new stage of civilization.21

For Klemm and Carus, history is inevitably the story of racial mixing. But this mixing was a good, not a bad, thing. Following the Enlightenment view of universal cultural progress, Klemm believed that European man’s steady advance from savagery to freedom could be traced to successively higher levels of racial breeding and intermingling. Others disagreed. But the consensus among racial theorists was that the history of race was one of progress, of the steady advance of white dominance and the spread of political freedom for all whites (or at least white males) in its European, racially patterned form.

For this reason, the chief appeal of racism in the nineteenth century was its politically progressive, even liberal, message. If all whites (or white males) were equal by race, there was no excuse for social or economic discrimination among them. Race theory shattered the claims of an aristocratic class to privilege and authority. Instead, all Frenchmen or Englishmen or Germans were endowed from birth with the same cultural gifts, regardless of social origin. And even as European society itself was moving in this happy, egalitarian direction, so must white cultural power naturally extend itself over the nonwhite world.22 In short, the whole direction of racial thinking in Europe was one of liberal egalitarian optimism, even self-satisfaction.
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