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INTRODUCTION


IT IS WITH PLEASURE that I write a few lines of introduction to Eric Voegelin’s Science, Politics and Gnosticism. In the period since it first appeared in German in 1959, and was later translated by Henry Regnery in 1968, it has become a classic of modern political theory. It demonstrates the power of Voegelin’s thought, his lucidity of expression, and his unique and cogent analysis of the demonic in modern existence. It also shows that the new science of politics, indebted to classical and Christian philosophy, can be used to diagnose the maladies of contemporary political existence and offer remedies within the modest limits of reason and science. In this brief introduction I should like to reflect on the character of Voegelin’s analysis, its common sense, as well as its philosophical foundations. In addition, I wish to suggest the place of the material, as presented here, in the larger scheme of Voegelin’s philosophy of human affairs.

Let me say first that the present volume extends and deepens the thesis of the latter part of The New Science of Politics (1952) that the “essence of modernity is Gnosticism.” It also continues to display the “new science,” which is anchored in ordinary experience and utilizes the Aristotelian method. The nub of the latter is the great strength of Voegelin’s philosophy. He begins with commonsense understanding of the issue at hand as a given and then ascends analytically, clarifying the key experiences of reality in which every man shares and through which he becomes—if he is philosophically inclined and moved by reason—a partner in the inquiry of truth.

The first part of the work, initially delivered as the inaugural lecture of the new professor of political science at the University of Munich on November 26, 1958, deals with the modern crisis of human existence intelligibly and brilliantly. The talk of “Gnosticism,” however, is not immediately accessible until some of the particulars come into view. But this is no more than a momentary obstacle to understanding. Those with a background in Voegelin’s thought need no introduction to the present material, so I shall address those who are less familiar with his work.

The context of Voegelin’s discourse is a philosopher’s search for truth and his personal resistance to untruth in its manifold forms, especially as untruth affects the political situation from which his philosophizing takes its impetus. There is nothing pretentious in this. For Voegelin believed that the vocation of the philosopher had much in common with the vocation of all other human beings, and he spelled out this belief in an early passage of his Antrittsvorlesung (inaugural lecture). As his principal philosophical mentor Plato contended, the philosopher is no more than an exemplary human being—not a species apart. Therefore, in addressing his new colleagues and the assembled students of the University of Munich on a solemn occasion, Voegelin clarified the subject matter and truth of his discourse as applicable to each and everyone present—as well as to prospective readers—as follows:
We shall now try to present the phenomenon of the prohibition of questions through an analysis of representative opinions. Thus, this effort will present not only the phenomenon, but the exercise of analysis as well. It should show that the spiritual disorder of our time, the civilizational crisis of which everyone so readily speaks, does not by any means have to be borne as an inevitable fate; . . . on the contrary, everyone possesses the means of overcoming it in his own life. And our effort [here] should not only indicate the means, but also show  how to employ them. No one is obliged to take part in the spiritual crisis of a society; on the contrary, everyone is obliged to avoid this folly and live his life in order. Our presentation of the phenomenon, therefore, will at the same time furnish the remedy for it through therapeutic analysis (15).





Thus, he evokes the philosopher as physician of the soul. One commentator, reflecting on the overall character of Voegelin’s philosophizing, offers these helpful remarks:
To understand Voegelin’s philosophy of order-disorder, it is necessary to recognize that his philosophy is the protest of good against evil.... Behind Voegelin the historian is Voegelin the prophet crying, “Woe unto them that call evil good and good evil” (Isa. 5:20). The judgments upon the kinds of philosophy available involve sorting out the evil from the good. The powerful forms politically have been fascist (including the worst variety of the Nazis) and communist; and the degenerate or “derailed” modern philosophy has only feeble protests against collectivist tyrannies of Right and Left. The bad forms are very bad, and Voegelin has no nice academic party manners that inhibit him from calling Karl Marx a “swindler” and his master, Hegel, a charlatan who played “con games”. . . . By “true” philosophy Voegelin means basically good philosophy. It is classical and Christian, the heritage of Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, out of whom came St. Thomas Aquinas and scholasticism.... The conception Voegelin has of good and true philosophy is so noble that any practicing philosopher would tremble to try to do more than suggest what it is. Philosophy, which has the role of saving us from evil, is “the love of being through love of divine Being as the source of its order” (OH I, xiv). I call Voegelin an “Augustinian” because philosophy must develop “pairs of  concepts which cast light on both good and evil” (OH III, 68-69). Voegelin presents a City of God against and above the City of Man. The social function of true philosophy is to resist disorder and form the community that “lives through the ages”. . . .1






Protecting philosophy against perversion is vital to the larger task of protecting human existence itself against perversion and tyranny. The issues are matters of life and death (OHI, xiii). To illustrate this point, Voegelin juxtaposes famous philosophers like Marx, Comte, and Hegel, who prohibited questions that might undermine their systems’ credibility, with Rudolf Höss, the commandant of the extermination camp at Auschwitz, who testified to the inability of an SS officer to ask questions in a newspaper interview a few weeks before Voegelin’s lecture. No SS leader would even think of questioning his orders. “‘Something like that was just completely impossible,’” said Höss. “This is very close to the wording of Marx’s declaration,” Voegelin wrote, “that for ‘socialist man’ such a question ‘becomes a practical impossibility.’ Thus, we see delineated three major types for whom a human inquiry has become a practical impossibility: socialist man (in the Marxian sense), positivist man (in the Comtean sense), and national-socialist man” (18).

The line drawn in the material before us is mainly between philosophy and anti-philosophy in the form of Gnosticism. What are the differences between the two? Voegelin states the two principles as follows: “Philosophy springs from the love of being; it is man’s loving endeavor to perceive the order of being and attune himself to it. Gnosis desires dominion over being; in order to seize control  of being the gnostic constructs his system. The building of systems is a gnostic form of reasoning, not a philosophical one” (30). First, last, and always, philosophy is the love of wisdom, not its possession, as in the system and claim to actual knowledge (wirkliches Wissen) in Hegel’s Phenomenology. The closure against divine reality—variously effected through the libido dominandi, or will to power, appearing as philosophy by means of systems construction, the prohibition of pertinent questions, and the murder of God—is that in modern thought which allows, first, the evocation of the autonomous Man, and, finally, the conjuring of the pretended superman (Übermensch). Voegelin analyzes such intentional falsifications of reality and perversions of philosophy in terms of Gnosticism in its various forms.

This book explains in considerable detail just why this is so. Does Voegelin really contend that modern ideological mass movements and the dominant “philosophical” schools are in some sense continuations of the various anti-Christian, Gnostic sects, which were discredited as heretical in antiquity—e.g., the Manicheans and Valentinians? Yes, he does. He argues that there is both an historical continuity and an experiential equivalence between the ancient movements and such modern phenomena as positivism, Marxism, Freudianism, existentialism, progressivism, utopianism, revolutionary activism, fascism, communism, national socialism, and the rest of the “isms.” Aside from tracing the historical ties through substantial scholarship, which demonstrates that much of modern thought is rooted in Gnosticism, we have the experiential analysis. The latter hinges on two related experiences—alienation from a hostile world, and rebellion against the divine Ground of being.

In consequence, the leading attributes of modern Gnosticism, which arise from a lust for power, are: (1) immanentist programs to transform the world; and (2) atheism and the deification of Man as superman, master of nature, and maker of history in the wake of the death of God. Modern Gnosticism is especially distinguished from  ancient Gnosticism by its renunciation of “vertical” or otherworldly transcendence and its proclamation of a “horizontal” transcendence or futuristic parousia of Being (Heidegger)—that is, intramundane or worldly salvific doctrines—as ultimate truth. Modern Gnosticism thus takes the form of speculating on the meaning of history construed as a closed process manipulated by the revolutionary elite—the few who understand the path, process, and goal of history as its moves from stage to stage toward some sort of final perfect realm (Hegel, Marx, Comte, National Socialism). This radical immanentization or secularization of reality means that the question of “reality” underlies all lesser issues. This fact, in turn, gives rise to Voegelin’s utilization of the symbol “Second Reality”—the dream-world constructs of the Gnostic ideologues whose closure against divine Being, or exclusion of troublesome aspects of reality through forbidding questions—mutilate and falsify the consciousness of reality as commonly experienced. The flavor and depth of Voegelin’s thought emerges powerfully in the following passage from his second essay, “The Murder of God”:
The aim of parousiastic gnosticism [as in Marx, Nietzsche, and Heidegger] is to destroy the order of being, which is experienced as defective and unjust, and through man’s creative power to replace it with a perfect and just order. Now, however the order of being may be understood—as a world dominated by cosmic-divine powers in the civilizations of the Near East, or as the creation of a world-transcendent God in Judaeo-Christian symbolism, or as an essential order of being in philosophical contemplation—it remains something that is given, that is not under man’s control. In order, therefore, that the attempt to create a new world may seem to make sense, the givenness of the order of being must be obliterated; the order of being must be interpreted, rather, as essentially  under man’s control. And taking control of being further requires that the transcendent origin of being be obliterated: it requires the decapitation of being—the murder of God” (35—36).





The Crucifixion of Christ as the murder of God in Hegel’s thought, for instance, is not an event but the feat of a dialectician. The “substance of the order of being˘ which, for the [true] philosopher, is something given˘is systematically construed as a succession of phases of consciousness which proceed in dialectical development. . . . God has died because he was no more than a phase of consciousness that is now outmoded.... [T]he spirit as system requires the murder of God; and, conversely, in order to commit the murder of God the system is fashioned” (46-48).

Reductionism, transformation of the world, and construction of ideological systems in Thomas More, Thomas Hobbes, and Hegel figure prominently in the diagnosis of “pneumopathology” (70) in the concluding essay, “Ersatz Religion: The Gnostic Mass Movements of Our Time.” This piece was not part of the original 1959 German edition but first appeared in Wort und Wahrheit about a year later. It largely summarizes and elaborates the argument in the fourth chapter of The New Science of Politics. In identifying the leading characteristics of Gnosticism, Voegelin stresses that “Knowledge—gnosis—of the method of altering being is the central concern of the gnostic” (60).

This obsession with changing the world—an exercise in futility with disastrous consequences for mankind—is repeatedly countered by Voegelin’s insistence on the stability and givenness of reality. This point must be underscored: the only reality is reality experienced. 2 Therefore, the utopia of More is possible only by extracting sin (superbia, pride of life) from human nature—which More knew was an impossibility, hence utopian, even if subsequent utopians did not. Hobbes builds his system in Leviathan by obscuring reality and denying any summum bonum, relying instead upon the summum malum of violent death as his first principle. Hegel’s system is contrived only by playing the game of dialectic—the unfolding of consciousness to an end of history understood as the identity of the human logos and divine Logos in the person of Hegel himself—thereby falsifying the mystery of history which is unknowable, since it extends into an opaque and indefinite future.3 What alternatives to the “demonic mendacity” (23) of these ingenious but demonstrably, and intentionally false, “solutions” to the problems of existence does our philosopher proffer? Philosophy and faith considered experientially, in Voegelin’s account, yield alternatives that lack the dogmatic certitude of the Gnostic doctrines. After analyzing the meaning of Christian faith and before considering the   experiences of transcendence in Judaism, philosophy, and Islam, he summarizes as follows:
The temptation to fall from uncertain truth into certain untruth is stronger in the clarity of Christian faith than in other spiritual structures. But the absence of a secure hold on reality and the demanding spiritual strain are generally characteristic of border experiences in which man’s knowledge of transcendent being, and thereby the origin and meaning of mundane being, is constituted (75).





Voegelin stands firm on ground prepared by Plato, Aristotle, and St. Augustine against the imaginative manipulators of Second Realities of all persuasions. “The nature of a thing cannot be changed; whoever tries to ‘alter’ its nature destroys the thing. Man cannot transform himself into a superman; the attempt to create a superman is an attempt to murder man” (43). The Christian solution to the imperfection of the world remains open: “. . .the world throughout history will remain as it is and. . .man’s salvational fulfillment is brought about through grace in death” (60). “The world...remains as it is given to us, and it is not within man’s power to change its structure” (69). Thus More “in his revolt against the world as it has been created by God, arbitrarily omits an element of reality in order to create the fantasy of a new world” (70). “Hegel identifies his human logos with the Logos that is Christ, in order to make the meaningful process of history fully comprehensible. In the three cases of More, Hobbes, and Hegel,. . .the thinker suppresses an essential element of reality in order to be able to construct an image of man, or society, or history to suit his desires.... The constitution of being [however] remains what it is—beyond the reach of the thinker’s lust for power.... The result, therefore, is not dominion over being, but a fantasy satisfaction” (106).
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